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CHAPTER XXVI.

I n d i r e c t  E x t e r n a l  E v i d e n c e s — A m e r i c a n  A n t i q u i t i e s .

Continued.

The Book of Mormon, as already stated, requires the 
evidence of the existence of a very ancient civilization in the 
north continent of America, with its central and most endur
ing monuments in our Central American states. Also the 
evidences of a later civilization somewhat overlaying and in
termixed with the former: the monuments of these two civ- 
ilizations, however, may be somewhat confused by the rise of 
another, though inferior civilization during the thousand 
years immediately preceding the advent of the Spaniards in 
America, which had begun to raise itself out of that chaos of 
confusion,into which things were thrown by the destruction 
of the Nephites and their government. Under these circum
stances it may be extremely difficult to separate these an
tiquities and assign each group to its proper division. But 
this much we feel confident can be done; evidence can be ad
duced that such ancient civilizations did exist; that the mon
uments of one has overlaid' and intermixed with the others; 
that the central location of the first was in our Central States 
of America, and so far as such evidence is adduced, to that 
extent the claims of the Book of Mormon will be sustained. 
In the presentation of such evidence I can only take the hum
ble part of compiler of it from the writings of others, since 
I lay po claim to original investigation of the m atter; and 
even in the work of presenting the utterances of conceded 
authorities upon the subject, one stands momentarily con- • 
fused, not because of the lack of matter to present to the 
reader, but in the matter of selecting from the great mass



those passages suitable for our limited space, and which shall 
be most direct and convincing. With so much by way of in
troduction, then, I present first of all:—

i.

The Evidence of the Existence of Ancient Civilizations in
America.

Considering the vast extent of these rem ains, [i. e. of ancient 
cities, pyram ids and tem ples] spreading over m ore than  half 
the continent, and tha t in Mexico; and South America, after 
the lapse of an unknown series of ages, they still retain  much, 
of ancient grandeur which “T im e’s effacing fingers” have failed 
to obliterate, it is certainty no wild flight of the im agination to 
conjecture tha t in ancient times, even coeval with the spread of 
science in the east, em pires m ay have flourished here th a t would 
vie in pow er and ex ten t with the Babylonian, the Median, or the 
Persian; and cities that m ight have rivaled Ninevah, and Tyre, 
and Sidon; for of these em pires and these cities, the plains 
of Asia now exhibit fewer, and even less im posing relics, than 
are found of the form er inhabitants of this country.6

W e venture to say that the aboriginal inhabitants of our 
hem isphere have not till this day received their meed for ancient 
bravery, nautical skill, and wonderful attainm ents in geography 
and in every branch of m aterial advancem ent and of civilization 
generally. Ancient prehistoric Am erica was, indeed, a civilized 
world. * * * * Proceeding from  north  to south, we find 
from  distance to distance unm istakable traces of m ighty, skilful, 
and learned nations th a t had either wholly disappeared from  the 
face of the earth , or had become degenerated and degraded to 
such an extent as to be irrecognizable at the time of not only 
the Spanish, but even of the N orthm an [ten th  century] dis
coveries. * * * * The M ayas [C entral Am erica] were in
tellectual giants, indeed. The ruins of their vast public works, 
of their costly edifices, of their sculptures and paintings, and of

^H istory of U nited States, M arcus W ison, Books I., Am eri
can A ntiquities, p. 94. '



their finely carved symbolic w ritings a ttes t the height of a' 
civilization of which we m ight well be proud today. And yet 
all these evidences of a glorious past lay buried for long cen
turies before Coumbus’ discovery in the virgin forests of Yu^ 
catan. Palenque, Uxmal, Copan, and several o ther ruined cities 
of Central Am erica are as grand and beautiful m onum ents on 
the cem eteries of the New W orld  as are T roy, Babylon, and 
Thebes on those of the Old; and their antiquity does not seem 
to be less venerable. T hey certainly pertain to A m erica’s re
m otest period. T hey  were ruins m ore than they are now, in the 
sixteenth century; the native of the neighboring region knew 
nothing of their origin, and no notice w hatever or the existence 
of such cities appears in the annals of the surrounding civilized 
nations during the eight or nine centuries preceding the Spanish 
conquest B ancroft is even of the opinion th a t the Maya grandeur 
was already at its height several centuries before Christ.^

t

After speaking of various evidences of civilization in 
America, Nadaillac remarks:

