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Into the Blue

Dreaming of clouds in Waxactun
angels grab my eyes

Peaceful stones transcend my reason
a shadowless noon

in the midsummer season

Defines this location as wise

Tropical moss enshrouds old stone
forgotten town decays

Soul sparks, long in tireless flight
arrive alone
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on a moonless night
Upon the back of stellar rays

Time and fate will wait for you
to find eternal rest

When the world dissolves away
into the blue

of a dimming day

Just watch it all unmanifestl

—JOHN MAJOR JENKINS
Waxactun, Guatemala
August 2008

2012: AN UNSTOPPABLE IDEA

This was the peopling of the face of the earth:

They came into being, they multiplied, they

had daughters, they had sons, these manikins,
woodcarvings. But there was nothing in their hearts
and nothing in their minds, no memory of their
mason and builder. They just went and walked
wherever they wanted . . . they did not remember

the Heart ofSky.i

—THE POPOL VUH

Writing this book was an immense undertaking that had to ac commodate new developments in the ever-shifting
features of a quickly evolving field. Because of its curious crescendo in our immediate future, and therefore unlike
any other topic, 20120logy (“twentytwelvology”) has been growing exponentially with a unique set of issues and
attractions. This accelerating growth of interest in the public arena is driven primarily by urgent doomsday
scenarios spun out by the mainstream media and opportunistic writers. And yet the date is not simply a newfangled
gadget invented by the marketplace. It is, in fact, a true artifact of the authentic Maya calendar, which has suffered
the cut-and-paste cos mologizing of wannabe wizards, pocket-protector prophets, and celebrity showmen. This
heady stew is all stirred up in the Google cauldron, making a dangerous potion for the unsuspecting newcomer. As
you step into this ever-shifting discussion, it will be helpful to have some historical background and a guiding
survey of who has been saying what. This is part of what this book offers.

I've been investigating Maya culture since 1985, and I have written many research-oriented books and articles on
Maya calendars and cosmology. My first two books were self-published travelogues peppered with historical facts
and comments on the Mesoamerican worldview. I quickly became fascinated with various unresolved enigmas,
including the 2012 cycle-ending date. My 1992 book, Tzolkin: Visionary Perspectives and Calendar Studies,
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presented my work on the Venus calendar found in the Dresden Codex, one of the few surviving Maya books. My
1998 book Maya Cosmogenesis 2012 broke new ground on identifying why 2012 was important to the ancient Maya,
offering a new reconstruction of ancient Maya thought. Key questions were posed: When and where did the early
Maya devise the calendar that gives us the cycle ending in 2012? Why did they place this cycle ending on December
21, 2012, and how did they think about it? These questions led me to discoveries and conclusions that integrated the
domains of astronomy, mythology, prophecy, and spiritual teachings.

1 found that a rare astronomical alignment culminates in the years leading up to 2012, when the position of the
solstice sun will be aligned with the Milky Way galaxy. This solstice-galaxy alignment is a rare occurrence,
happening only once every 26,000 years. It can be called a “galactic alignment” and was perceived by ancient
astronomers as a shifting of the position of the sun, on the solstice, in relation to background features such as stars,
constellations, and the Milky Way. Based on evidence in Maya traditions and key archaeological sites, it became
overwhelmingly apparent to me that the future convergence of sun and galaxy was calculated, with good accuracy,
by the ancient Maya and the cycle-ending date in 2012 was chosen to target it. Without going into any further
questions and complexities, this situation means that the ancient Maya had astronomical abilities at least on par
with their contemporaries in other parts of the world, including Greece, India, Babylo nia, and Egypt.

Importantly, I noticed that the astronomical features involved in the galactic alignment were key players in Maya
cosmology and Creation Mythology. These connections were not free-floating opinions based on imagined
associations that had no real relevance for the ancient Maya. In fact, the evidence was there in the academic
literature itself. I was merely stitching all the pieces together. The solstice sun, the Milky Way, and a curious
feature that lies along the Milky Way called the dark rift were utilized in the sacred ballgame, king-making rites,
the calendar systems, and the Hero Twin Creation Myth. These real connections anchored the galactic alignment
firmly within known Maya concepts and traditions. In my studies I quickly focused my attention on the early Maya
site called Izapa, which scholars suspected as being involved in the formulation of the Long Count calendar. By
1994 the results of this approach had revealed Izapa as a critically important place for understanding how the
Maya thought about the galactic alignment in era- 2012. Furthermore, the astronomy was woven together with
spiritual teachings, conveyed as mythological dynamics in the Creation Myth on Izapa’s many pictographic
monuments.

Astronomy, the calendar, and the Creation Myth were facets of the same cosmology. Beliefs about cycle endings,
especially the big one in 2012, were represented in these traditions and revealed how the creators of the Long
Count thought about 2012. It was not perceived as some dramatic doomsday apocalypse, as our modern media
repeatedly prefers to portray it. Instead, the creators of the 2012 calendar utilized sophisticated spiritual teachings
intended to facilitate a process of spiritual transformation and renewal. This was clearly big news, given that, in the
mid-1990s when I made these discoveries, scholars had said nothing about 2012 and the doomsday interpretation
was on the rise in the popular media. For me, the years after my first trip south of the border in 1986 were filled
with exciting discoveries, continuing travels, field investigations at Maya sites, living and working with the modern
Maya, meeting remarkable people, writing and teaching.

Through the years I've been invited to contribute articles to anthologies, speak at conferences, attend irresistible
events, and conduct radio and TV interviews. Naturally, some of these were well produced, but others were ill
conceived, and ['ve learned a lot about working with conference organizers and documentary producers.
Throughout the aforementioned wonder-land of opportunities and farragoes my goal of finding a suitable publisher
for a book telling the definitive 2012 story remained elusive. When the 2012 bug started to bite the mainstream
press and many more books started to appear, I noticed that authors and the media were pulling the 2012 topic in
predictably weird directions. For example, one prominent trend has involved slowly, and almost imperceptibly,
divorcing the 2012 icon from its Maya roots. Another enlists 2012 into serving the dubious cause of fear-based
doomsday scenarios populated by alien gene splicers, invisible planets, searing solar flares, and menacing
asteroids. The vast majority of this unbridled superstorm of alarmist and hype-driven marketing ploys was
problematic. I realized that I was in a unique position to offer clarity and discernment, so I got to work, building
from scratch a new book that I envisioned to be the definitive 2012 story.

Chapter 1 presents the indispensable discoveries and academic work that over many centuries have led to an
astonishing picture of ancient Maya civilization. How did explorers come to rediscover the lost cities of the Maya?
How did scholars come to reconstruct the calendar systems? How did breakthroughs and biases help and hinder the
process? And going further back in time, how and when did civilization in Mesoamerica develop? The material
covered in Chapter 1 could easily have been expanded into a book of its own, telling the story of fascinating rogues
and colorful characters who discovered and explored the jungle temples of ancient Maya civilization,
reconstructing an entire worldview beginning with the barest of fragments. Since my goal was to write one book
rather than a ten-volume series, I have summarized the most notable events and as a result many interesting
episodes and characters have been left out.

Distilling the endless information down to its alchemical essence, ['ve highlighted certain themes that I believe
define the remarkable ongoing process of recovering the lost knowledge of the Maya, America’s most persistently
mind-boggling civilization. One of these themes is the important place occupied, time and again, by the independent

Crp. 7u3 213



outsider. Quirky, eccentric, dealing genuine insights and controversial fancies, they have been the triggers and the
mainstay of real progress. Visionary philosopher Terence McKenna said in one of his talks:

What we need to celebrate is the individual. Have you not noticed (I certainly have), that every historical change
you can think of—in fact any change you can think of, forget about human beings—any change in any system that
you can think of is always ultimately traceable to one unit in the system undergoing a phase state change of some
sort. There are no group decisions, those things come later. The genius of creativity and of initiation of activity

always lies with the individual. 3

The efforts made by these upstarts to transcend status quo biases inflicted by degreed gatekeepers wielding their
own limiting brands of logic and decorum can be observed time and time again. Usually the truth eventually came
through, even though it was often reviled and marginalized for decades and the trailblazers themselves died without
due acknowledgment.

1 count myself among the autodidacts, the self-taught perpetual students fueled by passion and a sense of mission.
The early independent Maya researchers had little to work with. Things have sped up since the days of Forstemann,
Goodman, and Bourbourg, and I expect the next decade will see many unexpected breakthroughs in how we
understand Maya astronomy, the hieroglyphic inscriptions, and the much maligned and misunderstood 2012
date—including, as we will see, new evidence that supports my reconstruction of the original intentions behind the
2012 date. Even after the 2012 party is over, the work will continue.

Another theme is 2012’s wide appeal. By this I mean it is of interest to scientists, New Age spiritualists, novelists,
survivalists, evangelizing model makers, and the mass media—although, it must be said, its millenarian aspect finds
particularly fertile soil in the United States. Whether manifesting in negative or positive aspects, 2012 nevertheless
has meaning in virtually every domain where it appears. This situation calls into question critics who declare, with
a surprisingly smug certainty, that 2012 is a hoax or completely meaningless. I've observed and directly
experienced this treatment and have dialogued with those who inflict it, so [ feel obligated to report the following:
In academia as well as in the skeptical popular press, 2012 is rendered meaningless to the extent that it is
misunderstood. This is an interesting equation. If a prejudice exists that 2012 is meaningless, then myriad creative
ways to misunderstand it can and must be implemented. One overarching misunderstanding is endlessly repeated.:

that the Maya predicted the end of the world in 201 2.3 If you look at the Maya doctrine of World Ages, the
hieroglyphic inscriptions that relate to 2012, and the Creation Mythology (The Popol Vuh), you find nothing of the
sort. These misconceptions have currency because access to good information on 2012 has been either seriously
limited or buried under the endless bric-a-brac of the spiritual marketplace. Discerning books and websites,
including my own, are out there and have been for years, but they must compete with formulaic attention-grabbing
marketplace products that are almost always sensationalized and riddled with errors.

