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In'Search of the Feathered Serpent

How Gracovian expiorers revealed a royal tomb

Szymon Urbanski

ay, there is no need for the eccen-
tric British adventurers and explorers
of the Victorian era, such as Richard
Francis Burton, Henry Morton Stanley, or
Dr Livingstone (I presume?). Likewise their 19th
century Polish counterparts, such as Bronistaw
Grabczewski, who willingly charted the Asian bor-
ders of the Russian Empire, or Bronistaw Pitsudski,
who was sent there against his will. Ignacy Dom-
eyko explored Chile, while Ernest Malinowski
built the world's highest railway in the Peruvian
Andes, Pawet Edmund Strzelecki made discover-
ies in the land down under - in case you didn’t
know, he named Australia's highest peak "Mount
Kosciuszko™. And of course, there was Jozef "Con-
rad” Korzeniowski, who navigated the high seas.
His Heart of Darkness should be every explorer’s
bible.

Today, our tiny globe is thor-
oughly explored, measured,
weighed and photographed
from above. And no one
will ever write again on
an uncharted stretch of
the map: Hic sunt dra-
cones - "Here be drag-
ns”. Anyone wanting to
explore anything new in
today'’s world should physi-
cally dig into the past. And
that would be an archaeologist.
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What is the common image of an archaeolo-

gist in popular culture today? Is it that of How-
ard Carter and Lord Carnarvon, two classic British
gentlemen in tweed suits and melon-shaped safari
helmets, gazing in awe at the young pharach’s
tomb, filled to the ceiling with gold marvels? No,
those days are ancient history now. Or how about
one of the most famous film characters of all
time, Dr. Henry “Indiana" Jones, Jr.? He sports a
trademark fedora hat, a worn out leather jacket,
a bullwhip in one hand and a pistol in the other.
This hard-faced swashbuckler fights his opponents
with bare knuckles, performs incredible stunts,
travels seven countries in one day, and eventually
discovers the world’s greatest treasures. To say
nothing of defeating the whole German army in
the meantime.

Those who are more familiar with the subject,
share a quite different and more mundane image
of the archaeclogist: a figure squatting down on
the ground, painstakingly removing layers of dirt
with a fine brush, only to uncover some broken pot

several months later.

So does anyone actually fill the void between these
two extremes? Well, here are two of them: Dr
Jarostaw Zratka and Wiestaw Koszkul of the Jag-
iellonian University’s Institute of Archaeology. For
the past four years, these young academics have
conducted their own excavations in the ancient
Maya town of Nakum in northeastern Guatemala,
following their previous work as a part of the Tri-
angulo Project covering the Yaxha-Makum-Naranjo
Mational Monument Park. Their work is quite pio-
neering in Poland, since the Chair of American Ar-
chaeology at their Institute was founded just two
years ago.

“Polish archaeologists have been working in the
Mediterranean, most notably Egypt, since the
1930s, and in South America since the
early 1970s,” Dr. Zratka explains.
"But Mesoamerica - particu-
larly Guatemala - is still terra
incognita. Because of Gua-
temala's troubled political
past, archaeologists rarely
ventured into certain rural
areas. This, and the fact
that the majority of an-
cient Maya buildings there
are still completely covered
by dense. jungle wvegetation,
makes it a land of plenty for us.”

And that is indeed just how it turned out. For
in 2006, just a few weeks after the excavations
began, they discovered a royal tomb from the
Late Classic period (around 700 AD} in one of the
stepped pyramid structures.

"The discovery of the tomb chamber itself...," Dr
Zratka begins, his eyes lighting up. "Well, it was
already past midnight when we were finally able
to lift the stone slabs. Amidst dim lights and flick-
ering shadows we peered inside. The intensity of
that moment was phenomenal. It surpassed any-
thing | have seen in my entire life.™

Apart from beautifully painted ceramic vessels
and scores of small items of jade and shellstone
jewellery in sacrificial deposits, their most pre-
cious find was a jadeite pectoral, an ornamental
piece worn on the chest.

"The discovery of an unrobbed tomb was already
sensational, but finding the pectoral was a real
prize. There are just three or four similar pieces
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in the world. Ours is one of very few - perhaps the
only - to come from a legal excavation, with full
archaeological context. Many pre-Columbian ar-
tefacts found in American museums are obtained
from collectors, and their origins are unknown.”

%o is it all about little work and lots of fame and
glory? Well, not so fast. As it seems there are sev-
eral reasons why it’s not exactly a bed of roses,
Dr. Jones. ¥
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First, the location. Guatemala really epitomises
the term "Banana republic”. For most of the 20th
century, the country suffered constant political
turmoil. It was ruled by dictators and corrupt
military juntas, the two changing places in end-
less coups. But the real power behind the throne
was the American United Fruit Company, whose
business activity in Central Amenica was often
referred to as capitalist imperialism. In 1954,
freely elected president Jacobo Arbenz Guzman
was overthrown in a coup staged by the CIA. Its
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director, Allen Dulles, and his brother John Fos-
ter Dulles, the U.S. Secretary of State, both had
direct ties to the United Fruit Co. In the following
decades U.S. military advisors trained and super-
vised the Guatemalan army and various paramili-
tary forces, which eventually became infamous
“Death Squads”, responsible for massacres and
the systematic abuse of human rights. During that
time, many archaeological sites were completely
plundered. The civil war ended 13 years ago, and
the country’s young democracy is still unstable.

“It is still a bit dangerous out there. Just ten years
ago our region was controlled by drug lords, arms
traffickers and grave robbers. Archaeologists were
sometimes shot at and had to flee. In 2001 there
were at least 90 recorded assaults on tourists in
neighbouring Tikal, which is, after all, a famous
and frequented attraction, while our site in Na-
kum is more isolated in the jungle. Besides, some
of our hired workers may well be ex-graverobbers,
and they might always get tempted. The pectoral
we found could easily fetch 100,000 dollars on the
black market.”