But we need not give any fu rther account of these great 
discoveries./ 'W e m ust return  to the com panions of Cortez to tell 
of the new wonders which awaited them. Even in the most 
rem ote districts in the primeval forests covering Chiapas, Guat
emala, H onduras, and Yucatan; where through the dense under
grow th a passage' had often to be, forced,, axe in hand; statues, 
columns, hieroglyphics, unoccupied villages, abandoned palaces, 
and stately  ruins rose on every side, m ute w itnesses of past 
ages and of vanished races. Everyw here the conquerors were 
m et by tokens, not only of a civilization even m ore ancient and 
probably m ore advanced than tha t of the races they  subjugated, 
but also of struggles and wars, those scourges of hum’a n ity 'in  
every race and every clime/*

Continuing further on in his admirable work, the same 
writer says:

• ♦ •*

^H istory of Am erica Before Columbus, P. De Roo, Vol. I„ 
pp. 173, 176, 177, 178.

<*Pre-Historic America, pp. 10, 11.



U ndoubtedly Am erica bears w itness to  a venerable past; and 
w ithout adm itting  the claims of some recent authors who are
of opinion tha t when Europe was inhabited by w andering sav- 
ages, whose only weapons were roughly hewn of stone, Am erica 
was already peopled by men who built cities, raised m onum ents, 
and had attained to a high degree of culture, we m ust adm it tha t 
their civilization and social organization can only have become 
w hat it was by degrees. * * * To__erect the. m onum ents _ of 
M exico and Peru, the yet more ancient ones of C entral Am erica 
—th e  singular resem blance of which, in some particulars, to the 
tem ples and palaces of Egypt, strike the archaeologist—m ust 
have required skilled labor, a num erous population, and an es
tablished priesthood, such as could have developed only during 
the lapse of centuries. * * .* * To .sum  up; m ultitudes of 
races and nations have arisen upon the A m erican continent and 
have disappeared, leaving no trace, but. ruins, m ounds, a few 
w rought stones, or fragm ents of p o t te ry /

In  the New W orld, m ysterious m ounds and g igan tic-earth  
works a rrest our attention. H ere we find deserted  mines, and 
there we can trace the sites of ancient camps and fortifications. 
T he Indians of the prairies seem to be in truders on a fairer 
civilization. W e find here evidences of a teem ing population. 
In  the presence of their im posing ruins, we can not th ink that 
nomadic savages built them. T hey  give evidences ra ther of a 
people having fixed habitations, and seem to imply the posses
sion of a h igher civilization than  that of the Indians. These 
questions dem and solution; but how shall we solve the problem ? 
Save here and there a deserted camp, or a burial mound, con
taining perhaps articles of use or adornm ent, all traces have 
vanished. T heir earth-w orks and ‘m ounds are being rapidly 
leveled by the plow of m odern times, and the scholar of the 
future can only learn from  books of their m ysterious builders'. 
In  Mexico, and further south, we find the ruins of great cities. 
To the student of antiquity, these far surpass in in terest th e 
ruined cities of the Nile or E uphrates valley. Babylon of old, 
with its walls, towers, and pleasure resorts, was indeed wondgr- 
ful. In  our own land cities, if not as ancient, vat fallen in more

/P re-H isto ric  America, pp~. 13, 14.



picturesque ruin, r eward the labors of the explorer. JLL&mal, 
Copan, and Palenque, invite our attention. H ere are h ierogly
phics in abundance, but no R osetta Stone supplies the kev hv 
whose aid a Champollion can unravel the m ystery.g

Closely enveloped in the dense forests of Chiapas, Guatemala, 
Yucatan, and H onduras, the ruins of several ancient cities have 
been discovered, which are far superior in extent and magnifi- . 
cence to any seen, in Aztec territo ry . * * * M ost of these 
cities were abandoned and m ore or less unknown at the time 
of the conquest. T hey  bear hieroglyphic inscriptions apparent
ly identical in character; in o ther respects they resem ble each 
o ther m ore than they resem ble the Aztec ruins—or even other 
and apparen tly  later works in Guatemala, and H onduras. All 
these rem ains bear evident m arks of great antiquity. T heir 
existence and sim ilarity, the occupation of the whole country 
at some rem ote period by nations far advanced in civilization,- 
and closely allied in m anners and customs, if not in blood and 
language. Furtherm ore, the traditions of several of the m ost 
advanced nations point to a w idespread civilization introduced ✓  
am ong a num erous and powerful people by V otan and Zamna, 
who, o r their successors, built the cities referred to, and founded 
great allied em pires in Chiapas, Yucatan, and Guatemala; and 
m oreover, the tradition is confirmed by the universality of one 
family of languages or dialects spoken am ong the civilized na
tions, and am ong their descendants to this day.g

