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Scant generation ago,
¥ \scholars painted a
utopian vision of the an-
cient Maya, whose civiliza-
tion flourished in Central
America from 200 to 900
A.D. The Maya were por-
trayed as nature-loving
pacifists, so immersed in
philosophical thought they
remained unmoved by
power, lust, or greed. Their
cities of magnificent pyra-
mids, wide plazas, and
ballcourts were envisioned
as sanctuaries where as-
tronomer-priests contem-
plated the heavens and
the endless progression of
time. Ihe cryptic wriling
adorning Mayan architec-
fure, so the experts pro-
claimed, had nothing to
do with history. The deeds
of men, they assumed,
held no interest for these
star-dazed hippies.

We now know this pic-
ture is dead wrong. If any
person has been instru-
mental in exploding this
myth, it iIs Tennessee-born
Linda Schele, a large-
boned woman with a bawdy
sense of humor and a
dazzling facility for teasing
the hidden meaning from
the labyrinthine symbols
the Maya used to record
their language. In the early
Seventies, seemingly out
of nowhere, she burst Into
the field of Mayan studies
and with her collaborators
transformed our under-
standing of Mayan beliefs
and practices.

Previously, experts
could decipher only dates
encoded in elaborate hi-
eroglyphic signs; now they

SHE ENCODED AN AN-
CIENT LANGUAGE,

SO AFTER CENTURIES
OF SILENCE, THE
MAYA SPEAK AGAIN.
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read more than 90 percent of some
texts. The words in the inscriptions can
actually be intoned just as the ancients
would have pronounced them. Atter
centuries of silence, the Maya speak
again. And what they say is not what
Schele's predecessors expected to
hear. Formerly cast as the Greeks of
the New World, the Maya were actually
more like Romans. They loved pomp
and pageantry and relished bloodlet-
ting on the battlefield, playing ground,
or ritual altar. As Schele puts it, "Blood
was the mortar of their society.

| ike Jean Francois Champollion of
Rosetta Stone fame, Schele follows a

in deciphering lost writing systems—
who started as amateurs. In 1970, as a
fledgling studio art teacher in Mobile,
Alabama, she, her husband, and three
students visited Mexico's Mayan ruins
over Christmas vacation. Arriving at the
ancient site of Palenque, the group
planned to stay the obligatory two hours
recommended in their travel guide. In-
stead, they spent over 12 days. What
began as a standard tourist jaunt be-
came for Schele a lifelong obsession.
Schele returned to Palengue each
of the next three summers, befriending
scholars, knowledgeable laymen, and
anyone else who could offer her in-
sights into the vanished society. Even-

tually the Scheles bought a house in a -

neighboring village so she could start
mapping Palenque’'s sprawling vine-
covered structures. Three years later,
Schele made a formidable impression
at an international gathering of
Mayanists held near the ruins. After
brainstorming with Peter Mathews of
Calgary University for just three hours,
the duo presented stunning insights
into the structure and grammar of the
Mayan written language. They aiso put
together 200 years of Palengue’'s dy-
nastic lineage, spanning the lives of six
successive kings—the most complete
ist of rulers for any Mayan site. "History
had been made before our very eyes,’
recalls Yale Mayanist Michael Coe.

As Schele, Mathews, and others ex-
tended and elaborated their approach,
the trickle of decipherable glyphs
swelled to a torrent. Fragments of texis
came together into compelling pas-
sages of prose. Along with archaeolog-
ical finds, these reveal an epic warring
of Maya dynasties. The glyphs also pro-
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ong tradition of epigraphers—experts

vide clues to the sudden, mysterious

JOB DESCRIPTION:

Epigraphien, teacner,
leading spokesperson for the
Mayan world view

INFLUENTIAL
PUBLICATIONS:
The Blood of Kings: Ritual and Dy-
nasty in Maya Art

with Mary Miller and Maya Cosmos:

Three Thousand Years
On the Shaman s Past with David
Freidel and Joy Parker

WHY THE GLYPHS ARE
- LIKE THE
JEFFERSON MEMORIAL:

If our only record of

American history were what's written

on monuments in Washington,

you wouldn't find out much about the

average American. Similarly,

there’s much the Maya did not write
about: taxes, trade, thougnts

about everyday life. But we can learn

who was victorious in war
and had the power to commission
public monuments and
buildings—or at least what they
wanted to tell about themselves.

FAVORITE MAYAN
BUILDING:

emple of Inscriptions at Palenque

A LESSON FROM A LOST
CIVILIZATION:

In the end of the Mayan empire so
many resources went

into warfare the whole social struc-
ture became unstable.