Second, the territory and the jungle itself. The
men must also be experts in Camel Trophy-type
adventures.

“The nearest town where one can buy supplies is
80 kilometres away. After the rain, the unpaved
jungle road turns into swamp. It takes 10 men to
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move an off-road vehicle that is stuck in the mud.
And sometimes a second car must tow away the
mules that are brought in to rescue the first ve-
hicle. Once we had to evacuate the camp when
the little river nearby flooded overnight. We had
to flounder with a compass for miles, barefoot in
muddy water that was full of slimy worms and
leaches. And there were hordes of mosquitoes of
course. | contracted leishmaniasis once. The pro-
tozoa simply ate my skin alive.”

One can hardly resist uttering Kurtz’s last words
from Heart of Darkness: "The horror. The hor-
ror”.

Third, our scholars had to find their way through
another jungle, which Indiana Jones with his crude
approach would be totally lost in - a bureaucratic
one.

“Prior to each season on the site, we must fill out
countless forms, applications, affidavits, have

them all translated, confirmed, copied, stamped, .

sent, rejected, returned, accepted and then de-
nied by various committees. An excavation proj-
ect usually lasts four or five years, and each year
the same procedure has to be repeated”.

Fourth, the catastrophic financial situation of Pol-
ish academia in general.

“In the beginning, we managed to obtain some
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funds from our University and an American foun-
dation, but it was not enough. Each year we had
to spend our own money as well. God forbid if my
wife ever found out! Our students had to pay for
their own airplane tickets. We can only dream of
the budgets our American counterparts have. Sad-
ly enough, the Foundation for the Advancement
of Mesoamerican Studies (FAMSI), which sponsored
our first season, was affected by the recent crisis;
our government grant also ends this year, and to-
day we are in dire need of funds. We have made
several interesting discoveries at the site over the
past few seasons, but we simply ran out of money
to pay the Guatemalan workers. These things still
need to be properly documented and catalogued,
if not fully excavated.”

So, dear potential sponsors: the fate of a most
promising and pioneering archaeological project
is in your hands. Our bold archaeologists prove
that in real life they can cope with challenges
worthy of your favourite silver screen hero. With
one exception, perhaps: at least they do not have
to fight the German army.

An exhibition chronicling the archaeologists ad-
ventures can be enjoyed this month at Galeria
Camelot, ul. $w. Tomasza 17 ( 3rd - 12th Novem-
ber). Meanwhile, the 14th European Maya Confer-
ence is being hosted by the Jagiellonian Univer-
sity from the 9th - 14th November.

The Acropolis complex

Libeskind To Build In Lodz

He's widely hailed as the world's most exciting |
architect, but few know that Daniel Libeskind |
was born in the central Polish city of LodZ. |
However, all that looks set to change, follow- |
ing the architect’s visit to his home town in
October.

"l don't feel an American or a Jewish architect, |
but indeed a Polish one,” he told a crowd of |
academics and architects at the LodZ Arts Cen- |
tre. {

Libeskind has signed a letter of intention with |
Wtodzimierz Tomaszewski, vice president of |
Lédz, outlining plans for a new edifice at the |
heart of the EC1 complex; the much vaunted |
city of culture that is scheduled for construc-
tion in the near future. Lodz has high hopes
of becoming European City of Culture in 2016,
and Libeskind's backing will add a spring in the
step of the campaign.

The architect, who was a child musical prod-
igy, emigrated with his family to America in
1959. Although for many years an architectural
theorist, he did not design his first building un- |
til he was 52. However, projects such as the |
Jewish Museum in Berlin (1999), and the Impe- |
rial Museum North in Manchester (2001) swiftly |
placed him amongst the ranks of the world's
most sought after architects. In February |
2003, he won the competition to be the main
architect of the new World Trade Centre.

More info on LodZ's planned city of culture can
be found at www.ec1lodz.pl

Danny Devito to Play Polish President?

Tongues were set wagging in Hollywood when
Die Hard 2 director Renny Harlin announced
plans to make a film about the Russian-Geor- |
gian war. :

But over in Poland, it was the matter of who
would play President Lech Kaczynski that
sparked the most interest. Pint-sized perform-
ers Danny Devito and Joe Pesci emerged as fa-
vourites amongst Polish internauts. However,
it looks like Iranian-born American actor Mar- |
shall Manesh may well have won the director’s
favour. Although not a heavyweight player,
Manesh has had a fruitful career, winning roles
in such classics as The Big Lebowski and Pi- |
rates of the Caribbean: At World's End. ;

The part of President Kaczyfiski in Harlin's |
movie is rather a small one, in both senses. |
A pro-Georgian rally in Thilisi would be about
the extent of the role. Meanwhile, Andy Gar- |
cia (Ocean's Eleven, The Untouchables), has
snapped up the role' of Georgian President
Mikheil Saakashvili.

Two Czartoryski Museums?

The concept of a second Cracovian branch of
the Princes Czartoryski Museum is gathering
momentum. Currently, the lion's share of the
collection is not on display, owing to lack of ex-
hibition space. The city has now proposed sev- |
eral locations to the foundation, which is keen |
to bring the collection into the 21st century. As |
of yet, the 19th century Fort Benedykt, which
crowns Lasota Hill overlooking the Podgorze
district, has proved the most appealing. Chair- |
man of the foundation, Count Adam Zamoyski,
noted that the fort "captures the imagination™. |
Meanwhile, a modest branch of the museum |
opened last month in Putawy, the original seat |
of the collection.