T h a t the population of Central .America (flpri in this term
I include M exico) was at one time very dense, and had a tta ined
to a h igh degree of civilization, higher even than that of E u rope
in theTIm e of Columbus, there can Ee no question-; and it is also
^robaFTe, as I have shown. J i ia t they originally belonged-4^ »the
white raceA ' -■ ____ /*. ^— ■ ■» / .<
'SST’Finally, from  all we can gather from this m om entous sub
ject, we are compelled from the overwhelm ing am ount of evi
dence to adm it tha t m ighty nations,-w ith alm ost unbounded em
pire, w ith various degrees of im provem ent, have occupied the

*The P re-H isto ric  W orld, or Vanished Races, E. A. Allen, 
introduction, pp. 23, 24.

^Native Races, Vol. II., pp. 116, 117, Bancroft.
/lA tlantis, (D onnely) p. 349.



continent, and that, as in the old world, em pire1 has succeed 
empire, rising one out of the other, from  the ja rr in g  in terests 
of the unwieldly and the ferocious m ass—so also in this.*

The foregoing is perhaps sufficient for the purpose of 
establishing the miere fact of the existence of extensive and 
highly developed civilization in America.' Especially as many 
of the quotations on some of the other divisions of the sub
ject will also bear upon this point. I now take up the mat' 
ter of the chief centers of those old civilizations.

n.
Chief Centers of Ancient American Civilization.

The following is from Baldwin’s “Ancient America:”
I t  has been said, not w ithout reason, th a t the civilization 

found in M exico' by Spanish conquerors consisted, to a large 
extent, of “fragm ents from  the w reck tha t befell the A m erican 
civilization of antiquity .” T o  find the chief seats and m ost 
abundant rem ains of the m ost rem arkable civilization of this 
old Am erican race, we m ust-go still fa rther south into Central 
Am erica and some of the m ore southern  states of Mexico. H ere 
ruins of m any ancient cities have been discovered, cities which 
m ust have been deserted and left to decay in ages previous to the 
beginning of the Aztec supremacy. M ost of these ruins were 
found buried in dense forests, where, a t the time of the Spanish 
conquest, they had been long hidden from  observation./

Marcus Wilson, in speaking of the central location of 
the ancient America ciyilization and its probable “radiating 
points,” says:

I t  is believed th a t the w estern shores of this continent, and 
perhaps both  M exico and Peru—equally distant from the equator, 
and in regions the m ost favorable for the increase and the sup
port of hum an life, were the radiating points of early American 
civilization; from  which, as from  the hearts of empire, pulsation 
after pulsation sent forth  their stream s of- life throughout the

‘Am erican A ntiquities, P riest, p. 186.
/A ncient America, (Baldwin) pp. 92, 93.



whole continent. But the spread of civilization appears to have 
been restricted, as we m ight reasonably expect to find it, to 
those portions of the continent where the rew ards of agriculture 
would support a num erous population. Hence, following the 
course of the civilization by the remains, it has left us, we find 
it lim ited by the barren  regions of upper Mexico, and the snows 
of Canada on the north, and the frosts of Patagoni on the south;

0 4

and while in Mexico and Peru are found its grandest and m ost 
num erous m onum ents, on the outskirts they dwindle away in 
num bers and in importance.*

In  the Central Am erican region of the w estern continent are 
found ruins of w hat are pronounced by all scholars to be the 
highest civilization, and the m ost ancient in time, of any in the 
New W orld. T here it arose, flourished, and to tte red  to its fall. 
I ts  Glory had departed, its cities were a desolation, before 
the com ing of the Spaniards. * * * * T he m ost im portant 
ruins are in the m odern states of H onduras; Guatemala, Chiapas, 
and especially Yucatan, the northern  portion of this peninsula be
ing literally studded with them . T he river Usum acinta, and 
its num erous tributaries flowing in a northern  direction through 
Chiapas is regarded as the original home of the civilization 
whose ruins we are now to describe. From  whence the tribes 
came tha t first settled in this valley is as yet an unsettled point. 
W e notice tha t we have here another instance of the influence 
th a t fertile river valleys exert upon tribes settling therein. The 
stories told us of the civilization tha t flourished in primitive 
times in th e valley of the E uphrates and the Nile are not m ore 
w onderful—t he ruins perhaps not m ore im pressive—than are  the 
traditions still extant, or the m aterial rem ains Fallen in pic
turesque ruins, of the civilization th at once on a time held sway 
in the U sum acinta vallev.*

^H istory  of the U nited States, Book I.. Am erican Antiquities,, 
pp. 93, 94.