1 found it challenging to review, for this book, the many distortions and misapprehensions that have clogged the
2012 marketplace. I felt it would be important to clarify, for the record, the facts of the matter and have assessed
materials from theories, models, so-called prophets, and visionaries. The real stories that underlie many of these
authors and ideas are filled with ironies, debacles, and exposés, and I happen to have had the insider’s view of all
these telltale goings-on in the tortured topic of 2012. I offer my carefully considered overviews and assessments on
the best-known theories connected to 2012, and I provide these candid critiques as a guide for unwary wayfarers on
the road to 2012. Much of what is connected to 2012 is misleading and panders to fear and paranoia. Delving into
this messy situation will, I hope, be made easier with some well-placed sardonic humor and wry wit. One thing I've
learned from twenty years in the 2012 game is that humor is absolutely necessary if one hopes to survive the 2012
superstorm of surreal scenarios that are flooding the discussion. Surprisingly, we’ll find that an unwillingness to
investigate the 2012 topic rationally, which is diagnostic of many misconceptions in the popular literature, also
infects academia. A critical survey of the “modern Maya calendar movement” and its relationship to academic
treatments will be a frequent reference point.

Part I was conceived as a nuts-and-bolts chronological survey of the 2012 topic, bringing us up to speed on the
facts of the matter. Summarizing the various theories inevitably invites a presentation of my reconstruction work
and “galactic alignment theory.” Chapter 4 frames this presentation within the larger issue of how breakthroughs
occur, emphasizing that my work is built upon the previous breakthroughs of other scholars working in Maya
studies. With new decipherments of hieroglyphic texts, the multifarious ways in which the ancient Maya utilized the
concept of the alignment of the solstice sun and the Milky Way’s dark rift (the “galactic alignment”) in their
traditions is becoming clearer. I found that the Maya ballgame, king-making rites, and the Maya Creation
Mythology encoded the astronomy of the era-2012 alignment, which happens only once every 26,000 years. This
galactic alignment is caused by a phenomenon called the precession of the equinoxes, the slow shifting of the
positions of the equinoxes (and solstices) in the sky, resulting from the fact that the earth wobbles very slowly on its
axis. My end-date alignment theory is now receiving new support from recent findings in academia, and after 2012
1'll continue the work that I’ve pursued since the mid-1980s.

This astronomical alignment has been generally and more compellingly referred to as an alignment to “the
Galactic Center,” a cause for confusion in terms of timing parameters, which I will explain and clarify. When the
dust settles, [ am confident that a paradigm justly identified as “galactic” in scope will become the consensus in
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academia and that college textbooks will include tutorials in hieroglyphic statements involving the dark rift in the
Milky Way, precessional concepts and calculations in hieroglyphic inscriptions, and readings of the
astrotheological iconography of pre-Classic Izapa.

Over the years I've traveled and talked with scholars and writers, and I will share their views in their own words.
The academic Tulane conference on 2012 took place in February of 2009, just in time for inclusion in this book. It
was a watershed event that consolidated closed-minded judgments in academia while paradoxically initiating a new
era of scholarly openness (in some quarters) to considering 2012 as the valid artifact of Maya thought that it is. [
attended and recorded the proceedings, and my exchanges with scholars reveal the current state of the 2012
discussion in mainstream academia. The first part of the book closes with a concise summary of new discoveries, in
the inscriptions and elsewhere, that lend support to my galactic alignment theory while expanding our
understanding of 2012 and Maya cosmovision in profound and compelling new ways.

My angle of approach to 2012 in Part I is guided by a straightforward, informed, and objective assessment. But
something is missing. The deeper meaning that New Agers believe 2012 contains is, [ venture, an important and
valid part of the discussion. It has, in fact, been present for me from the early days of my research. What I've
noticed is that Maya teachings, including those pertaining to cycle endings, belong to a Perennial Philosophy, or
Primordial Tradition, a reservoir of knowledge and spiritual wisdom common in its essential form to all great
religious traditions. The inner, symbolic message of 2012 can have meaning for all humanity. Approaching 2012 in
this way is suspect to Maya specialists, even though it can be undertaken rationally. Comparative mythologist
Joseph Campbell, for example, drew from the integrative perspectives of this Perennial Philosophy to show
patterns of similarity between widely separated global mythologies. He pierced beyond the veil of surface
appearances and culture-specific terminology to see the archetypal level of meaning. Ancient Hindu teachings and
Buddhist insights, for Campbell, could thus have spiritual meaning for modern seekers. So, too, Maya teachings
belong in their archetypal essence to this primordial wisdom, and can speak to us today, or to any human being in
any era.

One might suspect that this approach to 2012 would have been colonized by New Agers and spiritual seekers, but it
hasn’t. The thirst for spiritual insight has not been quenched by the wells plumbed by spiritual writers on 2012,
because instead of tapping into Maya traditional wisdom as an expression of the Perennial Philosophy, all manner
of inventive models charted in the name of the Maya calendar have instead staked a claim in the spiritual
marketplace. The vein of pure gnosis is there, right before our eyes, in the Maya Creation Mythology, we just need
to read it with eyes attuned to the symbolic, archetypal, universal content.

Part Il ventures into this deeper area of inquiry, and beyond it is the ultimate invitation—for the reader to lay down
books and open up their own initiatory conduit into a direct inner experience of the universal gnosis that all
spiritual teachings point to. This is no time to insulate ourselves from the profound universal teachings of ancient
Maya philosophy. Chapter 12 is dedicated to discussing the importance of this big picture, how we can open to it,
how it can be embodied, and how its implicit values can be put into practice. We are being called to engage the
initiatory sacrifice that the Maya’s 2012 teaching insists is indispensable. Ultimately, this is the only way that
anyone will be able to understand for themselves what 2012 is all about. It’s an understanding not limited to facts
and figures—it is the gnosis of union with the whole consciousness that lies at the root of ego and world. These ideas
are centrally important to the universal meaning of 2012 and must be taken seriously. For now we are coming down
to the wire; the 2012 date is looming like an unwanted intruder in the dream of Western civilization, urgently
screaming that something is very wrong with the way we 've been running the planet.

These are the big questions, ones that any 2012ologist is required to address. But to my mind they aren’t concerns
that will last. Or, I should rather say, the concerns for sustainable worldview and spiritual wholeness will last but
their connection to 2012 will expire. After 2012 no one will care anymore about relating the Maya calendar to
events in the world or to the importance of spiritual awakening. For mainstream culture it will pass into oblivion
while the next trendy topic is lined up for consideration. What will last, in my view, is twofold: the ongoing effort to
reconstruct ancient Maya cosmology and the growing indigenous cultural movement that Maya scholar Victor
Montejo has called “the Maya Renaissance.” An upwelling of indigenous consciousness defines this renaissance,
which I believe heralds a much larger, and much needed, global awakening and renewal. Our entire world needs to
have a turnabout in its deepest seat of consciousness, flipping the values of a self-serving dominator ethic back
around to the community-building partnership strategies that were the ideal of indigenous societies. In this regard,
the very idea of era-2012 as a time of renewal is exactly what the world at large needs to hear.

This book is the culmination of a quarter century of committed and constant research into Maya culture,
cosmology, and the 2012 question. It was not written on assignment by a hired novice, as so many recent 2012 books
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have been. I've invested much time to sort out the wheat from the chaff and offer here a carefully considered
treatment of a controversial phenomenon that is as thorough as such a complex topic allows. For many readers it
will probably be challenging and enervating. Every reader will find in here things to agree with and others to
disagree with. In a book that deals with a subject of so many labyrinthine layers and perplexing possibilities, that is
how it should be; it is, in fact, unavoidable. Be prepared to dive in and get your feet wet. This is what you re in for,
and I hope you will find it useful, challenging, and informative.

John Major Jenkins
May 31, 2009

4 Ahau

Long Count 12.19.16.7.0

PART ONE
THE 2012 STORY

CHAPTER ONE

RECOVERING A LOST WORLD

Unfortunately the modern priests were not so conscious of the historical and artistic value of Mitla as their
predecessors; a room full of ancient frescoes of invaluable archaeological importance was used in 1904 as the

priest’s stable, and part of the frescoes were knocked down to build a pigsty. i

—MIGUEL COVARRUBIAS

The story of the human presence in Mesoamerica is an epic journey, stretching over at least 10,000 years with
intermingling boundaries between the Olmec, Izapan, Maya, Toltec, and Nahuatl cultures. It flowered in the Classic
Maya civilization (300 AD to 900 AD), whose most important cosmological artifact (the Long Count calendar)
pointed beyond its own demise to a great cycle ending: December 21, 2012. The Maya’s knowledge of that date was
lost centuries ago, but was recovered from the barest fragments by explorers and iconoclasts, rogues and scholars,
who all contributed in their own ways to the realization, achieved only recently, that the end date of a cycle of 13
Baktuns was an intentional forward calculation. This chapter unfolds the process by which this most intriguing date,
and the profound paradigm connected to it, was rediscovered right on the cusp of the cycle’s conclusion.

