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Year 6 Unit 1: The Mayan Civilisation 
Week 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Modern day Belize 
Sources: https://www.ancient.eu/article/419/early-explorers-of-the-maya-civilization-john-lloy/ and 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lloyd_Stephens#Mesoamerican_studies 

Mysterious Long-forgotten City Discovered 
November 1st, 1839 

Explorer John Lloyd Stephens has made a 
momentous discovery in Central America 
while exploring with his companion Frederick 
Catherwood. Unusually, the pair were part of 
a small party of a guide and some men for 
assistance. This first discovery was made by 
the explorer at Copán in British Honduras*. 
The two have spent the past two weeks 
exploring the site; their findings are truly 
astonishing. The pair have continued to 
journey to other sites, which could potentially 
re-write our understanding of this region of 
America! 

What has been discovered? 
It seems strange that even the local populace 
didn’t know these sites existed but, even so, 
this appears to be true. Because they seem to 
have been long abandoned, the forest has 
reclaimed them back into green mounds. 
Stephens reported the following about the city 
of Copán:  

“Diverging from the base, and working our 
way through the thick woods, we came upon a 
square stone column, about 14 feet high and 
three feet on each side, sculptured in very bold 
relief, and all four sides, from the base to the 
top. The front was the figure of a 
man curiously and richly dressed, and the 
face, evidently a portrait, solemn, stern, and 
well fitted to excite terror. The back was of a 
different design, unlike anything we had 
ever seen before, and the sides were covered 
with hieroglyphics. This our guide called an 
`Idol' and before it, at a distance of three feet, 
was a large block of stone, also 
sculptured with figures and emblematical 
devices, which he called an altar. 

The sight of this unexpected monument 
put at rest at once and forever, in our minds, 
all  uncertainty in regard to the character of 
American antiquities, and gave us the 
assurance  that the objects we were in 
search of were interesting, not only as the 
remains of an  unknown people, but as 
works of art, proving, like newly 
discovered historical records,  that the 
people who once occupied the Continent of 
America were not savages.” 

Initial findings 
The pair have spent the past two weeks 
documenting and drawing the area using a 
camera lucida to precisely document their 
finds down to the minutest detail including 
the intricate scrollwork on carvings. 
Stephens has been heard making 
comparisons between Egyptian glyphs and 
the Maya glyphs but has dismissed there 
being a common ancestry.  

Stephens has paid $50 for the land and 
currently aims to reclaim the site and bring 
it to American universities for further 
study. The group have reported that the 
findings are of immense significance and 
could show that the people that abandoned 
this site were not savages at all.  

What next? 
The pair are continuing to investigate 
reports of further such settlements hidden 
by the forest and expectations are high that 
more discoveries could be made of this 
previously unknown society.  

https://www.ancient.eu/article/419/early-explorers-of-the-maya-civilization-john-lloy/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lloyd_Stephens#Mesoamerican_studies
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