/The P re-H isto ric  W orld, or Vanished Races, by E. A. Allen 
(1885) pp. 564, 566. I quote this passage upon the location, extent
and grandeur of the ancient ruins of Central Am erica with the 
g reater pleasure because Mr. Allen is one of the authors who, 
as far as possible, discount the extent, greatness and very rem ote 
antiquity of the civilization represented by American ruins;
though for all this his w ork is one of the m ost conscientioi s and 
valuable upon the1 subject.



W herever there was a centre of civilization, tha t is, w her
ever the surroundings favored the developm ent of culture, tribes 
of different stocks enjoyed it to nearly an equal degree, as in cen
tral Mexico and Peru. By them  it was distributed, and thus 
shaded off in all directions.m

*A\brief 4escrip!Hoij: of' some of.these ruins of Central
America c a n n o t ) - p o i n t  to be both instructive and 
interesting. I i^ f lJ R P th  the description of Copan which, 
by mutual cons^Kof authorities, we may regard as one of 
the most famous ̂ ^ a ls o  the most ancient of American 
ruins.w

COPAN.

The ruins are situated in the west part of the modern 
state of Honduras, on the left bank of the Copan river, 
which empties into the Montague. The name Copan is ap
plied to the ruins because of their vicinity to an adjoining 
hamlet of that name, so that Copan, is not to be regarded as 
the true name of the ancient city. And now I quote the de
scription from the works of John L. Stephens to whom the 
world is chiefly indebted for its knowledge of Central Amer
ican ruins, I omit, however, the references to plans and en
gravings which occur in his excellent work:

T he extent along the river, as ascertained by monuments, 
still found, is m ore than  two miles. T here  is one m onum ent on 
the opposite side of the river, at the distance of a mile, on the 
top of a m ountain two thousand feet high. W hether the city 
ever crossed the river, and extended to th a t m onum ent, it is 
impossible to say. I believe not. A t the rear is an unexplored 
forest, in which there may be ruins. T here are no rem ains of 
palaces or private buildings, and the principal part is that which
“ , >

">The Am erican Races, Daniel G. Brinton, p. 44.
• "Bancroft, Native Races, p. 81, aLo pp. 82, 1C4.



stands on the bank of the river, and may, perhaps, with pro
priety  be called the Temple.

T he tem ple is an oblong enclosure. T he fron t or river wall 
extends on a righ t line north  and south six hundred and tw enty- 
four feet, and it is from sixty to ninety feet in height. I t  is 
made of cut stones, from three to six feet in length, and a foot 
and a half in breadth. In  many places the stones have been 
throw n down by bushes grow ing o i M w e  crevices, and in one 
place there is a small opening, f ro r rn Q M |n ^ 2e ruins arc som e
times called by the Indians, Las V e n ta n a s ^ U h e  windows. The 
o ther three sides consist of ranges of s t^ is  and pyram idal struc
tures, rising from  th irty  to one hundre^^R d  forty  feet in height 
on the slope. T he whole line survey is^m > thousand eight hun
dred and sixty-six feet, which, though gigantic and extraordinary  
for a ruined structu re of the aborigines, tha t the reader’s im ag
ination m ay not mislead him, I consider it necessary to say, 
is not so large as the base of the g reat pyramid of Ghizeh. * *

N ear the southw est corner of the river wall and the south /
wall is a recess, which was probably once occupied by a col
ossal m onum ent fronting the w ater, no part of which is now 
visible; probably it has fallen and been broken, and the frag
m ents have been buried or washed away by the floods in the 
rainy season. Beyond are the ruins of two small pyram idal 
structures, to the largest of which is attached a wall running 
along the w est bank of the river; this appears to have been 
one of the principal walls of the city; and between the two 
pyram ids there seems to have been a gatew ay or principal en
trance from  the water. ,-

The south wall runs a t right angles to  the river, beginning ., 
with a range of steps' about th irty  feet high, and each step about 
eighteen inches square. A t the southeast corner is a massive 
pyram idal structure one hundred and tw enty feet high on the 
slope. On the righ t are o ther rem ains of terraces and' pyram idal 
buildings; and here also was probably a gateway, by a passage 
about tw enty feet wide, into a quadrangular area two hundred 
and fifty feet square, two sides of which are massive pyram ids 
one hundred and tw enty  feet high on the slope.

