
Initial FLAAR Reports on Carved Bedrock Outcrop near Yaxha
To learn whether this has been rephotographed and/or published by anyone else

Nicholas Hellmuth, FLAAR Mesoamerica, 2026

This is not a sculpture on a cliff, this is a sculpture on top of the natural hill on the southeast outside of the Plaza C area of Yaxha.

Has this ever been published? For example, is there a drawing of this incredible scene? 1



We estimate these are photos taken in 1970-1971 when we built a high platform so I could climb up and photograph straight down on the 
bedrock sculpture. No drone in those years. Taken with a Hasselblad medium format camera with a Zeiss lens (Made in Germany quality), 
taken from Hellmuth climbing up a very high ladder (made with poles).

All these photos are by Nicholas Hellmuth, FLAAR Photo Archive, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University.
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Is this Preclassic?

Is this Post Classic?

Is this a graffito?

Over a thousand 
years of roots of 
giant jungle trees 
has broken the 
upper surface.

This scene deserves 
a thesis to show 
each aspect—are 
there humans? 
Animals? Or just 
symbols? What is 
the message of this 
scene?

It took a long time to 
carve this—who did 
it?
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Identical carved area of the bedrock, but the scene “in white” allows you to see aspects not in the normal photo. 4



Since this is in a national park 
(PNYNN) does this carved area 
have a roof overhead to protect it?
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With white you can see some of the designs better.This is the sculpture as visible with “raking light” by the sun.
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There may be more sculptured 
areas on the lower left part.

So would help if a graduate 
student could request a permit 
to undertake 3D scanning and 
much better photography with 
modern digital technology and 
prepare a line drawing of all the 
carvings here.

Plus, if there are carvings here--
what if there were other 
carvings elsewhere—more 
petroglyphs are worth searching 
for. 

So far I have not yet found a 
map of Yaxha that shows the 
location of this bedrock 
sculpture. It is “200 m SE of 
Plaza C” (Hellmuth 1993). So 
two-football fields south east.
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The right half has no stones 
at the same height as all the 
carved stones at the left. 
Was this a quarry? Was this 
where the stone for Yaxha 
Stela 6 was quarried?

Yaxha Stela 6 has non-
traditional carving on the 
lower part (that was not 
visible when the stela was 
erected since the base was 
below plaza level).

Needed is a complete 
drawing of this entire 
sculpture. Hopefully Paul 
Graf’s eventual publication 
will have such a drawing.

Also need to find other 
sculptures on bedrock that 
show no Classic Maya flora, 
fauna, or people—since this 
Yaxha bedrock sculpture is 
more graffiti-like—but a 
drawing may show birds, 
deer, and people’s faces?



Yaxha Stela 6 was in Plaza C. It has since been stored in the basement of MUNAE 
since the 1980’s or whenever it was removed by IDAEH. 

The lower part of this stela has sculpted remains that I have always estimated 
were on the stone where it was quarried from, and that this quarry may have 
been the area of petroglyphs that we found in the 1970’s while mapping Yaxha. 
Or, there could be other petroglyphs in other areas that no one has yet found.

Stone was quarried by the Classic Maya from behind the Twin Pyramid Complex 
(also behind nearby Temple 216) and on at least one side of the diagonal Lincoln 
Sacbe.

This base is published by Clarke et al. 2020: Fig. 4A, citing Ashley Sharpe based 
on a field sketch by Ian Graham. This sketch by Ian Graham was made by him 
circa 1970 or 1971, when our base camp was still up on the hill, not far from 
Plaza C. FLAAR provided Graham food and a place to stay while he was at Yaxha.
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Eye ?
Nose ?

Mouth ?



Eye ?

Nose ?

Mouth?

Is this a face issuing out of the jaws of a 
Maya reptile monster ?

If you are an expert in photo processing software, you might be able to take the FLAAR photos by Nicholas Hellmuth and find birds, 
reptiles, deer and Maya faces.

So this area of many square meters of sculptures deserves its own separate project to take high-resolution digital camera and use 
software to “discover and show” what the Maya were sculpting here over a thousand years ago.

