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 Among the holdings of the Smithsonian Institution archives are the letters, field drawings, 

and miscellanea of William Henry Holmes (1846-1933). Holmes, a water-colorist of some 

repute, was a pioneer of American archaeology. He started at the US Geological Survey, moved 

to the newly founded University of Chicago and the Field (Columbian) Museum, and ended his 

long career back on the Mall, at the Smithsonian (Meltzer and Dunnell, eds., 1992). Dying at 87, 

a year after retirement(!), Holmes also held, in his final years, the directorship of the National 

Gallery of Art. Documents reveal that Andrew Mellon, the great benefactor of that institution, 

paid Holmes’ salary. Mellon wanted a pliant director in place who would advance, or at least not 

obstruct, the financier’s ambitious plans for the gallery (Cannadine 2006: 414). 

 To this day, Holmes enjoys an unsurpassed reputation as a topographic artist. His vistas 

of Mesoamerican sites are among the most exact and lucid ever made (see http://

academic.reed.edu/uxmal/galleries/thumbnails/drawings/Drawings-Holmes.htm). Yet the 

fieldwork behind them could not have been too arduous. Holmes traveled on the yacht “Ituna,” 

pride of Allison Armour, heir to the meatpacking fortune and friend to Kaiser Wilhelm II, a 

fellow yachtsman (Swanton 1935: 229). A club man to the end, Holmes spent his final years in 

the Beaux-Arts splendor of the Cosmos Club in Washington, where he rented quarters after his 

wife’s death in 1925. 

 Holmes’ files contain many surprises, including one for Mayanists: a letter sent to 

Charles Rau, Holmes’ predecessor at the Smithsonian. An immigrant from Belgium, Rau worked 

his way up from modest employment as a school teacher in St. Louis and elsewhere to curator of 
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the Smithsonian’s Department of Antiquities, for a time the repository of one portion of 

Palenque’s Tablet of the Cross (Houston et al. 2001: 68; Stuart and Stuart 2008:fig. 3). A few 

years later, in 1884, Rau received a communication from Robert Barclay of Inchbrayock, 

Montrose, Scotland, honorary secretary to a local “Natural History and Antiquarian Society.” 

Strange to say, this organization still exists. It has its own web-page and museum, one of many 

such entities formed in Victorian Scotland (Finnegan 2005; see http://www.angus.gov.uk/history/

museums/montrose/). By even stranger coincidence, the museum takes great pride in displaying 

the sword of an ancestor of Ian Graham, founder of the Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic 

Inscriptions project at Harvard. 

 Barclay’s letter probably made its way into this set of files because of Holmes’ long-

standing interest in Palenque. As late as 1924 Holmes was still corresponding with the Brooklyn 

Institute of Arts and Sciences, forerunner of the current Brooklyn Museum. His letter addressed 

corrections to plaster models of the Temple of the Sun at Palenque. Holmes sent a detailed field 

rendering of the Initial Series Introductory Glyph on Pier A of that building, noting, in a letter to 

Stanberry Hagar from May 19, 1924: “The only thing I found bearing on the subject was a 

drawing made by me while connected with the Armour Expedition. I enclose it herewith. It 

shows plainly that none of the pictures and models can be relied upon.” His field drawing is 

reproduced here, with an attempt to transcribe Holmes’ scribbled notes (Figure 1). It shows more 

detail than another, more recent record of the Pier (Robertson 1991: pl. 121).

 Barclay’s letter is worth copying in full (see Appendix). At Rau’s request, as stated in the 

heading, it was transcribed at some point from Barclay’s handwritten note. All idiosyncrasies 

shown in the Appendix are in the original, now stored in Record Unit 7084, Series 1, Folder 4, of 

the Smithsonian Archives.

 Aside from the theft -- autres temps, autres moeurs -- the letter from Shiels raises a 

number of possibilities. As consul he could not have been eager to invoke the “jealousy of the 

Mexican authorities,” yet he seems to have visited Palenque and removed the stuccos himself. 