A t the foot of these structures, and in different parts of 
the quadrangular area, are num erous rem ains of sculpture.* A t



one point is a clossal m onum ent richly sculptured, fallen, and 
ruined. Behind it fragm ents of sculpture, throw n from  their 
place .by trees, are strew n and lying loose on the side of the 
pyramid, from  the base to the top; and am ong them  our a tten 
tion was forcibly arrested  by rows of death’s heads of gigantic 
proportions, still standing in their places about half way up the 
side of the pyram id; the effect was extraordinary . •

jblere follows th^^scription of the gigantic stone mon
uments or carved images which,were doubtless the idols of 
the ancient inhabitants of Copan. Resuming his general 
description, Mr. Stephens says:

The whole quadrangle is overgrow n with trees, and in ter
spersed with fragm ents .of fine sculpture, particularly  on the 
east side, and at the nothw est corner is a narrow  passage, which 
was probably a th ird  gateway. On the righ t is a confused 
range of terraces running off into the forest,-o rnam ented  with 
death’s heads, some of which are still in position, and o thers ly
ing about as they have fallen or been throw n down. T urn ing  
northw ard, the range on the left hand continues a high, massive 
pyram idal structure, with, trees grow ing out of it to the very 
top. A t a short distance is a detached pyram id, tolerably per
fect, about fifty feet square and th irty  feet high. The range 
continues for a distance of about four hundred feet, decreasing 
som ew hat in height, and along this there are but few rem ains of 
sculpture. T he range of structures tu rn  at righ t angles to the 
left, and runs to the river, joining th e  o ther extrem ity  of the 
wall, at which we began our survey. The bank was elevated 
about th irty  feet above the river, and had been protected by a 
wall of stone, m ost of which had fallen down.

The plan was com plicated, and the whole ground being over
grown with trees, difficult to  make it. T here was no entire 
pramid, but a t most, two or th ree pyram idal sides, and these 
joined on the terraces or o ther structures of the same kind. 
Beyond the wall or enclosure were walls, terraces, and pyram idal 
elevations running off into the forest, which som etim es confused 
us. P robably the whole was not erected a t the same time, but 
additions were made and statues erected by different kings,

11—26



or, perhaps in com m em oration of im portant events in the history 
of the city. A long the whole line were ranges of steps with pyra
midal elevations, probably crowned on the top with buildings 
o r altars now ruined. All these steps of the pyram idal sides were 
painted and the reader may im agine' the effect when the whole 
country  was clear of forest, and priest and people were ascending 
from the outside to the terraces, and thence to the holy places 
w ithin to pay their adoration in the temple.

Then follows a description of pyramids and stone mon-
*

uments and altars, together with stone tablets of hieroglyph
ics which, without the accompanying engravings o f ' Mr. 
Stephens* work would be unintelligible. Mr. Stephens vis
ited the stone quarries which supplied the material for this 
magnificent city, ruins of whose public buildings doubtless 
alone remain, and if these extensive ruins but mark the site 
and grandeur of the public buildings, as is. most-probable, 
then how extensive indeed must have been the. old city whose 
ruins wc call Copan! While at the quarry, some two miles 
distant from the ruins, Mr. Stephens, indulged in the follow
ing reflections:

*

T he range lies about two miles north  from  the river, and runs 
east and west. A t the foot of it we crossed a wild stream . The 
side of the m ountain was overgrow n with bushes and trees. 
T he top was bare, and commanded a m agnificent view of a dense 
forest broken only b y 'th e  w inding of the Copan river, and the 
.clearings, for the haciendas of Don Gregorio and Don Miguel.^ 
T h e  city was buried.in forest and entirely hidden from  sight. Im 
agination peopled the quarry with workm en, and laid bare the 
city to  their view. Here, as the sculptor worked, he turned to 
the theater of his glory, as the Greek did to the Acropolis ol 
A thens, and dream ed of im m ortal fame. L ittle did he imagine 
that the tim e would come when his works would perish, his race 
be extinct, his city a desolation and abode for reptiles, for strang_

^M odern plantations near the ruins.



ers to  gaze at and w onder by w hat race it had once been inhab
ited.