Once the black-and-white negatives and color slides are found by Dumbarton Oaks, high-resolution scans will be very helpful. 11



Carved Bedrock Outcrop
     Carlos Lanza, one of the Guatemalan workmen, discovered carvings on a bedrock outcrop about 200 m SE of Plaza C in an area well 
outside the main ceremonial center. He found them while cutting poles for the camp construction.
     The carvings, chiseled about 1 cm deep, 2 cm wide, cover some 3 x 4 meters of sloping bedrock with several mazes of curvilinear 
meanders and scrolls, with only a few rectilinear forms. There were no glyphs or anthropomorphic designs immediately apparent.  
Although the Yaxha designs are somewhat similar to some "pictographs on stucco-covered terrace at Tayasal" illustrated by Lundell 
(C.I.W. Pub, 436, 1934: pl. 5) it has been impossible to guess at even an approximately stylistic date due to the lack of enough comparable 
carvings elsewhere in the Maya area. For example, there Is nothing at Planchon de las Figuras which is really the same because these 
Chiapas carvings are all fully Classic and picture standard Maya motifs. Roberto Bruce has records of pictographs in the Laca ndon area of
Chiapas but I do not know if they were ever all fully published. It is worth noting that all of these pictographs are near bo dies of water.
    We feel that the Yaxha pictographs may pre-date the Long Count date of 9.3.?.?.? on Stela 6. A 60 cm portion of the front base of Stela 6 
(in Plaza C) is carved in a similar technique and style as the bedrock carvings, a manner noticeably distinct from the traditional Early 
Classic Maya designs on Stela 6 itself. It appears that the lower fifth of the Stela 6 stone was quarried from where it protruded into an
already-carved bedrock outcrop. Or else the Tzakol scene on Stela 6 is secondary to the designs on an earlier stela shaft. In any event the 
curvilinear carving towards the base of Stela 6 is earlier than 9.3. Towards the base of the Tzakol scene the Tzakol carving overlaps the still 
remaining earlier carving.
     In order to photograph the rock outcrop it was necessary to erect a platform high up in a tree but it was so shaky that a tripod was not 
usable.

(Hellmuth 1993: 54)

We show the scaffolding on the following page. It was a hand-made ladder up to a platform that the helpful Petenero team constructed 
high up in the trees. By climbing up I could then photograph straight down—no drone in the 1970’s.

Notes from 1970’s, published by Hellmuth (1993: 54).
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You can see much more detail when each 
illustration is full-page size at horizontal width 
(that we show on the following three pages.

The caption says “Pictographs on stucco-covered 
terrace” so this is not on bedrock???

Would help to learn from the archaeologists 
who are working at Tayasal nowadays 
whether they have documented this 
sculpture (or whether it exists any more)?
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We independently also realized that in this pre-digital era 
(1970) that putting white material in the drawing was the 
best way to document the scene.

Lundell’s caption said they put white chalk since without 
the white the scene (as above) was not easy to see 
clearly. 16



BOTZER, Marie and Paul GRAF
   2024 Meeting on the mountain: a petroglyph in Tzikin Tzakan, Peten, Guatemala. Mexicon 46 (4): 86-91.

 Mexicon was my favorite source of helpful reports by expert scholars on Maya and related topics in past decades, but today we are in the digital 
era (meaning I do 95% of my research from PDFs) but 90% of Mexicon articles are not on-line as easy downloads. This I sincerely thank Paul 
Graf for sending me a PDF. And I thank Markus Erbel for letting me know about this find at Tzikin Tzakan.

 This Tzikin Tzakan bedrock sculpture shows a deer and other concepts—in the Yaxha bedrock sculpture the scene is “helter-skelter.” 

CHOCÓN, Jorge
   2025 Investigaciones arqueológicas en Tayasal. Conferencia, Museo Popol Vuh, Universidad Francisco Marroquin.

 Shows petroglyphs starting at 40 minutes 2 seconds. Evidently the ones photographed by Lundell no longer exist. The ones foun d by Chocón, 
AND the ones published by Lundell are very similar to those at Yaxha—and all are different than the ones at Tzikin Tzakan.

 https://newmedia.ufm.edu/video/investigacion-arqueologica-tayasal-jorge-chocon/

CLARKE, Mary E.; SHARPE, Ashley E.; HANNIGAN, Elizabeth M.; CARDEN, Megan E.; VELÁSQUEZ Luna, Gabriella; BELTRÁN, Boris and Heather HURST
   2020 Revisiting the Past: Material Negotiations between the Classic Maya and an Entombed Sweat Bath at Xultun, Guatemala. Cambridge 

Archaeological Journal. 28 pages.

HELLMUTH, Nicholas M.
   1993 A Report for IDAEH on Research Accomplished at the Maya Ruins of Yaxha, Peten, Guatemala. Foundation for Latin American Anthropological 

Research. 

 60 numbered pages but with the unnumbered illustrations is 132 pages in downloadable PDF. We will be posting this PDF later i n July.

LUNDELL, Cyrus
   1934 Ruins of Polol and Other Archaeological Discoveries in the Department of Peten, Guatemala. pp. 173-186, Contributions to American 

Archaeology, Volume 2, No. 8, Carnegie Institution of Washington, Pub, 436.             Plate 5 is available to download on -line.
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