The description of walls, palaces, aqueducts, and extensive ruins suggests direct familiarity with 

the site and a likely provenience for the finds in one of its standing structures, many of which
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Figure 1. Holmes’ field sketch of the Initial Series remnants on Pier A of the Temple of the Sun. 
(Note that the correction to “Cross” at the bottom of the page is in error.)



 retain “walls” from which stuccos could be “hastily but carelessly torn.” This was done some 

time before September 23, 1837, the date of his letter to Scotland. Thus, Shiels, a “young man” 

at the time, was at Palenque in the decade after Waldeck’s explorations yet before 1840, the year 

of Stephens and Catherwood’s celebrated arrival at the site. Shiels’ visit lay closer to Edward 

FitzGerald’s, which took place in 1836 (Stuart and Stuart 2008:62). Could Shiels, the local 

British consul, have accompanied FitzGerald to Palenque? George Stuart has kindly shared a 

copy of FitzGerald’s letter to Lord Kingsborough, dated April 17, 1836. FitzGerald affirms that 

he was one of the few to visit the site after Waldeck, to the extent of needing to cut new paths to 

the ruins. Shiels (or his agents) likely visited Palenque in the intervening year and a half. 

FitzGerald’s letter makes no mention of Shiels, but it does refer to the British consul general. If 

Shiels came to Palenque it was not, evidently, in the company of another, known visitor. There is 

another temporal bracket. In 1824 the British authorities sent consuls to most of the major ports 

in Mexico, with the aim of welcoming Cornish miners, soon to be shipped inland to labor (and 

suffer) in British-controlled mines (Tenenbaum and McElveen 2000:53). Shiels’ diplomatic post 

may have been part of that initiative, although there is little reason to think he was there in 1824.  
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Figure 2. Nineteenth-century photograph of Palenque stuccos in the Montrose Museum



 The Palenque stuccos in Montrose (Figure 2) are more than a curiosity given the rarity of 

such glyphs in collections abroad. Regrettably, an inquiry to the Montrose museum has yet to 

receive an answer. But it seems probable that the pieces are still there, mounted in ersatz fashion 

on the plaster board mentioned by Barclay, surrounded by Pictish stones and the sword of James 

Graham, Marquess of Montrose. In style, the glyphs cluster into two groups, a large set and a 

smaller, flatter, almost circular sign grouping shaped with less care. The lack of scale is 

unfortunate, as dimensions could help re-provenance the glyphs, although sleuthing may have 

done the job, as we will see. At Palenque stuccos from particular buildings show a high degree of 

consistency: Temple XVIII: c. 12.4-13.3 cm wide; Temple of the Sun: c. 9 wide, when complete; 

Temple of the Count: c. 20.3 cm wide; Olvidado Temple: c. 17 to 19 cm wide (Schele and 

Mathews 1979:passim). In some cases, as in Temple XVIII, smaller glyphs come from 

background texts and captions, but the almost circular outline of the sign indicates an original 

location in a cornice text, such as those running along the façade of the Temple of the 

Inscriptions or Houses E or D of the Palace (Robertson 1985: pls. 111-147). 

 The smaller glyph of the set reads kaloomte’ (Figure 2, upper right), an exalted title used 

somewhat sparingly by rulers like K’inich Janahb Pakal (AD 603-683), K’inich K’an Joy Chitam 

(AD 702-722?) and, probably, K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb (AD 678 - >736). The sculptors of Pakal 

favor the spelling of the glyph here, the non-Chahk variant (KAL-ma-TE’, with the TE’ 

superimposed over a portion of the KAL sign). The peculiar, almost backwards features of the 

“kawak” (part of the KAL logograph) are also consistent with this approximate date or even 

slightly later, from the reign of Kan Bahlam (see Temple of the Inscriptions, West Tablet:J2). 

This form prefigures the Postclassic ku or “kawak” sign, with formal roots deep in the Classic 

period. 

 One of the two larger stuccos is the Emblem glyph of 

Santa Elena, Tabasco (Figure 4, at right), so identified some 

years ago by one of the authors (Stuart) and studied at length 

by Simon Martin, among others (e.g., Martin 2003: 44; 

Martin and Grube 2008:164-165). The dynasty of Santa 

Elena was much buffeted by antagonisms between Palenque 
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and Calakmul during the reign of Pakal.  In AD 659, Santa Elena fell under the control of 

Palenque, only to enter into Calakmul’s orbit a few years later. House C records the submission 

of a series of youths from Santa Elena, a place perhaps known anciently as wak’aaba’--in 

reference to a stretch of the San Pedro Mártir river? The campaign by Palenque is sure to have 

involved the area of Pomona, also part of this harvest of vanquished enemies. It seems yet more 

certain that they date roughly to the reign of Pakal. If so, this would make them among the earlier 

stucco glyphs at the site.