The guestion for us is whether the
1980s administrations

spent us into oblivion as well.

collapse of the empire, and bear testi-
mony to exotic religious attitudes, sha-
manistic traditions, and social customs.
Epigrapher Schele is also protessor
of art history at the University of Texas
in Austin, where her annual Mayan hi-
eroglyphics workshops attract nun-
dreds of professionals and lay people.
A natural showman, she relishes draw-
ing sweeping parallels from past 10
oresent. “Schele has emerged as per-
haps the most prominent spokesper-
son of the Mayan world view -
observes Princeton Mayanist Gillett
Griffin. The very qualities that make her
2 successiul popularizer, however,
make her vulnerable to criticism. Some
scholars attack her for being wild ana
woolly with her facts—or implicitly too
colorful. Others, from the archaeologi-
cal camp, often say Schele and fellow
epigraphers’ reconstructions of Mayan
history rely too heavily on inscriptions
which, they argue, are largely the prop-
aganda of the noble classes. While
conceding their point. bchele 1e-
sponds, "Of course their history was DI-
ased. So is ours. There's still much we
can learn from it.

To interview Schele, Kathleen
McAuliffe traveled to Antigua, the old
colonial capital of Guatemala, where
the historian, now 52, was on a mission
to teach modern Maya the lost writing
system of their ancestors. Schele and
McAuliffe talked over the span of a
week with freguent stops and starts to
accommodate the endless stream of
Maya visitors seeking Schele.

Omni: Tell us about that first epiphany
at Palengue.

Schele: It was like a dream. You see
about 15 pyramids with huge, Knee-
high steps leading to their tops, silnOu-
etted against forest-covered moun-
tains. The cicadas start with one song,
then another answers, and another,
until it becomes a 12-tone harmony.
Creeks tumble down the mountainside.
Where water bubbles out, the mountain
s streaked with limestone. No one knew
a single person who had ever lived In
this mystery place. It was the most
beautiful and sacred place |I'd been in
my life. | had to find out more about it.
Although no one knew it, the field of
Mayan studies was about to crack
wide open. Not only did | arrive at the
right place at the right time, | met the
right anthropologists, zoologists, ana
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| agricultural system. There was massive
| deforestation in the fir
| ine the end was pretty gruesome.
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the good of their souls until they con-
fessed to being witches, then paraded
them through the streets in what later
became the Ku Klux Klan outfit, and fi-
nally burned them at the stake. Be-
tween 1481 and 1540, some 20,000
people were brought before the Inquisi-
tion in Seville alone. The numbers tor-
tured or killed were within the range of
sacrificial deaths in the New World.
Omni: What led to the civilization's
collapse?

Schele: The growth of the noble class
had a lot to do with it. Art historian Mary
Miller calculated that if you start in the
year 600 with a single noble husband
and wife with four children who sur-
vived until adulthood, and they had

| four children who survived, and so on,
| by the year 800 there would be 700
| people who had the right to claim
| noble status. So the percentage of

people of high status grew rapidly

along with the demand to access the
| kinds of goods and privileges that

marked them as noble. This resulted In

| | more and more kingdoms, competing
| for fewer and fewer resources, with less

no-man’s land between them. The rise
in warfare, coupled with overpopula-
Js strain on the

al years. | imag-

the Maya civilization over the edge—
whether it was a major war, series of
droughts, or just one strain too many.
There comes a point when there's so

much stress on the society that, as my
. | colleague David Freidel says, it just be-
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| comes pathological. We saw that with
| the former Soviet Union:

It wasn't a
slow gentle deceleration. It was boom.
WO years and the empire was gone.

Omni: You've argued that Mayan cus-

| toms and beliefs have survived despite
| centuries of oppression following the
| conquest. Isn't that a radical notion?

i_f-ﬁ; Schele:
| scholars. The perception has been the

It's mind-blowing to some

conquest was so traumatic—between
| the deaths from disease reaching 90
percent among Native Americans and

1

| the violent suppression of the people—
| that therr world view could not have
| survived. But it's my opinion that, fused
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with an overlay of European customs

%% 1 | and religious beliefs, there is a pro-
| found, amazingly intact, pre-Columbian

| core underlying it all. Numerous beliefs,

| legends, and shamanistic traditions are

l alive and well.

Many other contemporary examples

| of Mayan belief and practice represent

| an unbroken heritage spanning arounad

| 3,000 years.
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