Lecture #12 – “Voices from the Dust”: Creatively Uncovering the Pre-Columbian Past

Summary
In this class we use a series of historical vignettes across a 500-year period to tell the story of how modern scholars cracked the Maya system of hieroglyphic writing in the late 20th century, enabling us to hear the “voices” of pre-Columbian peoples speak for themselves.

Vocabulary

Woodrow Wilson Borah (1912-1999)
Hernán Cortés (1485-1547)
Antonio del Río (c. 1745 - c. 1789)
John Lloyd Stevens (1805-1852)
Frederick Catherwood (1799-1854)
Charles Étienne Brasseur de          Bourbourg (1814-1874)
Diego de Landa (1524-1579)
Sylvanus Morley (1884-1948)
Sir J. Eric Thompson (1898-1975)
Yuri Knorosov (1922-1999)
Michael Coe (1929-2019)

Outline
Prologue: Uncovering Indigenous “Voices” from the Past
	Woodrow Wilson Borah’s Mathematical Approach (20th century)
Sahagún’s Florentine Codex (16th century)
	Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala’s Incan Chronicle (17th century)
	
Encountering, Uncovering, and Cracking the Writing System of the Ancient Maya
	Hernán Cortes Encounters Maya “Books” (early-16th century)
		Early Descriptions of Maya Script
		Dresden Codex
	Antonio del Río (late-18th century)
		Report on the Rediscovery of Palenque (1787)
		English Translation: Description of Ruins of an Ancient City (1822)
	John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood (mid-19th century)
		Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatán (1841)
		Incidents of Travel in Yucatán (1843) 
	Charles Etienne Brasseur de Bourborg (mid-19th century)
		Discovery of Diego de Landa’s Account of the Affairs of Yucatán (16th century)
			Background on Diego de Landa (1524-1579)
			De Landa’s “Alphabet”
	Sir J. Eric Thompson (20th century)
		Background and Early Life
		Working for Sylvanus Morley at Chichén Itzá
			Morley’s Ideas about Maya Glyphs
		Thompson’s Ideas about the Ancient Maya and Maya Glyphs
	Yuri Knorosov (20th century)
		Background and Early Life
		Cracking the Code
De Landa’s “Alphabet” as a Syllabary
Using Contemporary Yucatec Mayan
		Inspiring a New Generation of Epigraphers
			Michael Coe and Other Young Students
		
Epilogue: “Whispering out of the Dust”: The Ancient Maya Speak