Something incredible occurred in the center of the Americas that has persistently intrigued and baffled European
colonizers. The discoveries and achievements of American Indian civilizations reveal an unparalleled genius. A
demonstration of this genius is found in the early domestication of corn, which occurred in Central Mexico’s Balsas

River Valley roughly 8,700 years ago.f Decades, centuries, of persistent interbreeding was required to tease juicy
corn kernels out of teosinte, a skinny wild grain. As their civilizations developed, the trailblazers of the Western
Hemisphere attained profound achievements in mathematics, medicine, philosophy, and astronomy, and gave to the
modern world essential staples such as corn, chocolate, tobacco, and potatoes. Without their discoveries, the

modern world would be stripped of many of its best possessions.i

In Mesoamerica, the land stretching between central Mexico and Honduras, a native genius unfolded itself through
the centuries, producing insights about the cosmos while building huge stone cities and creating unique calendars.
A curiously advanced worldview is encoded into these calendars, one that saw the processes of earth and sky
interwoven. Seasonal cycles of rain and heat, sowing and growing, blended with a creation mythos centered on
maize. The life cycle of a human being and the astronomical cycles above were seen to be integrated as one
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majestic symphony. For the ancient Meso americans, life was essentially a mystery that could never be completely
figured out in the definitive sense that Western science seeks to achieve. But for the ancient Maya, gazing into the
night sky from their lofty temples, alive to the mingling rhythms of the sky and their own beating hearts, it was a
mystery that could be experienced.

In the rise and fall of the human enterprise, the Maya achievement had already passed by the time Spanish
conquistadors arrived in 1519. The Classic Maya civilization was long gone. What the invaders found instead was a
new, upstart Aztec empire sprawling over the high plateau of Central Mexico, far to the west of Maya dominions.
After long peregrinations searching for a new homeland, the Aztecs had stumbled upon the central Mexican
plateau. There they saw an eagle land on a nopal cactus with a snake in its mouth. This was the fulfillment of the
prophecy, a sign that they had found their new homeland. They built what would later become Mexico City, and by
1500 AD their capital, Tenochtitlan, was a bustling metropolis.

The Aztecs inherited fading echoes of long-gone kingdoms and cosmologies, including fragments of a
pan-Mesoamerican calendar of 260 days developed more than two millennia earlier by the Olmec civilization.
Although the Aztecs appeared five centuries after the collapse of the Classic Maya civilization (which developed in
eastern Mexico and parts of modern-day Central America), certain traditions, such as the idea of a succession of
World Ages experienced by humanity, were shared. The end of each World Age was thought to signal a
transformation. And for the Aztecs their world would indeed soon come to an end. The dramatic events that
transpired between Cortés’s small but determined army and the people of Moctezuma in Central Mexico define
what we consider to be the conquest of Mexico. But Mexico is a big place. It would be several more years before the
Spanish invaders pushed their way far enough into the lands of the Maya to realize that another ancient civilization
once flourished in the decaying jungle cities of the east.
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Although the old stone cities of the Maya were crumbling and forgotten, the tribes found by the Spanish were
engaged in a thriving new phase of cultural activity. From the hot lowlands of the Yucatan Peninsula to the
highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala, the Maya were deeply involved with the business of civilization. Trade
networks stretched for hundreds of miles from seacoast to high volcanic peaks. City-states expressing new
architectural styles, including the Quiché Maya kingdom, arose in the Guatemalan highlands. As with the Aztecs far
to the west, an upsurge in cultural growth had spiked in the early 1500s, but was cut short by the strange foreigners
riding beasts like deer and wearing invincible coats of metal.

Pedro de Alvarado defeated the Quiché king Tecun Uman in 1524, Cortés defeated Moctezuma and subjugated the
Aztecs, and the Yucatec Maya were tortured and their books were burned in Inquisitorial bonfires. Franciscan
missionaries targeted Maya religion as a heresy that must be stamped out, and Maya leaders were often tortured
and put to death for practicing their traditional ways. In a letter of 1563 sent to the king of Spain, a citizen of
Mérida named Diego Rodriguez Bibanco, who had received a royal appointment as “Defender of the Indians of
Yucatan,” documented the “irregularities and punishments” inflicted on Maya people accused of practicing
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idolatry:

And so, with the power they claimed as ecclesiastical judges, and that which your Justice gave them, they set about
the business with great rigor and atrocity, putting the Indians to great tortures of ropes and water, hanging them by
pulleys with stones of 50 or 75 pounds tied to their feet, and so suspended gave them many lashes until the blood ran
to the ground from their shoulders and legs. Besides this they tarred them with boiling fat as was the custom to do

with Negro slaves, with the melted wax of lit candles dropped on their bare parts; all this without preceding

information, or seeking first for the facts. This seemed to them the way to teach them.f

Millions of indigenous citizens of the New World also died of diseases brought by Europeans, and by 1600 the
native population of Mesoamerica had been reduced to a fraction of its former number.

1t was a clash of civilizations unlike anything the world had ever experienced, as strange for the Maya as an
armada of spaceships from Antares landing on the White House lawn, bringing alien beings hungry for megatons of
gold, or copper, or soil. Most cultures would have become dust in the wind, but the Maya, ever resilient, having the
adaptable strength of the willow tree, received and allowed the invaders to wash over them so that now, five
hundred years later, they still stand. In certain important respects, mainly in the preservation of spiritual beliefs
and calendar ceremonies, the Maya have never been conquered.

STILL HERE AFTER ALL THESE YEARS

To emphatically clarify a common misconception, the Maya didn’t simply vanish in some intergalactic recall of the
ninth century. After the great cities of Copan, Palenque, Tikal, and Yaxchilan faltered and fell some eleven hundred
years ago, succumbing to greed, plague, and drought, different Maya groups split and dispersed, embarking on long
Jjourneys looking for new homelands. They carried their cultural identities and accomplishments with them like
burdens on their backs, eventually setting up house in new regions, such as the crenellated ravines and plateaus of
the Guatemalan highlands.

But by 900 AD the end of the Maya Classic Period had come, signaling the end of a style of civilization that
crumbled under the weight of its own hubris, much in the way that our own crumbles now. Cultures rise and fall as
day follows night, and a plethora of Maya groups multiplied as new generations played ever-evolving variations on
the theme of Mesoamerican civilization. The history of Mesoamerica is as complex as any other region of the world,
perhaps more so due to the tumultuous landscape of earthquakes and eruptions in which the Maya have
traditionally lived. But core beliefs and traditions, such as the old mythologies and ceremonies, have withstood the
erosions of time.

In 1700, a Dominican friar named Francisco Ximénez took up his orders in the highland town of Santo Tomas
Chichicastenango. The domain was still called New Spain, as Guatemala would not come into being as an
independent republic until 1821. He discovered among the Maya people of his parish a strange book penned in an
alphabetic script in the native Quiché language. It was closely guarded as a sacred text, handed down for
generations from one elder to the next, and now it was placed into his hands. Sensitive to the plight of his Maya
flock, and how people in his world harbored so many mistaken notions about them, he decided to translate it. In the
foreword to his work he wrote:

Because I have seen many historians who write about these peoples and their beliefs, say and touch upon some
things contained in their histories which were only scattered fragments, and since the historians had not seen the
actual histories themselves, as they were written, I decide to put here and transcribe all of their histories, according

to the way they had written them.f

And so The Popol Vuh (Book of Council, Book of the Dawn of Life) was copied for posterity and translated into
Spanish. Father Ximénez, an accomplished linguistic and student of Mayan grammar, was well suited to the task.
The original manuscript that he worked from was written in the 1550s. Some scholars believe that the Maya elders

who did it were drawing from an older hieroglyphic book.f Certain mythological scenes and deities found in The
Popol Vuh are also portrayed on ancient carved monuments at early Maya sites dating back more than 2,100 years,
suggesting that an ideological gold mine of great antiquity was preserved in the ancient text.

But metaphorical gold is not real gold. As so often happened with the treatment of native wisdom, Ximénez's
offering to the outside world slipped into the shadows and was not published until 1857. By then, intrepid explorers
had already delved into the jungles of Central America and were finding evidence of a forgotten civilization
—people who, a thousand years prior to Ximénez, were painting the stories of The Popol Vuh on vases and in their
books. In those pages the gods and planets danced to the tune of the sacred 260-day calendar, a system of divination
and timekeeping that survives today in the remote villages of Guatemala. But not all areas inhabited by the Maya
have retained this continuity of the ancient calendar traditions.

During the conquest of the Maya in the Yucatan, the 260-day calendar was still being followed. Franciscan friars
were streaming off the boats, arriving armed with the mandate of the Catholic auto-da-fé, the jihadlike Inquisition,
their heads loaded with deep prejudices against pagans who were ignorant of the One Holy Faith. Bishop Diego de
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Landa was one of these early evangelicals, hell-bent on converting the heathens. His intent was to curtail idolatrous
devil worship, and the result was the destruction of native genius.

De Landa’s book burning in the Yucatec Maya village of Mani in 1562 largely succeeded in this endeavor of
unbridled zealotry. Hundreds of Maya books were heaped in piles and destroyed. Today, only four known examples
survive: the Dresden, Madrid, Paris, and Grolier codices. In time, the native calendars in Yucatan were likewise
stamped out. This kind of act was nothing new for Christianity, whose champion Emperor Theodosius likewise
ordered “pagan’ temples destroyed in 391 AD, including the Alexandrian Museum and the Serapeum that housed
major parts of the Alexandrian library. The dearth of direct evidence about what the ancient Maya knew and
believed has caused prejudices and misconceptions to multiply. An embedded bias within Western assumptions,
installed by both religious and scientific training, that the Maya were unscientific has continued to today and often
prevents a clear assessment of Maya culture on its own terms.

The case of de Landa contains within it one redeeming component, for he was also responsible for recording and
preserving information about the dates and glyphs of the Maya calendar. In an act of curiosity that, for once,
outweighed his disgust, he compiled information from various Maya informants and attempted to interpret the
day-signs of the calendar, believing they were phonetic letters of the Maya alphabet. Although de Landa was far off
base, his Relacion de las Cosas de Yucatan preserved important facets of Maya writing and language. His book,
rediscovered and published three centuries later by French cleric Brasseur de Bourbourg, became the key with
which early scholars of the Maya were able to begin reconstructing knowledge that had been lost, such as the
workings of the Maya calendar and the enigmatic hieroglyphic writing system.