 The final glyph, mounted just to the side of Shiels’ 

“casque” reads SIH-ya-PAT-li (Figure 4). The spelling of 

the birth glyph is unusual but has a parallel in the birth 

reference of K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb on the sanctuary jamb 

tablets of Temple XVIII. The PAT, deciphered some time 

ago by one of the authors (Stuart), is equally unusual. Its 

lower portion may be a schematic version of the “thatch” 

that marks the yotoot on the hieroglyphic stairway from 

House C:D11. This would conform to other PAT that display markings for “thatch” (Stuart 1998: 

fig. 3).  It may be that the very notion of building a structure focused on thatching, a costly and 

time-consuming part of house construction in Maya communities today. (A modest building can 

take many hundreds to thousands of guano leaves.) The suffixation of the positional root accords 

with a “basic” positional, adjective-like, with a –li suffix only. This contrasts with what John 

Robertson calls the “intransitive position,” a form that accepts a –wani or –laj suffix. At 

Palenque such “basic” forms are known in the Temple of the Inscriptions, West Tablet:R8, 

CHUM-mu-li-ya, chum-l-iiy. 

 The original location of these glyphs can almost certainly be determined: the smaller, 

circular one came from the cornice of the Temple of the Inscriptions, perhaps in one of the empty 

cartouches visible above Pier E (Robertson 1983: pl. 77); and the two other glyphs from one of 

the two all-glyphic piers, A or F.  The relative dimensions fit closely, too, if the circular glyph is 

mapped on the empty cartouche above Pier A, which also shows larger, more rectangular glyphs 

in a panel below (Robertson 1983: pl. 17). Of the two all-glyphic piers, A is especially 
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promising. It refers, at F8, to an i-chu-ka-ja, i chuhkaj, “now, is captured,” perhaps in reference 

to someone from Santa Elena. In the penultimate column, at G6, is a probable death reference. If 

so, the “birth-to-construction” reference may allude to the birth of Pakal and the eventual 

building of the Temple of the Inscriptions. As an aside, we should stress our shared strong 

opinion that he backs of all stucco glyphs from Palenque need to be reexamined; they may 

accord with the cavities left behind in the plaster that have seldom ever been documented. 

 The ragged cavity visible today on Pier D, where the standing figure’s head once was, fits 

remarkably well with the outlines of the stucco head included with the glyphs (the “casque”) 

(Figure 5a).  The confirmatory evidence, beyond the consistent scale of the glyphs and the 

linkage to Pakal, comes from a remarkable match between the stuccos and an early rendering by 

José Luciano Castañeda, who accompanied Captain of Dragoons Guillermo Dupaix to Palenque 

in January 1807 (Figure 5c). Castañeda’s drawing of what is now called Pier D leaves little doubt 
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Figure 5. Comparison of the stucco head removed by George B. Shiels (a) to the missing head from Pier D of the 
Temple of the Inscriptions (b), as depicted by Casteñeda on 1807 (c). (Photograph of pier by Merle Greene 
Robertson).



8that the head, now missing, is none other than the “casque” pried from Pier D of the Temple of 

the Inscriptions and sent to Scotland. 

 The glyphs in Montrose would thus refer to a birth and the act of forming a structure, 

perhaps the Temple of the Inscriptions itself. They date to the reign of Pakal, involve momentous 

events, and need to be re-recorded, beyond a sepia print sent over a century ago by an inquisitive 

and well-read Scot. 

Acknowledgments:  The staff at the Smithsonian Institution archives were of great help, as was Nancy Houston; to 
George Stuart goes an abrazo for sharing the contents of the letter from FitzGerald. The document is now in the 
Wilson Library at UNC-Chapel Hill. 
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Appendix
Format and presentation from the original

For C. Rau – at his request

Copy S 40724

     Inchbrayock, Montrose, Scot’d.,
  Natural History and Antiquarian Society, Montrose (Scot 
Land).                                                                             26 Decr. 1884

Professor Rau,

 Dear Sir;

