
Nevertheless,  restricting  professional  archaeology  to  only  qualified,  university-trained

professionals created contradictions that proved difficult to resolve and the definition of “professional

archaeologist”  remained  open  to  interpretation  throughout  the  1930s.   Despite  attempts  to  create

university-level  degrees  and  employ  trained  archaeologists  to  give  classes,  amateur  archaeologists

continued excavate ancient sites alongside their newly trained professional counterparts.  For example,

Dr. Thomas Gann, a British medical doctor, excavated many archaeological sites in British Honduras,

Mexico,  and Guatemala,  yet  had  no formal  archaeological  training.   He published his  findings  in

scientific journals, such as the Journal of of the Society of Antiquaries as well as authored numerous

seemingly  scholarly  monographs  that  continue  to  inform  contemporary  Maya  studies.  When  not

practicing medicine, he spent his free time roaming the British Honduran countryside and opening up

“mounds” of earth that likely contained Mayan archaeological artifacts.  Gann kept no records of his

digging, nor did he supervise the laborers he employed to sift through the dirt, which resulted in often

haphazard excavations, erroneous assumptions, and the theft of archaeological remains.  Additionally,

he often removed archaeological evidence from its original location and many of his best  findings

presumably made their way into the British Museum.

Gann's reputation as an archaeologist apparently outweighed his lack of professional training.

In correspondence between the British Consulate and Guatemala's Ministry of Exterior Relations, the

consul  referred to  him repeatedly as a “well-known archaeologist.”  Additionally,  Sylvanus Morley,

trained in archaeology at Harvard University, considered Gann a colleague and an archaeologist in his

own right. This friendship proved advantageous for Gann's burgeoning career as an expert on Mayan

archaeological  ruins,  as  his  association  with  Morley  gave  Gann  greater  credibility  and  authority.

Morley and Gann traveled together through the Yucatán peninsula in 1918, which resulted in the 1924

publication of Gann's book, In An Unknown Land.  Not unlike Incidents of Travel, the book detailed

their adventures and visits to a number of Mayan ruins that had not been brought to public attention

previously.  The book, part adventure travelogue and part archaeological treatise, scintillated readers



with colorful descriptions of chaotic Belizean markets, racial commentary on the “poor Mayan race,”

and speculations about the purpose and nature of ancient Mayan sites.  Gann clearly intended for his

book to serve much the same function as Stephens's famous travelogue had nearly a century previously,

as  he  wrote  in  a  non-technical  style  designed  to  appeal  to  the  public,  rather  than  archaeological

specialists. Echoing Stephens's earlier observations about the Maya, Gann wrote, “...Yucatán, one of

the least known and most inaccessible parts of Central America where the poor remnant of the great

Maya race, whose civilization was the most ancient and highly developed in the New World 1,500

years before the coming of the Europeans, still holds its own, unconquered and unsubdued, in the dense

forests  of  the  interior.”  The  publication  of  this  book  not  only  cemented  Gann's  reputation  as  an

archaeologist, but also placed amateur speculations about Mesoamerican archaeology squarely in the

hands of both the British and U.S. reading public. 

 Through popular publications, such as the original blockbuster Incidents of Travel and Gann's

published work, the reading public in the U.S. and Europe became involved unwittingly in and updated

version of the older debates about the origins of the ancient Maya and their cultural connections to their

contemporary descendants.  At the same time that the public became more involved and invested in

these  debates  about  the  Maya,  the fledgling  discipline of  archaeology struggled to  define itself  in

opposition to popular interpreters of ancient Mayan material culture, including recreational tourists on

the hunt for ancient potsherds and other treasures, as well as artifact looters.  Despite the establishment

of  increasingly  rigorous  academic  programs  devoted  to  training  future  archaeologists,  the

professionalization of archaeology lagged far behind that of related social scientific disciplines, such as

cultural  anthropology.  Archaeologists,  professional and otherwise,  added fuel to debates about the

Maya,  as  they  argued  that  their  work  stemmed  from a  scientific  epistemology  that  imbued  their

findings  with  an  authoritative  character.   Nevertheless,  archaeologists  also  encouraged  popular

understandings about the Maya through publications, such as guide books and travel narratives, that

further piqued public interest in ancient archaeological sites.