During the sixteenth century a theological debate was raging among the Franciscans—did the Maya have souls?
Why even try to spread the Christian faith to soulless, irreversibly damned heathens? Can animals enter the
kingdom of heaven? These debates were typical in the mid-1500s, revealing popular attitudes and the formulation
of official church policy. Today, despite progress in allowing indigenous Americans to have souls, prejudices
remain deeply rooted. One way out of the mire of prejudice that emerged in the 1800s was to see them as noble
savages. Charles Darwin was both an evolutionist who saw naked savages as repugnant and a stalwart abolitionist,
a paradoxical stance that explains contradictory attitudes toward natives in his famous book The Descent of Man.
On one hand he saw them as gentle and kind, peace-loving tribes. On the other, they were naked, disgusting, and
unintelligible. Nevertheless, a romanticized portrait of natives appealed to the European imagination. It countered
negative attitudes, but the alienation between the “civilized” nations and the “uncivilized” heathens was sustained
as the Maya remained objects of contemplation rather than fellow humans.

In the lowlands of the Lacandon rain forest, running west of the great Usumacinta River that divides Mexico from
Guatemala, the last remnants of unconquered Maya have, technically, survived up into the twenty-first century. As

recently as the 1960s anthropologists were studying the ancient beliefs, dreams, and ceremonies of the Lacandon.z
They still visited the ancient altar shrines of their long-dead ancestors, burning incense in “god pots” (ritual
ceramic vessels) in the overgrown ruins of Bonampak. But the Lacandon were in the twilight phase of their cycle of
existence, their numbers dwindling to less than a hundred, and therefore they fell prey to problems caused by
inbreeding. Though they have been known for refusing to join the ways of the Europeans, the recent generation of
this dwindling group of holdouts has now finally made the leap. They wear their characteristic flowing white tunics
only when making appearances at the site of Palenque, or at the Na Bolon study center and museum in San
Cristobal de las Casas. But back in the 1870s they were ghosts in the jungle, strange forest dwellers who ate
monkeys and moved here and there between ceiba-shrouded encampments.

In a bizarre meeting that signaled the end of their jungle idyll, explorer Alfred Maudslay sought out the Lacandon
Maya, the archetypal “other,” on his way to Yaxchilan in 1882. Punting down the Usumacinta River, his guides
directed him to pull ashore. The path they took was marked in spots with jaguar skulls. Eventually they came to a
clearing containing three huts, where a Lacandon woman came out to meet them. Maudslay wrote:

She had not the slightest trace of fear, she smiled quite happily and received us most courteously, asked us to go
into a small open house and said that all the men were away hunting cacao . . . the woman had features exactly like
the faces at Palenque and Menché, receding forehead, hooked nose, and big lips. She was quite pleasant and

talkative. . . . f

Stereotypes of the Lacandon as fierce jungle savages were not confirmed by Maudslay’s experience.

The Lacandon were only one leaf on the tree of Mesoamerican civilization. In fact, after the Conquest most of what
was known and studied about the New World Indians came out of the remnants of the Aztec empire. The situation
there as it unfolded through the centuries is fairly unique in the development of European and native interactions in
the New World. As Carlos Fuentes said, “Mexicans descend from the Aztecs, while Argentinians descend from

ships. ? Blood mixture and intermarrying have made the Aztecs an essential ingredient of what a modern Mexican
is. Today, many Lati nos and Chicanos proudly recognize their Aztec heritage. While “the other” was and still is
rejected as a matter of course by many Americans (meaning denizens of all the Americas), the modern Mexicans
have become the other.
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AZTEC DOMAINS

In Central Mexico, far to the west of the Maya heartland, another friar, Bernardino de Sahagun, spoke with native
informants and documented the beliefs of the children of Moctezuma. The sense of something profound in native
traditions that should be preserved continued with other well intentioned Spaniards. Diego Duran compiled and
preserved many documents on the native calendar and histories, and in the late 1500s he wrote The Book of the

Gods and Rites of the Ancient Calendar. As usual, however, his work was suppressed and filed away in the archives

and remained unpublished for almost three hundred years.io

In the late 1600s, Don Carlos de Sigiienza y Gongora rescued many documents from the archives during a fire that
consumed the city. He studied the traditions of the Aztecs and claimed that the pre-Conquest Indians possessed
advanced knowledge of mathematics and astronomy. Upon examining the pictographic manuscripts left by the
Aztecs, he observed that they had a calendar of 52 years, today known as the Calendar Round. It was a combination
of two native time-counts, one being 260 days and the other being a 365-day approximation of the solar year.
Sigiienza’s examination of the documents and pictographic manuscripts also enabled him to calculate a chronology
of the pre-Conquest kings of Mexico. A primary supporting source for this work was the writings of Fernando de
Alva Ixtlilxochitl, a descendant of Aztec royalty. During Sigiienza’s day and for some time thereafter, the family of
Ixtlilxochitl were still the titular lords to the grounds of Teotihuacan, the great Central Mexican city of the early
Nahuatl people that had thrived between 150 and 750 AD. Who were those mysterious people who once lived there?
When did they build the city? The answers to these kinds of questions were unclear at the time, but breakthroughs
were soon to occur. The grandeur and allure of the Pyramids of the Sun and Moon and the Street of the Dead would
soon come to the notice of the world.

A traveler from Italy named Gemelli Careri arrived in Acapulco by boat in 1697 and learned of Sigiienza’s
findings. Inspired and intrigued by Sigiienza’s work, he journeyed on ancient trails into the central plateau to visit
the ruins. Making his way north of Mexico City by mule, he noted the abject squalor of the natives. After arriving,
he was shown the site by Pedro de Alva, grandson of the famous Juan de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, and he learned of huge
stone statues located on the tops of the Pyramids of Sun and Moon. The dramatic pyramids and long Street of the
Dead at Teotihuacan must have been an incredible sight for Careri. Even for this seasoned world traveler, the scale
of the remains was impressive, rivaling what he had seen on the Giza Plateau.

Careri’s six-volume opus Voyage Around the World was published (in Italian) in 1719. Quickly condensed and
translated into other languages, it contained the first and best description of Mexico to reach the outside world. His
book was a huge success, and his itinerant method of taking public transportation inspired Jules Verne to write
Around the World in Eighty Days. However, many could not believe Careri’s observations of the pre-Conquest
cultures of the New World, and he was roundly criticized as a fraud. The eighteenth-century Scottish historian
William Robertson refused to include Careri’s findings in his highly inaccurate History of America (1777). Instead,
he asserted that “America was not peopled by any nation of the ancient continent, which had made considerable

progress in civilization.” The Mexicans and the Peruvians were not “entitled to rank with those nations which merit

the name civilized. ﬁ

Another well-known historian of the mid-1700s, Cornelius de Pauw, wrote in his book Recherches Philosophiques
sur les Américains (1769) that the so-called palace of the Mexican kings was no more than a hut. He criticized both
Careri and Sigiienza, calling into question their reports of a sophisticated calendar with intricate wheels that
calculated astronomical cycles over many centuries. Such a scenario was completely unbelievable to him, and
without further examination he asserted that astronomical observations of this sort were “incompatible with the

prodigious ignorance of those people” who “did not have words enough to count to ten. ”E This kind of prejudice
has become woven into popular views of the native peoples of Mesoamerica such that even today we see rather loud
echoes of it in movies like Mel Gibson’s Apocalypto. The History Channel’s “2012: Decoding the Past, Mayan
Doomsday Prophecy” of 2006 also insisted on emphasizing salacious scenarios of sacrifice and violence, and
committed a completely false assertion that the ancient Maya predicted doomsday in 2012.

These attitudes are thought to be the expressions of common sense, raw honesty, or healthy skepticism. The
sentiments of de Pauw are found repeated in various guises down through the centuries, putting the brakes on how
deeply we might dare understand the genius of Native Americans. And the ingrained problem can be difficult to
detect, because “it often omits critical facts about both American Indian and European history. The fact that it is
frequently written by well-respected scholars and authorities makes it even more difficult to detect. Like a
low-grade infection, it works below the level of awareness, affecting students from elementary school to graduate

school. f Here are some things that American Indians were doing all on their own: metallurgy, brain surgery,
plant breeding, medicinal healing, mathematics, astronomy, massive architecture, art, music, and poetry. The gist of
the prejudice is to not allow the Maya and other Native Amercian groups the same level of intellectual ability and
cultural sophistication as that attributed to Western cultures. The problem has been endemic in scholarship. In the
evolving understanding of the 2012 topic over the last twenty-five years, I've often encountered echoes of this
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attitude, an underinformed prejudice masquerading as coolheaded rationalism.

Throughout the 1700s few explorers and writers commented on the wealth of culture buried under the political
tumult that was Mexico. But then, in 1790, a potential breakthrough came, one that by its sheer size and
magnificence just might make a difference. The Aztec Calendar Stone, also known as the Sunstone or Eagle Bowl,
was found under Mexico City and hauled up into the light. Because of its immense size and central location, it was
probably a primary icon in the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan that was destroyed by Cortés two and a half centuries
earlier. Mexico in the 1790s was still a colony of Spain, its independence not to be won until 1821. Mexican writer
Antonio de Leon y Gama analyzed the symbolism of the Sunstone and with an impressive amount of careful research
combined with insight he revealed it to be a depiction of the ancient Mexican calendar system. But more than that,
it was the slam dunk that proved a level of genius previously considered ridiculous. The ancients clearly observed
the cycles of the sun, moon, and planets, and had devised a sophisticated calendar system to track those movements.
Up through the revolution for independence that culminated in 1821, traveling to New Spain was quite rightly
viewed as a dangerous undertaking. Revolutionary violence was everywhere in a chaotic environment of unrest, and
foreigners were suspect. In 1822, just after the Mexican Independence, an Englishman named William Bullock
traveled to Mexico, entering by the Gulf Coast port of Veracruz. It was a quick but effective trip. Returning to
London, he published a popular book, Six Months’ Residence and Travels in Mexico, in 1825. Bullock was part of a
new phase of interest in Mexico. Romantic poets such as Shelley and Keats were capturing the imaginations of
Europeans in the 1810s and 1820s, and the romance of Mexican ruins was irresistible. The Mexican Independence
promised a new era of stability for the region, which was appealing to foreign visitors, and to outsiders Mexico was
starting to look more like a land of opportunity.