Relative to the antiquity and probable cause of the de
sertion of Copan, Mr. Stephens writes:

In  regard  to  the age of the desolate city I will no t a t p res
en t offer any conjecture. Some idea m ight perhaps be form ed 
from  the accum ulations, of earth, and the gigantic trees growing 
on the top of the ruined structures, bu t it would be uncertain 
and unsatisfactory. N or shall I a t this m om ent offer any con
jecture in regard to  the people who built it, o r to  the tim e when 
o r the means by which it was depopulated, and became a deso
lation and ruin; w hether it fell by the sword, or famine, o r nes- 
tilence. The trees which shroud it may have sprung from
th<T blood of its slaughtered inhabitants; they m ay have.perished
how ling with hunger; or pestilence, like the cholera, may have
piled its streets with dead, and driven forever the feeble rem 
nants from  th e ir hom es; of which dire calamities to o ther cities
we have authentic accounts, in eras both  prior and subsequent
to the discovery of the country by the Spaniards*. One th ing I
believe, th a t its h istory  is graven on its m onum ents..N o Cham- 
pollion has yet brought to  them  the energies of his inquiring
mind. W ho shall read them?

“ ‘Chaos of ruins! who shall trace the void,
O 'er the dim fragm ents cast a lunar light,
And sa£. ‘here was or is /  where all is doubly night?’ ”P

PALENQUE.

I next call attention to the ruins of Palenque, situated’ 
about two hundred and sixty miles northwest from Copan to

/'“ Incidents of T ravel in Central America, Chiapas, *and Yuca
ta n /’ Stephens (1841), Vol. I., ch. vii. Those who would become 
further acquainted with the ruins of Copan will find elaborate 
descriptions^ in B ancroft’s “Native Races,” Vol. IV., ch. iii. His 
foot notes citing various authorities on the subject are especially 
valuable.



the modern state of Chiapas' in the valley: of the Usumicinta 
river. Our space will not admit of the' elaborate and detailed 
description given of this ancient city by the writers who have 
visited it, and whose description are usually attended with 
references (to numerous cutsj of pyramids, temples, ruined 
walls, statuary, tablets, etc. I have therefore decided to 
abridge the description of this city and its chief monuments 
from the admirable work of Nadaillac:

#

T he m onum ents of Palenque are justly  reckoned am ongst 
the m ost rem arkable in Chiapas.? T he tow n stands in the region 
w atered by ‘the Usum acinta, where settled the first im m igrants 
of whom it has been .possible to distinguish traces. The position 
of Palenque, a t the foot of the first bu ttresses of the m ountain 
chain, on the banks of the little  river Otolum , one- of the tribu
taries of the Tulija, was adm irably chosen. The stree ts extended 
for a length of from  six to eight leagues, (from  eighteen to 
tw enty-four m iles) irregularly  following the course of the 
stream s which descend from  the m ountains and furnish the in
habitants with an abundant supply, of w ater necessary to them. 
At the present day the ruins rise in solitude, which adds tp the 
effect produced by them. T hey were .long altogether unknow n; 
Cortez, in one of his expeditions, passed within a few miles of 
Palenque w ithout suspecting its existence; and it was not till 
1746, tha t chance led to its discovery by a cure of the neighbor
hood. * * * .

Am ong the best preserved ruins m ay be* m entioned the 
palace, the tem ple of the three tablets, the tem ple of the bas- 
reliefs, the tem ple of the cross, and the tem ple of the sun. W e 
keep the nam es given by various explorers in tne absence of . 
b e tte r ones. T here are others, but of less im portance. Oupaix 
speaks of eleven buildings still standing, and a few years before 
A. Del Rio m entioned tw enty; W aldeck. says eighteen, and 
Maler, who visited the ruins of Palenque in 1877, fixes the num 
ber of the tem ples or pa laces at twelve. These contradictions 
are m ore apparent than real, and* are explained by the different

?And for m atter of th a t in C entral America.



im pressions of each traveler, and the divisions he thought it nec
essary  to  adopt.

