
Edited and Revised Thomas Gann:

Professional archaeologists tried to restrict their new field to only qualified, university-trained

specialists.  They taught emerging theories and field methods to university students as part  of new

degree programs in archaeology.  Nevertheless, amateur archaeologists continued to excavate ancient

sites,  which  made telling  a  professional  archaeologist  from an avid  hobbyist  difficult  at  best.  For

example,  Thomas  Gann,  a  British  medical  doctor,  excavated many  archaeological  sites  in  British

Honduras,  Mexico,  and Guatemala;  however,  he  had no formal  archaeological  training.  When not

practicing medicine, he roamed the British Honduran countryside in search of telltale “mounds” of

earth that covered the remains of Mayan cities. Gann neither kept records of his digging, nor supervised

the  local  laborers  he  employed to  sift  through the  dirt  in  search  of  potsherds  and  other  potential

treasures.  He  excavated  without  clear  methods  and  guessed  at  the  meaning  of  the  structures  and

artifacts he found; he interpreted them based on his limited understandings of the social and cultural

traits of ancient native peoples. He often removed artifacts from their original places, sending many of

his  best  findings  to  the  British  Museum  in  London.  He  published  reports  in  scientific  journals,

including the Journal of of the Society of Antiquaries, as well as wrote several books on the subject of

Mayan archeology. Gann's monographs continue to inform contemporary Maya studies today.

Gann's contemporaries considered him genuine archaeologist, despite his lack of training. In his

letters to the Guatemalan Ministry of Exterior Relations, the British consul called Gann a “well-known

archaeologist.”  Gann made friends  with  other  professional  colleagues,  including Sylvanus  Morley.

Morley earned an undergraduate degree archaeology from Harvard University in 1907, making him one

of the earliest university-trained archaeologists.  Morley and Gann shared a mutual passion for Mayan

archaeology  and  formed  a  deep  friendship.   They  excavated  many  new  sites  in  Yucatán,  which

advanced Gann's career as an archaeologist. Gann drew on Morley's professional training in order to

seem more  credible  and scholarly.  Together,  they  traveled through the Yucatán peninsula  in  1918,

excavating new sites and observing local people. Gann published his account of these adventures in



1924 in his book, In An Unknown Land.  In the book, he narrated their visits to many unknown Mayan

ruins  and local  pueblos.   He described strange  ancient  structures,  as  well  as  colorful  and chaotic

Belizean markets. He wondered about the reasons for the collapse of the ancient Maya, offering blunt

racial remarks on the “poor Mayan race” of the present. 

John Lloyd Stephens's 1839 work, Incidents of Travel,  inspired Gann's own writing. Imitating

Stephens's flair for drama, Gann told exciting stories about discovering new sites; he intended his work

to appeal to the public, rather than specialists. He echoed Stephens's ideas about the inferior nature of

the Maya: “...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.” Through passages like these, Gann put his finger on the

puzzling central paradox of the Maya: how could such an advanced culture have fallen into total ruin? 

Readers in both the U.S. and Britain read Gann's work with great interest.  Armed with new

ideas gleaned from Gann and other archaeologists, readers speculated about the origin and history of

ancient Mesoamerican cultures. When people read popular new books about Mayan archaeology, such

as  In An Unknown Land, they actually tapped into centuries-old debates over the origins of ancient

native people. The public became de facto archaeologists. At the same time, professional archaeologists

struggled to define themselves as the only experts on ancient Mayan material culture. Many people,

including  leisure  tourists  and  artifact  looters,  considered  themselves  on  par  with  professional

archaeologists. Even as more archaeologists earned professional university degrees, amateurs continued

to excavate, interpret, and publish their findings. Professional archaeologists argued that their methods

and theories were more scientific than those of amateurs; labeling their work as science made it sound

more  legitimate.  Nevertheless,  professional  archaeologists  also  shared  their  work  with  the  public

through guide books and travel narratives, sparking even greater interest in ancient native cultures.