Interest in the mysteries of Mexico was building. William Prescott’s monumental History of the Conquest of Mexico
(1843) was a watershed work that made clear the scale of destruction exacted on the Aztec civilization by Cortés. A
call to collect all the native documents of Mexico together in one place was expressed by von Humbolt, and a young
Englishman named Edward King took up the challenge. Later known as Lord Kingsborough, he spent a fortune
between 1831 and 1848 hiring lithographers and artists to copy and hand-color the original pictographic
documents. When it was done, the massive nine-volume work was offered for a price equivalent to $3,500.

1t was filled with commentaries in Latin, Hebrew, Greek, and Sanskrit supporting the idea, which Kingsborough had
lifted from las Casas, that the Maya descended from the Lost Tribes of Israel. This idea became a point of
theological doctrine for the Mormons, whose archaeologists have done impressive scientific work at early Maya
sites in southern Mexico. Kingsborough’s obsession got him into trouble, as his lavishly produced volumes put him
in debt. The handmade paper he had chosen for his opus were more than he could afford. Sadly, he died of typhus in
a debtors’ prison in Ireland, a circumstance that caused the British Museum to purge his name from its catalog,
listing Kingsborough’s work instead under the name of Aglio, his hired artist.

EXPLORERS AND LOST CITIES

Mexico was often accessed by travelers landing in Veracruz or Acapulco. But the Maya heartland lay far to the
east, and the remnants of the ancient civilization of the Maya, more distantly remote in time than the Aztecs, were
off the beaten path and had largely escaped the attention of travelers. Nevertheless, rumors of what lay hidden in
the thick jungles of the east began reaching the ears of adventurers, including a colorful character named Count
Waldeck.

Antonio Del Rio visited Palenque when it was very difficult to reach. He managed to publish his account in 1822,
and to illustrate his book his London publisher hired a man named Jean-Frédéric Maximilien de Waldeck. An artist,
traveler, and womanizer, Waldeck was so intrigued with Del Rio’s story of a lost city in the jungles of Mexico that,
at age fixty-six, he crossed the ocean to see it for himself. While insinuating himself into society circles in Mexico
City, doing portraits while seeking funds for his expedition to Palenque, Waldeck claimed to have been close
friends with Lord Byron and Marie Antoinette. Eventually, the self-described count spent an entire year in the
village of Santo Domingo near Palenque, plus four months in a hut he built in the shadows of Palenque’s crumbling
tower. Joining him during his tenure studying the ruins was a young mestizo woman who probably provided some
incentive for staying in that sweltering, bug-infested place. In these inhospitable circumstances he produced some
ninety drawings, striking in their artful execution but deceiving in their embellished details.

After Palenque he went to the sites of Yucatan and made more drawings, escaping to London when he found out that
the local authorities thought he was a spy. His drawings narrowly avoided being seized. Discovering that
government officials were suspicious of his activities, he quickly copied the entire lot of drawings and let them seize
the copies, while the originals were safely hidden away. His ruse made further searches of his belongings
unnecessary. With his pictographic booty in hand, he published a selection of twenty-one plates with a hundred
pages of text, in which he elaborated his theory that Palenque was built by Chaldeans and Hindus. Considering that
no one had any clue as to when the Maya cities were built and lived in, Waldeck'’s estimate for Palenque’s demise
(600 AD) was surprisingly accurate. His book was immensely pricey, some $1,500 apiece in today’s dollars,
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apparently intended for nobles and counts like himself. Waldeck had accomplished what he set out to do, and he did
it in his characteristic roguish style. For all we know, descendants of Waldeck are living in Palenque’s environs
today.

By the late 1830s, many explorers had crisscrossed Anahuac (Mexico), looking for and finding evidence of many
layers of ancient civilizations and fragments of a lost calendar. But for most outsiders—Europeans as well as
people in the quickly expanding United States—Mexico and Central America were still seen as hot, disease-ridden,
and uncivilized places best avoided. Two explorers were to change everything, and the world was ready to receive
what they had to share.

In 1838, John Lloyd Stephens flipped through Waldeck’s book in Bart lett’s bookstore in New York City. Already a
seasoned traveler at age thirty-two, having just written the critically acclaimed Travels in Egypt and Arabia
Petraea (1837), Stephens was inspired, despite Waldeck’s reputation as an embellisher, to mount his own expedition
to Central America. He invited a British acquaintance, artist Frederick Catherwood, to join him and document their
findings. Their trip took place prior to photography becoming practical, but the detailed drawings Catherwood
produced exceeded in quality anything produced by photography for another four decades.

Stephens had helped elect president Martin Van Buren, and through his office he secured an appointment: He
would be U.S. Diplomatic Agent to the Republic of Central America. Despite the flimsy status of such a republic, his
title and official-looking papers would help him navigate uncharted territories where governments rose and fell
with the seasons. In October of 1839, they sailed from New York. Landing in Belize, they followed the reports of one
Juan Galindo and ascended the Motagua River into Guatemala before turning south to cross a range of mountains,
making a beeline for the rumored lost city that we now call Copan. Their trip was just beginning. Malaria, bandits,
and civil wars were a constant threat, and would be over the next three months and 5,000 miles.

The sun barely pierced the heavy jungle canopy, but the oppressive heat of midday smothered everything. Three
mules labored and slid on the muddy trail, burdened with packs, canvasses, and provisions. The two men patiently
followed behind, swatting bugs while looking intently through the foliage, trying to spot the telltale signs of lost
temples—an oddly placed stone, a cockeyed carving, rock walls hulking through the shadowy arboretum. On
November 17, 1839, they entered Copan. Stephens later recalled, understating the surprise they really felt: “I am

entering abruptly upon new ground. f

So began a new era in the exploration and recovery of the Maya civilization. After weeks of clearing away debris
from temple stairways and platforms, Catherwood carefully making dozens of drawings, they realized they had
barely scratched the surface. Stephens, realizing the importance of the site, purchased it from the rightful owner
for $50. Anxious to get to Palenque, they set out across the mountains of Guatemala, down the Usumacinta River
valley, and through the Lacandon rain forest, a journey of more than three hundred miles.

Palenque in 1840. Drawing by Frederick Catherwood
Arriving at Palenque, Stephens and Catherwood saw with their own eyes that Waldeck and Del Rio had not been
exaggerating. By happenstance, another expedition, led by Walker and Caddy, had just visited and left Palenque.
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These kinds of close calls would occur time and again in the “discovery” of lost cities. Palenque, however, was
never lost to the locals, although for centuries the stones languished half forgotten—and were often pillaged as a
resource for good building stone.

Stephens and Catherwood continued their journey by visiting the extensive sites of the Yucatan peninsula. Labna,
Uxmal, and the awe-inspiring site of Chichén Itza topped their list of sites they explored and documented. From a
man in Mérida Stephens learned about the dot and bar numeration that could be clearly seen in the glyphs. He
could thus get a rudimentary handle on numerology in the Long Count dates, for a bar represented 5 and a dot
represented 1. He duly reported these things in his engaging though somewhat dry travelogue, stoking the curiosity
of many readers for years to come. Incidents of Travel in Central America and Yucatan, published and priced af
fordably in 1841, was a huge success. It has remained in print to this day.

The realistic drawings by Catherwood were no doubt critical for helping outsiders understand the scope and scale
of the lost civilization. Unfortunately, Catherwood’s name was left off the cover. It’s a sad and ironic fact that
neither Stephens nor Catherwood lived long enough to see the era of scientific exploration they had spawned.
Stephens died of liver disease at the age of forty-six in 1852. Catherwood drowned in a shipwreck in the Atlantic in
1854. By the 1860s, poor though compelling photographs were being made at the sites, providing undeniable proof
that a lost civilization was buried in the jungles of Mexico. And other indications of an ancient high culture were
emerging, in manuscripts discovered and published by an enterprising cleric who hid Atlantean theories under his
ecclesiastical robe.

THE POPOL VUH APPEARS

Born in Holland in 1813, Charles Etienne Brasseur de Bourbourg spent his early years writing novels in Paris. He
then went to Rome to study theology and was ordained for the priesthood. His eye, however, was always on Maya
mysteries. Inspired by Stephens’s and Del Rio’s books, he set off for America in 1845. His ability to find forgotten
manuscripts in moldy archives was uncanny. He located unpublished histories of New Spain penned by Las Casas
and Duran, and an original history of the Aztecs written by Ixtlilxochitl. He spent several years in Mexico City and
environs, learning the Nahuatl language, and thereafter traveled through Guatemala, El Salvador, as far as
Nicaragua, looking for artifacts and manuscripts. In Guatemala he found The Annals of the Cakchiquels as well as
Ximénez’s translation of The Popol Vuh stashed away in church archives.

Returning to Paris in 1861, he published The Popol Vuh in a French translation. While there, he was given access
to the Aubin collection of rare books and manuscripts from the Americas. Studying his own findings and the
unparalleled Aubin collection, never before made available for perusal, de Bourbourg produced a four-volume
study of Mesoamerican history and religion called Histoire des Nations Civilisées du Mexique et de |’ Amérique
Centrale. It so impressed Spanish historians that they opened their own museum collections for his study. In the
Archives of the Academy of History he found de Landa’s long-forgotten manuscript Relacion de las Cosas de
Yucatan. Brasseur quickly published it, recognizing it as a key to helping decipher the Maya script. He could now
identify the glyphs for the 20 day-signs of the 260-day sacred calendar as well the month signs of the 365-day civil
calendar, but as a Rosetta Stone de Landa’s ideas and misleading presentations proved maddening.