T he palace, the m ost im portant building of Palanque, rests 
on a truncated  pyram id about forty  feet high, the base of which 
m easures from  three hundred and ten  feet by two hundred and 
sixty. The inside of this pyram id is of earth ; the ex ternal faces 
are covered with large slabs; steps lead up to the principal 
building, which form s a quadrilateral of two hundred and tw enty- 
eight feet by one hundred and eighty; the walls, which are two 
o r three feet thick, are of rubble, crow ned by a frieze fram ed 
between tw o double cornices. Inside as well as outside they are 
covered with a very fine and durable stucco, painted red  or blue, 
black or white. The principal fron t faces the east; it includes 
fourteen entrances about nine feet wide, separated by pilasters 
ornam ented with figures. These figures m easure m ore than  six 
feet high, and are full of m ovem ent; while above the head of 
each are hieroglyphics inlaid in the stucco. * *

T he inside of the palace corresponds with the magnificence 
of the outside; there are galleries form ing a peristy le all around 
the court; and the room s are decorated with granite bas-reliefs, 
grotesque figures, som e th irteen  feet high. * * * T he ex
pression of the figures speaks well for the skill of the a rtis t; 
but the execution is weak, suggesting an a rt in decadence ra ther 
than the ruggedness of one in its infancy. These room s were 
united by corridors. * * * * T he architects of Palenque 
were ignorant of the arch, and their vaults were form ed of over- 
sailing courses, one above the other, as in the cyclopean m onu
m ents of Greece and Italy. T he building is finished off w ith a 
tow er of three stories, m easuring th irty  feet square at the base. 
H ere, too, we find sym bolical decorations, which are very rich 
and in a very  good state of preservation.

Our author, after excusing himself from mentioning 
many of the monuments of Palenque, for want of space, 
says:

W e must, however, m ention one of them , situated on the 
o ther bank of the O tolum , and known under the nam e of the 
Tem ple of the Cross. I t  rises from  a truncated pyram id and



form s a quadrilateral with three openings in each face, separated 
by massive pilasters, some ornam ented with hieroglyphics and 
some ornam ented with hum an figures. The frieze is also covered 
with hum an figures, and am ongst those still visible Stephens 
m entions a head and two. torsos, which, in their perfection of 
form, recall Greek art. T he openings, all at righ t angles, lead 
into an inside gallery com m unicating with three little  rooms. 
T he central one of these room s contains an altar, which fairly 
represents an open chest, ornam ented with a little frieze with a 
m argin. F rom  the two upper extrem ities of this frieze springs 
two wings, recalling the mode of ornam entation, so often em
ployed in the pedim ents of Egyptian m onum ents.

Above the a ltar was originally placed the tablet of the cross, 
which was afterw ard torn  from  its position by the hand of a 
fanatic, who chose to see in it the sacred sign of the Christian 
faith, m iraculously preserved by the ancient inhabitants of the 
palace. The tab let was taken down and then abandoned, we 
know not why, in the m idst of the' forest covering part of the 
ruins. H ere it was that the Am ericans discovered part of it, 
took possession of it, and carried it to W ashington,, w here it 
form s part of the collection of the N ational Museum. The cen
tre represents a cross, resting  upon a hideous figure, and sur
m ounted by a grotesque bird. On the right, a figure on foot 
is offering presents; on the left, ano ther figure, in a.stiff attitude 
seems to be praying to the divinity. T he costum e of these two 
persons is unlike any that is now in use; and above their heads 
we can m ake out several hieroglyphical characters. A slab on the 
righ t is also covered with them. In  the present state of knowl
edge it is impossible to m ake out w hether these inscriptions 
are prayers to the gods, the h istory  of the country or that of 
the temple, the name or the dedication of the founders.

A t the end of the sanctuary recently  discovered near 
Palenque by Maler, are th ree slabs of sculptured stone in low 
relief. On the right and left are hieroglyphics; in the centre a 
cross, surm ounted by a head of strange appearance, wearing 
around the neck a collar with a m edallion; above this head is a 
bird, and on either side are figures exactly like those of the _ 
tem ple of the cross. Evidently this was a hieratfc type, from 
which the a rtis t was not allowed to depart. * * *

W e cannot leave the ruins of Palenque w ithout m entioning



a statue, rem arkable for m ore than  one reason. The calm and 
sm iling expression of the face resem bles th a t of som e of the 
Egyptian statues; the head-dress is a little like th a t of the As
syrians; there is a necklace around the neck; the figure presses - 
upon its  bosom  an instrum ent and rests its .left hand upon an 
oram ent ,the m eaning of both of which it is difficult to  imagine. 
The plinth of the statue has a cartouch .w ith  a heiroglyphical in
scription, probably giving the nam e of the god or hero to whom 
it was dedicated. T here is a very  d istinct resem blance in some 
of these hieroglyphics to  those of Egypt.-1

In concluding an extended description of the ruins of 
Palenque, Bancroft says;