  I read with great interest your “Palenque Tablet” presented to this society two years ago 
and have now had the pleasure of reading Mr. Holden’s “Maya Hieroglyphs” in the Ethnological report of 
the Institution.
  It occurs to me to send you a photo of some glyphs and a head which has been in this 
society’s museum since 1837. These were sent home by our townsman George B. Shiels, Esq., then British 
consul at Laguna di [sic] Terminos [now Ciudad del Carmen] and who like your Consul Mr Russel [sic: 
Russell, see Stuart and Stuart 2008: 77] seems to have had some difficulty in getting the relics out of the 
country. However thanks to the good fortune that another townsman was in the port with his ship they 
seemed to have accomplished the matter betwixt them.
  I recollect Mr Shiels as an intelligent young man and about twenty years ago I referred to 
the sculptures in our Report turning up at that time Mr Shiels letters and giving a description with a rude 
sketch – I was not satisfied that these of ours were at all represented in Stephens and hence at that time did 
not give Stephens credit for precision in deliniation [sic].  On reverting again to the subject I cannot get rid 
of the impression which is strengthened by the evidently careful engraving as betwixt the photo and 
engraving of the Palenque cross in your Ethn. Report. These glyphs of ours may possibly be placed upside 
down having been sunk in a stucco frame for preservation and without authority for being placed beside the 
head at all. Then our head is, I think, somewhat more characteristic of what the race had been than the full 
bluff german looking faces in the figures given in the engraving. My early impression was that our glyphs 
represented fruits, the lowest one two human figures the arms and hands folded in front of them. The 
glyphs in front of the head still look to me more like fruits than anything I have observed in Stephens or 
your tablet. I enclose two copies and will feel obliged by your giving one with my respects to Mr Holden – 
a copy of part of Mr George B. Shiels letter of 1837 I also enclose in which you will observe he combats 
the change of Calhuacan to Palenque & further refers to an author “Balbi” not named in your pamphlet [the 
Italian geographer, Adrian Balbi, 1782-1848]. Our President Earl Southeck [sic: Southesk] takes much 
interest in Oghams & our pre-historic sculptures which abound in this county some while in our possession 
I also enclose – I must get the Earl to look into the glyphs since he showed me a fine copy of Kingsborough 
in his library the other week. 

    Pray excuse this heavy intrusion on your time—
      Yours faithfully
       Robert Barclay,
        Hon’y Secr’y.

  I also addressed to you the last two numbers of our Society’s Report 1883 having a sketch 
of Ogham stones and 1883 sundry photos which may possibly be of interest to one or other of the 
Departments…
          R.B. 
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 Copy

       Laguni de Terminos
       23 Sept 1837

**************************************************************************************

 “I accordingly have the honor to send by Captain Burnett of ship Montezuma a case containing 
some remains of Mexican Antiquities collected from the ruins of the lost & ancient city of Calhuacan, 
vulgarly denominated Palenque, described by Balbi in his Abrégé de la Geographie at page 1069-2nd 
edition printed at Paris as the “Thebes of America” in which work he extensively speaks of it as containing 
some of the most remarkable monuments of antiquity in the new world – Mention is also made of these 
antiquities in the 266. No. of Chambers Edin’r Journal in extracts from the 35th No of the Quarterly Review 
of Oct. 1836. The subject treated of in these works will become more interesting to your fellow townsmen 
by their having before them a sample of the reality hastily but carelessly torn from the walls of the ruins by 
persons dreading the jealousy of the Mexican authorities who have strict orders not to allow any part of 
them to be carried away or taken out of the country. I have therefore only been able to procure a head and 
casque of a figure in a very delapidated [sic] state and one or two pieces of ornaments as per note at foot.
 The materials of which this figure and ornaments are composed appears to be stucco so hard and 
corroded by age as to bear outwardly the appearance of sculptured stones which had caused the belief in 
superficial observers that the idols and ornaments which adorn the extensive and numerous palaces and 
temples of Calhuacan are cut in bas-relievs [sic] from the stone which is evidence not to be the case form 
the articles now sent which are clearly of stucco formed and figured by the hand without the aid of any iron 
or copper description of tools which probably notwithstanding the great size and perfect structure of the 
stones forming the temples, monuments, and aqueducts everywhere found for miles around and about the 
ruins were unknown and unused by the people who inhabited Calhuacan, but who were undoubtedly far 
advanced towards a state of civilization and a knowledge of the arts to have been able to have raised such 
stupendous and extensive edifices as are still to be seen on the site of these ruins which no doubt count 
many sps__’

 “A case containing
2 pieces of stucco forming the profile head and casque of a figure detached from the walls of the ancient 
city of Calhuacan state of Chiapa distant about 40 leagues from the port of Laguna de Terminos.

  2 pieces of ornaments of same composition
    I have the honor &c., 
     Signed
                                                                        George B. Shiels.

To the secretary,
 Natural History & Antiquarian Society,
   Montrose..”Museum.” 
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