As if these accomplishments in bringing to light lost books weren’t enough, Brasseur befriended a descendant of
Hernan Cortés in Madrid and in 1864 was shown what became known as the Madrid Codex—an original Maya book
from Yucatan containing astronomical almanacs and bewildering arrays of glyphs, gods, and calendar dates. It was
an inscrutable text in which Brasseur nevertheless claimed to see many things. Following Alexander von Humbolt’s
earlier belief that primitive contemporary cultures were fragments of an older high civilization destroyed by
natural catastrophes, Brasseur came to believe that Egypt and Central America were rooted in the same cultural
origin, and at other times migrations were caused by comets, meteors, and geological disruptions having celestial
origins. The flood myths he encountered were seen to be evidence for cataclysms in ancient times, and he described
them as an early rendition of the Atlantis myth, soon to be made popular by Ignatius Donnelly’s Atlantis: The
Antediluvian World (1882).

Brasseur de Bourbourg continued writing books, but his ideas on the origins of Mesoamerican cultures grew
progressively less credible to his peers. By the time he wrote Chronologie Historique des Mexicains he firmly
believed that the Aztec legend of Quetzalcoat! was connected with Plato’s myth of Atlantis. He elaborated the theme
freely and asserted that in 10,500 BC a sequence of four cataclysms occurred and that human civilizations
originated not in the Middle East but in a continent that once extended from Yucatdn into the Atlantic Ocean.
Having sunk beneath the waves in cataclysmic upheavals perhaps triggered by meteors, the remnants were the
Canary Islands. Here we find the seed point for much Atlantean speculation and writing that is a constantly
resurfacing theme in the treatment of Maya history.

Perhaps a grain of truth is preserved in the persistence of this Atlantis mythos. The Maya were indeed advanced in
ways bizarre and difficult to fathom. They held metaphysically elegant and spiritually profound doctrines that the
modern scientific mind-set in particular is ill-disposed to grasp. Did they achieve a kind of consciousness
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fundamentally different from modern consciousness, and might that consciousness in some way be called, with good
reason, “Atlantean”? Certainly the topic has been distorted, used, and abused through the years, but its very
persistence suggests that it would benefit from a reappraisal.

Brasseur’s critics, once his fans, observed his increasingly alienating interpretations with disappointment. His
perspective grew more and more strange, such that serious scholars who had once deferred to him became less and
less confident in his ideas. Brasseur, for his part, insinuated that his critics had not studied the traditions of the
Americas enough and harbored Old World biases. World history, he insisted, would be incomplete if the documents
of the New World were left out. Despite his fall from grace in the eyes of his contemporaries, he is remembered as
single-handedly bringing to light many hidden and forgotten texts of great importance, earning him a place of
respect in the annals of independent sleuth-scholarship. Many of Brasseur de Bourbourg’s insights have slipped
into consensus with barely a mention of credit.

DR. LE PLONGEON RAISES THE CHAC MOOL

The curious career of Dr. Augustus Le Plongeon was passed over almost without comment by Michael Coe in his
book Breaking the Maya Code. But of all the fascinating characters that have danced on the stage of Maya studies,
he should receive top billing. Completely self-funded, the sheer commitment and effort of Le Plongeon to recover
monstrous stone artifacts and explain their perplexing circumstances are amazing to consider.

Born in France in 1826, he came to idolize John Lloyd Stephens, whose accounts of traveling among Maya ruins
must have stimulated his young mind. On his way to the Americas at age fourteen, he was one of two survivors of a
disastrous shipwreck. He lived in South America for some years before arriving in California in time for the '49
Gold Rush. There he became a surveyor, practiced law in San Francisco, and acquired a degree in medicine (how
he acquired it is not very clear). Traveling around the world, he eventually set up a private hospital in Peru in the
1860s, offering an experimental therapy of applying electrical current to medicinal baths. Always attentive to the
mysteries that surrounded him, he studied Inca ruins, history, and culture. While in Peru he wrote religious books
on Jesus and a practical manual on photography.

In 1873, Le Plongeon traveled to Yucatan with his new wife, twenty-two-year-old Alice Dixon. He was always quick
to mention his wife as his collaborator in the field, and they spent twelve years exploring the Maya ruins in
Yucatan. Together they lived near Chichén Itza while taking more than five hundred photographs, making drawings,
surveying buildings and site alignments, and unearthing a huge sculpture of a reclining Chac Mool, a Yucatec
Maya deity whose belly contained a stone bowl in which new fire was ceremonially drilled. Those days in Yucatadn, a
distant backwater from the ruling center of Mexico City, were dangerous because revolutionary sentiments that had
exploded in the Caste War, an indigenous uprising in the 1860s, were still simmering.

Le Plongeon mastered the Maya language while in Yucatan and befriended local Maya priests, including one
wisdom keeper he believed to be 150 years old. Adding a Casteneda-like mysticism to his life among the temples, he
sometimes experienced dislocations of time and space while working at the site, or a bright light that inexplicably
bathed them in a mystic glow. He felt that among the Maya survived “a rich living current of occult wisdom and
practice, with its sources in an extremely ancient past, far beyond the purview of ordinary historical research. ”f
We can imagine Maya archaeologist J. Eric S. Thompson thinking something along the same lines, considering his
long-term friendship with Jacinto Cunil, his Maya compadre (his spiritual “co-godparent”), whom Thompson
greatly respected.

But Le Plongeon, unfettered by university propriety, went far beyond anything Thompson would have dared commit
to print, and speculated that the pre-Columbian Maya practiced mesmerism, were clairvoyant, and used magic
mirrors to predict the future. They did have “magic mirrors” of a sort—dark obsidian reflecting dishes and pyrite
plates—as well as oracular scrying stones, one of which fell into the hands of Elizabethan astrologer John Dee.

Through this magical object from across the western ocean Dee communicated, by his own frank reports, with

angels.lf

Le Plongeon’s most impressive achievement, the recovery of a massive stone Chac Mool sculpture from a depth of
twenty-two feet under Chichén Itza’s ground level, remains one of the truly bizarre events in Mesoamerican
archaeology. For it must be said that, although his methods were odd and primitive by modern standards, Le
Plongeon was in 1876 one of the first archaeologists digging in Mexico. His methods were, admittedly, unorthodox.
On one of the buildings at Chichén Itza, Le Plongeon claimed he had deciphered the glyph for “Chac Mool and he
could thereby pinpoint a place to dig where he would find an effigy of this deity. To all appearances the spot was
located more by random selection than by a hieroglyphic map. His assistants labored for days, and everyone must
have thought the endeavor was doomed, when at a depth of twenty-two feet they struck solid stone. As they dug
around its contours a huge sculpture in-the-round took shape. Using only jungle vines, tree trunks, and bark, they
managed to raise it to the surface. A picture survives of a bemused and tired-looking Le Plongeon sitting next to the
monolith he dubbed Chac Mool, right outside the hole where it had been interred for centuries. His long
Rasputin-like beard and wide forehead are somehow archetypal, a nineteenth-century Indiana Jones destined from
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birth to do what he just did.

His comments about the Maya culture being 12,000 years old are somewhat understandable given the depth at
which this sculpture was found. In fact, its depth is hard to explain unless the Maya themselves buried it when they
would have had to do so, a brief nine centuries earlier, which is currently the consensus opinion of archaeologists.
After raising the monolith, Le Plongeon promptly wrote a letter to the president of the Republic of Mexico, advising
him of his findings and intentions, while offering a lesson in the antiquity and genius of the Maya race:

The results of my investigations, although made in territories forbidden to the whites, and even the pacific Indians
obedient to Mexican authority; surrounded by constant dangers, amid forests, where, besides the wild beasts, the
fierce Indians of Chan-Santa-Cruz lay in ambush for me; suffering the pangs of hunger, in company with my young
wife Alice Dixon Le Plongeon, have surpassed my most flattering hopes. Today I can assert, without boasting, that

the discoveries of my wife and myself place us in advance of the travelers and archaeologists who have occupied

themselves with American antiquities. 7

Le Plongeon raises the Chac Mool. From Salisbury (1877)

From somewhere that magic figure of 12,000 years was invoked:
The atmospheric action, the inclemencies of the weather, and more than that, the exuberant vegetation, aided by the
impious and destructive hand of ignorant iconoclasts, have destroyed and destroy incessantly these opera magna of

an enlightened and civilized generation that passed from the theatre of the world some twelve thousand years ago,

if the stones, in their eloquent muteness, do not deceive.f

Always ambitious, Le Plongeon hoped to display the monolith in time for the 1876 United States centennial
celebration in Philadelphia. He and his crew succeeded in dragging the two-ton sculpture by oxcart sixty-five miles
to Mérida, where it was promptly seized by the local authorities (they simply waited until it was delivered into their
hands). They, in turn, were one-upped by a warship from the central government, which took it and then transported
it to a rail line that brought it to Mexico City, where it resides today.

Although dejected at this loss, Le Plongeon renewed his effort to bring his findings before the community of
intellectuals and scientists. He sent small artifacts and photographs to Philadelphia, which were conveyed to
Stephen Salisbury, an active member of the American Antiquarian Society in Worcester, Massachusetts, who agreed
to publish some of Le Plongeon’s findings in the society’s journal. The relationship eventually bogged down as Le
Plongeon’s radical views of human history were laid out in each subsequent article.

He spoke of ancient connections between the Western Hemisphere and Asia, Africa, and Europe. Based on his
archaeological findings, he described previous cycles of humanity going back tens of thousands of years. Plato’s
Atlantis and the ancient Egyptians were all part of the picture. It was too much for the proper New England
intellectuals associated with the Antiquarian Society, Le Plongeon’s cosmic views offended their Christian
sentiments. Civilization going back 12,000 years? Why, everyone knew that the earth was created in 4004 BC.
Bishop Usher had demonstrated that—it’s in the Bible. Atlantean fantasy was trumped by biblical fantasy, and Le
Plongeon’s writings were no longer welcome in that thinking man’s journal.

