
ON A SWELTERING afternoon in 
March 2001, archaeologist 
William Saturno was trekking 
through the remote jungle 
of northeast Guatemala, 
searching for some recently 
uncovered ancient Maya stelae. 
Out of water and low on food, 
Saturno sent his guides to fi nd 
water, then stumbled alone 
upon a narrow tunnel dug by 
looters in the side of a hill. 
Eager to escape the heat, he 
crawled into the cool dark space 
and fl ashed his headlamp at the 
tunnel wall. The light played 
over a colorful ancient Maya 
mural depicting fi ve deities 
standing beneath the sacred 
trees of the ancient Maya 
cosmology, bringing order to 
the world through sacrifi ces 
of animals, fl owers, and their 
own blood. The mural, Saturno 
would later determine, was 
2,100 years old, the oldest 
known rendering of the Maya 
creation myth. 

Saturno, a new College of 
Arts and Sciences assistant 
professor of archaeology, 
recalls his fi rst thought: “I’ve 

just made the discovery of a 
lifetime.” His second: “I’ll never 
make it out of here alive.”

His discovery, now part of a 
major archaeological excavation 
known as San Bartolo, also 
shows the crowning of the Maya 
corn god after his death and 
rebirth. A similar scene appears 
in a Maya manuscript called 
the Dresden Codex, dating 
from the thirteenth century, 
and in the sixteenth-century 
Popol Vuh text. The fact that 
the San Bartolo mural predates 
these classic works by more 
than 1,000 years is signifi cant 
for both scholarship and the 
modern Maya, who still hold 
sacred this story of creation.

“It’s like fi nding a Bible 
written during the time of 
Christ,” says Saturno. “It’s 
that kind of object in their 
worldview.”

Indeed, last year a group 
of shamans from a modern 
Maya community in the jungle 
highlands made the daylong 
overland journey to San Bartolo 
to visit the mural, conduct 
ceremonies honoring the 

ancients, and ask Saturno a lot 
of questions.

“The idea that a foreigner 
fi nds this creation story, pre-
serves it, and brings it back to 
the known world meant that 
a lot of their questions had 
more to do with me than with 
the mural itself,” says Saturno. 
“They told me as they left that 
they would try to tease out what 
my role in all of this was, but 
clearly I had been chosen to 
bring this mural to them.”

The tunnel where Saturno 
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Archaeologist 
William Saturno is 

regarded by modern 
Maya as a character 
in the Maya creation 

myth. He is the deliv-
erer of the oldest 

rendering of the myth.
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working at San 

Bartolo, where a 
2,100-year-old 
mural is being 

reconstructed. 
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found the mural turned out to 
be a chamber in the base of a 
pyramid that was part of an 
ancient Maya city. Two of the 
chamber’s four walls were found 
intact, but the other two were 
destroyed in antiquity, and pieces 
of the mural remain hidden in the 
rubble. Saturno is now leading 
an ongoing excavation to piece 
together the destroyed portions 
of the wall and to put the entire 
mural in context.

“How did this mural fi t 
within the San Bartolo site?” he 
asks. “How did the San Bartolo 
site fi t within Maya culture in 
the fi rst century B.C.?”

This spring, a group of BU 
students will get a chance to help 
Saturno answer those questions, 
as part of a semester abroad in 
the new Guatemala Archaeology 
Program. CHRIS BERDIK
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MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., 
DOCUMENTS TO GO ONLINE
MELLON GRANT TO GOTLIEB CENTER EXPANDS 
ACCESS TO HISTORY OF CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
SINCE 1964, the Martin Luther King, Jr., collection at Boston University’s 

Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center — more than 83,000 letters, manu-

scripts, speeches, and photographs that once belonged to the late civil rights 

leader — has been an important resource for King (GRS’55, HON.’59) scholars. 

It is the most heavily used collection at Boston University, says Vita Paladino, 

the center’s director, drawing scholars from around the world.

Soon the King collection will be available to an even larger audience. 

The Gotlieb Center has entered into a partnership with the Robert W. Woodruff 

Library of the Atlanta University Center Consortium and the Martin Luther 

King, Jr., Research and Education Institute at Stanford University to create a 

joint online catalogue of their King holdings. The Andrew W. Mellon Founda-

tion is funding this fi rst-ever comprehensive inventory of multiple archives 

for one public fi gure and has given the Gotlieb Center more than $600,000 for 

the project.

 “This project will be a great tribute to Dr. King by making the great 

historical record of his archive more accessible to researchers all over the 

world,” says Paladino (MET’79, SSW’93). “This will hopefully also enlighten the 

world about his work, his theories and beliefs, and his sacrifi ce for the benefi t 

of future generations.”

The King archive was closed to the public on November 1 and will remain 

off limits for two years to facilitate the cataloguing. The exhibition Stride 
Toward Freedom, with originals and reproductions of King’s correspondence 

with other civil rights leaders and family members, will remain open on the 

third fl oor of Mugar Memorial Library.

The King collection material dates from 1955 to 1961 and includes letters, 

clippings, itineraries, and meeting minutes. There is extensive documenta  - 

tion of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the Montgomery 

Improvement Association and many letters from prominent fi gures of 

the time, among them Bayard Rustin, Malcolm X, Adam Clayton Powell, 

Medgar Evers, Roy Wilkins, Rosa 

Parks, Maya Angelou, William 

Sloane Coffi n, Allan Knight 

Chalmers, Sidney Poitier, Jackie 

Robinson, A. Philip Randolph, 

Harry Belafonte, Ralph Aber-

nathy, and Coretta Scott King.

The archive also contains 

material used in King’s doc-

toral dissertation, including his 

class notes and a piece titled 

“Autobiography of My Religious 

Development.” Draft manuscripts 

of King’s books Stride Toward 
Freedom: The Montgomery Story, 

and Why We Can’t Wait, with his 

famous “Letter from Birmingham 

Jail,” are part of the collection as 

well. JESSICA ULLIAN
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A fi gure (top photo) in 
the San Bartolo mural 
offers a blood sacrifi ce 
to the Maya corn god. 
The site is in a remote 
jungle of northeast 
Guatemala.

*
web extra

William Saturno narrates a slide 
show of his work in Guatemala at 
www.bu.edu/bostonia.
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