I close m y account of M aya antiquities w ith the following 
brief quotations respecting Palenque, and the degree of a rt ex
hibited in her ruined m onum ents. “These sculptured figures 
are no t caficatures, but display an ability on the part of the 
artists  to  represent the human form  in every posture, and with 
anatom ical fidelity. N or are the people in hum an life here de
lineated. The figures are royal or priestly ; some are engaged 
in offering up sacrifices, or are in an a ttitude of devotion; m any 
hold a sceptre, o r token baton of authority , their apparel is 
gorgeous; their head-dresses are elaborately arrayed, and decor
ated with long feathers.”* “Many of the reliefs exhib it the finest 
and m ost beautiful outlines, and the neatest com binations which 
remind one of the best .Indian w orks of a rt.” T he ruins of P alen 
que have been perhaps overrated; these rem ains are fine, doubt
less, in their antique rudenesfc; they b reathe out in the m idst oi 
their solitude a certain im posing grandeur; bu t it m ust be affirm ed 
without disputing their architectural im portance, th a t they  do not 
justify  in their details the enthusiasm  of archaeologists. The 
lines which m ake up the ornam entation  are faulty in rectitude; 
the designs in sym m etry; the sculpture in finish; I except, how
ever, the symbolic tablets, the sculpture of which seemed to me 
very correct.” .“ I adm ire the bas-reliefs of Palenque on the 
facades of her old palaces; they  in terest me, move me, and fill

^Pre-H istoric America, Nadaillac, ch. vii.
^Foster’s P re-H isto ric  Races, pp. 338, 339, 302. Klemm, 

Cultur—Geschichte, tom. v., pp. 161-3.



m y im agination; bu t let them be taken to the Louvre, and I see 
nothing but rude sketches which leave me cold and indifferent.” 
“The m ost rem arkable rem ains of an advanced ancient civiliza
tion h itherto  discovered on our continent.” “T heir general char 
acteristics are simplicity, gravity, and solidity.”" “W hile superior 
in the execution of the details, thejP alenque artis t was far in
ferior to the Egyptian in the num ber and variety  of the objects 
displaced by him.”1' . .«

/

Mr. John L. Stephens, whose comments upbn the cities 
he visited in Central America, are always interesting* re
marks of the ruins of Palenque: -

W h at we had before our eyes was grand, curious, and re 
m arkable enough. H ere were the rem ains of a cultivated, nol- 
ished, and peculiar people, who had passed through all the stages 
Incident- to the rise ancTTall ot nations; reached their golden age, 
and perished, entirely  unknow n. T he links which* connected 
tfiem~~with t he hum an family, were severed and lost, and these 
were the only m em onals^of their footsteps upon ea rlh ./p W g 
lived in the ruined palaces of their kings; we went up to their 

"(desolate tem ples and fallen altars; and w herever we moved we 
saw the evidences of their taste, th eir skill in arts, their w ealth 

"and pow er! In  the m idst of^desolation and ruin we looked 
back to  th e past, cleared away the gloom y forest, and j ancied 
every building perfect, with its terraces and pyramids, its sculp
tured, and painted o rnam ents! grand, lofty, and imposing, and 
overlooking an immense inhabited plain; we called back into 
life the strange people who gazed at us in sadness from  the 
w ans; pictured them  in fa n c ifu l costum es and adorned with 
plumes of feathers, ascending the terraces of the.palace and the 
steps leading to the tem ples: and often we im agined a scene of 
unique and gorgeous beauty and m agnificence, realizing the 
creations of O riental poets, the very spot which fancy would 
have selected for the “H appy V alley” of Rasselas. In_the ro 
mance of J Lbe w orld’s histOEv^aoHiing evpr  im pressed me^jnore

“M orelet, Voyage, tom. i., pp.'273, 264. M ayer’s Mex. Aztec, 
etc., Vol. II., p. 172; B rasseur de Bourbourg, H ist: Nat. Civ, 
tom, i., p. 85.

^Native Races, Vol. IV., pp. 364, 165, and notes.



forcibly than the spectacle of this once, great ami lovely citvT 
overturned, desolate, and lost; discovered by accident, overgrow n 
with trees for m iles around, and w ithout even a name to dis
tinguish it.jJ^Apart from  everything else; it was a m ourning w it
ness to th lH vorld ’s m utations:—

“ ‘N ations m elt
F rom  pow er’s high pinnacle, when they have felt 
T he sunshine for a while, and downward go.’ ”w

^Inciden ts of T ravel in .C en tra l America, Chiapas, and Yu
catan, John L. Stephens, Vol. II., pp. 356, 357.