Salisbury washed his hands of Le Plongeon and, with Charles Bowditch of the Peabody Museum of Anthropology in
Cambridge, found another Yucatan liaison in a young man named Edward Thompson. For many years Ed Thompson
worked hard at Chichén Itzd, dredging the cenote for gold and other objects, and stayed in Yucatan for three
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decades. Having arrived in Yucatan in 1885, the year Le Plongeon left, Thompson’s more reasonable, levelheaded
exploration and documentation could commence. His credentials? Thompson had aroused excitement in scholarly
circles with an article he had published in Popular Science Monthly. The title of the article was “Atlantis Not a
Myth.”

PHOTOGRAPHY LEADS TO DECIPHERMENT

Stephens and Catherwood are considered to have triggered the scientific investigation of Maya archaeology, but it
was a process of fits and starts. Eventually, explorers were making efforts to carefully document the carvings and
measure the sites. But for many decades these careful investigators continued to rub shoulders with the Atlantis
hunters. Sometimes, they were one and the same person.

The distinction between professional investigator and independent explorer was less clear-cut than it is today.
Writers who harbored Atlantean fantasies also contributed legitimate breakthroughs. And even into the twentieth
century, when the methodologies of archaeological and anthropological science were perfected and applied with
great care, many of the most significant breakthroughs continued to be made by independent, outside-the-field
thinkers. It’s a situation that characterizes, and practically defines, the process of breakthroughs in Maya studies.
Meanwhile, respected scholars from the era of modern decipherment sometimes let their own quasiracist views
escape into the open, betraying a bias that could hinder interpretation as much as any Atlantean fantasy. For
example, Maya scholar and linguist Richard Long wrote in the 1930s that writing marked the difference between
civilization and barbarism, and American Indians did not write grammatically correct sentences and therefore had

not attained civilization. 12 Long used an academic opinion about grammatically correct writing being the defining
hallmark of civilization as a foil for his racism. Michael Coe called this for what it was, saying that Long’s

intolerance was rooted in an “underlying agenda . . . his unwillingness to grant the brown-skinned Maya a culture
2120

as complex as that of Europe, China, or the Near East.
The 1880s did see the arrival of more serious explorations at Maya sites. The transition is nicely symbolized in the
encounter, at the remote jungle city of Yaxchilan, between English photographer and researcher Alfred Maudslay
and French adventurer Désiré Charnay. Maudslay was as honorable and unprepossessing as Stephens. His work
was patient and thorough. Born in 1850 and educated as a gentleman at Cambridge, he took to traveling and
became British counsel in Samoa in 1878. He went to the Americas and oversaw the operations of a gold mine in
Mexico and then a fruit orchard in California, where he met his future wife. Having read Stephens, Maudslay
realized that a complete record of the hieroglyphic inscriptions at all the major sites had yet to be undertaken. So
he did just this, funding his seven trips to Quirigud, Copan, Palenque, Yaxchildn, Chichén Itza, and lesser-known
sites.

In March of 1882 Alfred Maudslay established camp at Yaxchilan, shortly after encountering a band of Lacandon
Indians. As Charnay’s boat approached the shore he could see the displeasure in Charnay’s face. But Maudslay
graciously defused the tension, saying, “It’s all right, there is no reason why you should look so distressed. My
having the start of you was a mere chance, as it would have been a mere chance had it been the other way around.
You need have no fear on my account for I am only an amateur, traveling for pleasure . . . you can name the town,
claim to have discovered it, do as you please. ”ﬁ

While in Guatemala Maudslay met an American doctor named Gustav Eisen who was intrigued with the carvings
and strange hieroglyphs Maudslay was documenting. Men of learning were of course aware of the Egyptian
hieroglyphs and efforts to decipher the lost languages of the Middle East. The Rosetta Stone became a catchphrase,
and its ingenious decoder, Jean-Frangois Champollion, was a much-noted celebrity. Could something similar be
possible for the lost cultures of eastern Mexico and Guatemala, which were now being referred to as “the Maya”
civilization?

Maudslay’s photographs provided a rich corpus of material for Eisen to analyze, who had an advantage over other
researchers because he had a hotline to Maudslay’s work. A friendly correspondence and exchange of materials
between the two over the next several years led Maudslay to attempt to visit Eisen when he passed through San
Francisco in 1893. By that time, however, Eisen had relinquished the task of decipherment, believing it to be
hopeless, to an acquaintance named Joseph Goodman. As fate would have it, influenza delayed Maudslay’s
departure to the Orient as he passed through San Francisco in 1893, so he called on Eisen. Finding him out of town,
he was instead put in contact with Goodman, who impressed him with his knowledge of the ancient calendrical
system and the glyphs. The pieces of the hieroglyphic puzzle were starting to fall into place.

Goodman was born in 1838 on the East Coast, and by age twenty-three became the editor and owner of the
Territorial Enterprise newspaper in Virginia City, Nevada Territory. The essays and poetry he wrote earned him
some notice. A patriotic homage to Abe Lincoln was widely quoted, and the “Sagebrush” literary genre born in the
pages of his progressive and entertaining newspaper anticipated the Bohemian set that Ambrose Bierce, George
Sterling, and Jack London defined, a fin de siecle San Francisco phenomenon that was echoed a half-century later
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by the Beat writers. Goodman had made a fortune on his Comstock Lode mining investments, and in 1862 he gave a
young writer named Samuel Clemens—later Mark Twain—his first job. They remained friends for life. He bought a
raisin farm, moved to San Francisco, and was leading a comfortable life when he took up his Maya studies in the
early 1880s.

It was a chance meeting with Dr. Eisen in 1882 that led Goodman right to the best source material for studying the
glyphs—Maudslay’s high-quality photographs that Eisen had secured copies of. Maudslay did great fieldwork but
made little effort to interpret and decipher the corpus of glyphs he was documenting. Maudslay recognized the
pioneering nature of Goodman’s work on deciphering the Maya script and invited him to contribute an appendix to
the multivolume work he was preparing for the Peabody Museum. This was a boon for an independent researcher
like Goodman, and it forced professional scholars to take seriously his analysis. His contribution, called The
Archaic Maya Inscriptions, appeared in 1897 as Volume 5 of Maudslay’s Biologia Centrali-Americana.

When I was researching my book on the Maya Venus Calendar, it was essential to have the correct correlation. [
studied the literature on the topic, weighed and tested the issues involved, and read of Goodman. I became
interested in his efforts, much like my own, as an independent investigator trying to push back the fringes of
scholarly consensus.

I wanted to see for myself Goodman’s appendix to Maudslay’s opus. The only place that had it was the rare-book
archive up at CSU in Fort Collins. I called ahead and made the appointment. It took about an hour to drive to Fort
Collins, and soon the book was placed in front of me. Goodman’s “appendix” was in truth a full-scale book, more
than two hundred pages of text, charts, graphs, tables, and illustrations. I read it through and took notes. He
graciously included Eisen as a companion in his ongoing study of the mysterious glyphs, developing his own
conviction that the glyphs were strictly numerical and calendrical. He believed to the end of his life that they had
little to do with mythology or astronomy, writing that “the Maya calendars, like all modern scientific creations,

were godless affairs. f This limiting bias perhaps prevented Goodman from seeing a larger field of operation for
the glyphs, namely astronomy, that we now know is there to be seen. Maya writing is also deeply involved with
mythology, religion, history, and mathematical computation.
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Joseph T. Goodman, independent Maya researcher.

The Long Count calendar is intimately involved in these disciplines, and was used on hundreds of carved
monuments and ceramic vessels for almost a thousand years (from roughly 36 BC to 909 AD). Mathematically, it is
a system of counting days that uses five place values: the Kin (1 day), the Uinal (20 days), the Tun (360 days), the
Katun (7,200 days), and the Baktun (144,000 days). A Long Count date begins with the Baktuns on the left. For
example, the date 9.16.4.1.1 indicates that 9 Baktuns, 16 Katuns, 4 Tuns, 1 Uinal, and 1 Kin (day) have elapsed
since the “zero date,” written 0.0.0.0.0. The following sequential list of dates helps to understand how the Long
Count toggles forward as days are counted:

Example A: Example B:
9.16.4.1.18 12.19.19.17.18
9.16.4.1.19 12.19.19.17.19
9.16.4.2.0 13.0.0.0.0
9.16.4.2.1 0.0.0.0.1

Almost every place value level in the Long Count uses a base-20 system (toggles to zero when reaching 20). Notice,
however, that the Uinal level (second from the right) contains 360 days and therefore toggles to zero when it
reaches 18. Likewise, the 13-Baktun cycle can be thought of as toggling back to zero when 13 Baktuns are
completed.
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When exactly the zero date occurred has been the subject of the correlation debate (how the Maya calendar is
correlated with our own Gregorian system). Goodman’s greatest contribution to Mesoamerican studies is that he
solved this problem. Knowing the correlation, we can calculate exactly when the end of the 13-Baktun cycle occurs

(13.0.0.0.0).
Goodman'’s preface admits his status as an independent scholar but asserts the merit of his work for one simple

reason: his “years of servitude to the glyphs. f With a bit of discreet sarcasm, he advises scholars and scientists to
not be surprised if they “find themselves pushed rudely from their stools by irreverent outsiders,” because

For quite half a century they have had this study almost exclusively to themselves. The material by which alone it
could be prosecuted was practically in their keeping, sealed to the rest of the world as though it were a hieratic
mystery. And what has been the result? A deal of learned and pompous kowtowing to each other, but not a single

substantial gain toward bottoming [figuring out] the inscriptions . . . we look hopelessly to them for a solution of the

. 24
momentous enigma.” "~

1 was amazed to read such a modern-sounding critique of academia. Through the years I encountered confirmations
of Goodman’s prescient words, time and time again, as I confronted rejections and casual dismissals from scholars
who were completely unwilling, or unable, to rationally investigate the 2012 topic.

In an effort to decipher the script, Goodman made some solid contributions that many years later were
acknowledged by Mayanists. He identified the full-figure glyphs for the place values of the Long Count, decoded
the “head variant” glyphs, and recognized the importance of the 13-Baktun cycle. In an obituary, Sylvanus Morley
praised his breakthrough work and noted that his calendar tables continued to serve as a valuable reference for
scholars.

Goodman apparently had learned of, but evaded crediting, Ernst Forstemann’s insights that were being published
in Germany in the 1880s. Forstemann, another great independent trailblazer, working single-handedly with the
Dresden Codex, had decoded the eclipse tables, a Venus almanac, how the 260-day calendar operated within the
codex, the 20-base system, and the Long Count’s base date on 4 Ahau 8 Cumku.

Goodman may have discreetly drawn from Férstemann, or perhaps he had hit on the same insights independently
but had no way to prove it. J. Eric S. Thompson, who idolized Férstemann, believed he found a smoking-gun
indication in Goodman’s own words to the effect that he had read Férstemann. Perhaps he did. But we just don’t
know whether or not Goodman had already figured out what he was reading.

In any case, as often happens when a new discipline is being pioneered, valuable insights were presented side by
side with wrong convictions. For example, in his book Goodman notes many Long Count dates from Palenque that
are dated in the late 12th Baktun, before the current era dawned at the close of the previous 13-Baktun cycle. He
thus was convinced that Palenque must be a very ancient site. But we now know that these texts at Palenque were in
fact written in the eighth century AD and they were theological and calendrical back calculations, speculations
about the birth of their deities prior to the beginning of the current Creation Era. The texts at Palenque are
unusual expressions and help us understand how Pakal, the great king of Palenque, cast himself into the story of the
Creation Deities.

For Goodman, the numbers were inviolable and should be read at face value. Those numbers from Palenque must
have been recorded before the current era began, he reasoned, many thousands of years ago. Strangely, he noted
an era-base date at Quirigua, the famous Stela C Creation Monument that is dated 13.0.0.0.0 in the Long
Count—the end of the previous 13-Baktun cycle—but he didn’t seem to apply the same logic to the site of Quirigua.
This era base is documented by Goodman in his book as the beginning of a great cycle, a period of 13 Baktuns. He
knew how many days one of these Creation cycles would consist of, because he figured out the values the Maya
ascribed to the five place values in the Long Count. A great cycle of 13 Baktuns would thus consist of 1,872,000
days, or 5125.36 years.

But the big question that remained unsolved in Goodman’s 1897 book was the correlation. All of the Long Count
periods in his charts were free floating—no one knew how the Long Count dates should be correlated to a time
[frame we, with our Gregorian calendar, could relate to. Goodman had noted that many of the dates occurred
during the period of the 9th Baktun, but when was this? Before Christ? After Christ? Fifth century AD or fifteenth
century BC? Archaeologists did not yet have carbon-14 dating at their disposal, so the challenge of figuring out the
correlation had to begin by drawing from historical documents compiled during the Conquest.

Goodman, like other investigators of the correlation question, drew from the Historia of Diego de Landa, where
Katun periods in the Long Count were recorded. Charles Bowditch, in a 1901 article, made use of another Yucatec
document, the Books of Chumayel, translated by Daniel Brinton. Bowditch’s attempt to fix the correlation was
inconclusive, but suggested that the earliest date from Copan would probably correspond to 34 AD—hundreds of
years earlier than what is now accepted.

Goodman determined that the important Great Cycle period must consist of 13 Baktuns, not 20, based on the
13.0.0.0.0 date recorded at Quirigua. This assertion rankled scholars such as Cyrus Thomas, who wanted to
preserve an elegant symmetry in the Long Count system, which operated on a base-20 principle. It was thus believed
that the Baktun level should toggle to zero after 20 Baktuns were completed, rather than 13. Goodman, surely, must
be fooling himself. In the end, archaeology has proven Goodman correct, for we have no Creation Texts dated with
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20 Baktuns, but many dated with 13. This illustrates how scholars sometimes invoke the appearance of logic to oust
the facts of the matter and dismiss the better-informed conclusions of an outsider.

By 1905 Goodman had published an innocuous paper called “Maya Dates” in American Anthropologist. The
correlation he worked out placed the beginning of the current 13-Baktun cycle in August of 3114 BC, though this
wasn’t explicitly stated. In fact, his conclusions are strangely obscure and could be noticed only by those few
scholars who were familiar with the language and issues of the correlation debate. This could very well be one
reason why Goodman's contribution sank into obscurity and was easily upstaged by Sylvanus Morley’s paper of
1910, which presented a correlation 260 years earlier than Goodman’s. Maya archaeologist Herbert Spinden
became a supporter of Morley’s correlation, which added more fuel to that fire. The issue is, of course, essential to
the 2012 topic because it determines the placement of the 13-Baktun cycle-ending date. December 21, 2012 (the
13-Baktun cycle-ending date), is a consequence of Goodman’s work. In terms of the Long Count calendar and the
Maya Creation Mythology, the date is important because it signifies the end of a World Age, a chapter or phase of
humanity.

Other proposed correlations had the backing of consensus and Goodman, although correct, did not engage the
debate to advance his insight. There is no defense by Goodman on record that I know of. In the Peabody Archive of
his papers, an unpublished manuscript of 1908 called “Annual, perpetual, chronological calendar analyses” may
provide charts for the Long Count anchored to his correlation. We might find there the very first conscious
recognition that the 13-Baktun cycle would end around the solstice of 2012. Goodman died in 1917, harboring the
mistaken notion that the glyphs were exclusively computational—a kind of pure mathematics that had no relation to
astronomy or history. He also died not realizing that his contribution to the correlation question would soon find a
champion. Attention to Goodman’s work was revived by the Mexican anthropologist Juan Martinez Herndndez in
1926, who wrote two important papers that verified and expanded Goodman’s arguments. Then a young J. Eric S.
Thompson joined the effort and in 1927 fine-tuned the correlation by a few days, resulting in what is now known as
the original Goodman-Martinez-Thompson (GMT) correlation.

J. ERIC S. THOMPSON, THE GNOSTIC ANAGOGUE

The story of J. Eric S. Thompson is essential for understanding the vicissitudes of Maya glyph decipherment as well
as a polarizing bias that sometimes hobbles Maya studies to this day. Thompson occupied an unusual position in
academia. He was, in a sense, the ultimate independent researcher, the archetypal free agent—he never taught
classes, never had students or held decision-making board positions at research institutions. His background
involved fighting in World War 1 as a teenager, and perfecting Spanish while living on his family’s ranch in
Argentina. Returning to England, he studied anthropology at Oxford and graduated in 1925.

While a student he developed an interest in the Maya calendar glyphs and taught himself how to compute dates in
that strange system. This was a major selling point when he wrote to Carnegie archaeologist Sylvanus Morley
asking to be hired on for the excavations at Chichén Itzd. So it came to pass, but Thompson’s mind was restless with
sifting dirt and he soon took a job at Chicago’s Field Museum. There, while still in his twenties, he began publishing
insightful papers on the correlation and hieroglyphic writing.

For many years Thompson was a staunch supporter of a fairly romantic idea, that the ancient Maya were mystical
dreamers, eyes on the stars, and their writing recorded the high-minded philosophies of intellects unburdened by
worldly concerns. Thompson’s vision of the ancient Maya was later amended when certain independent upstarts
showed how the glyphs did indeed record mundane political events and local histories. But he tenaciously insisted
on a loftier function of Maya writing for the great majority of his career. Where did Thompson get this idea, one
that he held close and defended like an emotional conviction?

Thompson, during his fieldwork for Carnegie in the 1920s, befriended a Maya man named Jacinto Cunil. The two
were close friends for decades, and Cunil became for Thompson the epitome of Maya brilliance—hardworking,
smart, and a devout true friend. Michael Coe met Jacinto in 1949 and noted that, despite Thompson’s lengthy
homage to his friend in his Rise and Fall of Maya Civilization, he had suppressed some truly “weird” qualities.
Cunil was, according to Coe, of the Dionysian temperament, brimming with mystical insights and spiritual
observations. He must have symbolized for Thompson the true nature of the ancient Maya character: very smart in
the expected way the term is used, but also of a genius operating on a level beyond the spare analyzing and

deductions of archaeologists and anthropologists.f Curiously, Thompson was remiss in painting this fuller picture,
perhaps because it was unscientific and yet informed his deepest convictions. Cunil was for Thompson what the
150-year-old shaman was for Le Plongeon, what Don Juan was for Casteneda.
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As Thompson’s academic star was rising in the early 1930s, the debate was raging between phonetic and
ideographic approaches to deciphering Maya writing. Thompson vehemently opposed the phonetic approach. He
held to a more expanded interpretation of the glyphs and resisted allowing them to be collapsed into one
interpretation, one spoken decipherment (the goal of the phonetic approach). His viewpoint sometimes comes across
in his writings as a belief that the glyphs were ambiguous or hopelessly complicated, that they could not be
rendered into spoken language. At other times, an allowance for multiple meanings seems his position. He liked to
refer to the glyphs not as phonetic components, or even ideograms, but as “metaphoragrams”—symbols that
represented, via metaphor, other sets of information.

In his opus on Maya hieroglyphic writing from 1950, we hear some surprisingly mystical sentiments:

Without a full understanding of the text we can not, for instance, tell whether the presence of a dog refers to that
animal’s role as bringer of fire to mankind or to his duty of leading the dead to the underworld. That such mystical
meanings a