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ologist Karl A. Taube of the University of
California, Riverside. “I don’t think he’s
made a very good case for that.”

Endowing the building with a quetzal
chirp might have helped the Maya feel as
if the cherished-but-faraway bird was
nearby, Lubman says. A number of aspects
of the approximately 30-meter-tall pyra-
mid suggest that it was built specifically in
homage to the quetzal. A Mayan picture,
for instance, depicts Kukulkan, the tem-
ple’s namesake, as a person with a quetzal
draped across his back.

The ancient Maya demonstrated in
numerous ways the technical prowess to
knowingly create the world’s first “sound-
scape,” Lubman maintains. Besides the
obvious marvels of the temples and vast
cities constructed without benefit of the
wheel or metal tools (SN: 1/24/98, p. 56),
the Maya were also the sole ancient New
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The resplendent quetzal’s prized tail-
feathers can grow 75 centimeters long.

World people to have developed a writ-
ten language, he says.

Scholars don’t dispute that the ancient
Maya were builders sophisticated enough
to erect a structure intentionally with
such an echo. However, says art historian
Samuel Y. Edgerton of Williams College in
Williamstown, Mass., it would have to
have been a copy of a building accidental-
ly made that way.

More at issue is to what extent the
Maya were enamored of the quetzal and
inclined to use their skills toward such
goals as birdlike echoes. Edgerton says
of Lubman’s idea, “He’s trying to make a
lot out of the quetzal bird, which was
much admired by the Maya, but mainly
so they could kill it to get its tail feathers
for their helmets.”

According to both Edgerton and
Taube, Lubman has also overstated the
bird’s relevance to the temple where the
echo is heard. The temple honors not
the quetzal but a serpent, named Quet-
zalcoatl, that was covered with quetzal
feathers, they say.

Lubman retorts that Quetzalcoatl is
half quetzal, so it is not such a stretch to
think that the Maya highly honored the
bird half. “It could be that the Maya schol-
ars themselves are underrating the signifi-
cance of the quetzal,” he suggests.

Richard D. Hansen of the University of
California, Los Angeles also has doubts
about Lubman’s idea, but, he says, “[it] is
a fascinating discovery, if it's true.” He
urges tests at other Mayan pyramids to
see if they also chirp. Lubman reports

Sonograms show that sound frequencies
of a recorded quetzal bird chirp (shown
twice at left) and the hand-clap echo
(twice at right) off the steps of the Temple
of Kukulkan fall at about the same rate.
This chirp ends with an increase in pitch
not common to all quetzal calls.

that he has found a similar echo at a tem-
ple at Uxmal in Mexico, but in a lower,
less quetzal-like, frequency range.

The skepticism of the Maya scholars
comes as no surprise to Lubman because
archaeologists are rarely sound-savvy, he
says. “If they paid more attention to sub-
tle sounds, they might learn more about
the world in which we live,” he asserts.

Edgerton acknowledges that there are
mysteries of archaeological acoustics
that sorely need study, such as how the
Mayan kings projected their voices to
large crowds. He is unimpressed, howev-
er, by the quetzal-bird echo described by
Lubman. “The story he is telling us is a
little off the wall.” ]
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Look at the birdie
“Killer toxin’s punch lies below the belt” (SN:
10/3/98, p. 213) reminded me of an article
many years back commenting on vultures’
high tolerance of botulism. Possibly, those
researching inhibitors of the toxin would con-
sider looking into how these animals have
built up an immunity to such a powerful toxin.
William Read
Deland, Fla.

Science ‘fun’? Maybe not

The managers of museum science exhibits
should look at the meaning of the words “fun”
and “pleasure” (“The Science of Museums,”
SN:9/19/98, p. 184).

I volunteered to work with an exhibit to show
conservation of angular momentum and the
reaction of a gyroscope. The gyroscope was a
bicycle wheel with handles on the axle. To
understand conservation of angular momen-
tum, visitors were to sit in a chair, have a
friend rotate the chair, then pull their arms and
legs in toward the center of rotation. If there
was no adult who was familiar with the exhibit
to guide the visitor, few experienced angular
momentum and no one experienced the reac-
tion of a gyroscope. The visitors could have
fun. The fun was to see how dizzy they could
get in the rotating chairs.

I could make the exhibit a pleasure and
help them experience conservation of angu-
lar momentum and the reaction of a gyro-
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scope. | wanted their museum visit to be a

pleasure but not fun. They learned more sci-
ence when | helped.

James Jackson

Carlisle, Ind.

Burdock and bats

I was both saddened and intrigued by the fate
of hummingbirds which tangled with burrs
(“Botanical ‘Velcro’ entraps hummingbirds,” SN:
10/17/98, p. 244). It reminded me of bats my hus-
band Alan and | saw as we hiked in Mendon
Ponds Park near Rochester, N.Y,, in August 1991.
We came upon two bats hanging on a plant right
out in the open in the hot sun. They appeared to
be dead and desiccated. Alan photographed
them (below). It certainly appears that they
became snared in the burdock. Your article

solved an old mystery for me.
Margaret Kaminsky
Rochester, N.Y.

National Park Service biologists confirm that
this plant is burdock.
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The story on the entrapment of humming-
birds by burdock was interesting but hardly
seemed newsworthy. As a caver, | have for
some time observed entrapment of bats on
burdock near cave entrances. In fact, | believe
this to be common knowledge in the caving
community.

Thomas Engel
Delmar, N.Y.

Has anyone wondered whether burdock
has been killing birds and bats for millions of
years? By capturing flying animals and drop-
ping mummies on the ground, burdock could
fertilize itself and prosper. Or is a new variety
of burdock forming?

Perhaps climate change is affecting the
birds’ behavior. Instead of finding out, the
people in charge intend to chop the clump of
burdock down.

Harry Morel
Prescott, Ariz.

It’s all too true what you said about hum-
mingbirds, brown bats, and burdocks. My
daughter once rescued a bat whose wings
were completely stuck together.

Nothing is all bad, however. Inconvenient as
these burrs can be for birds, furry animals,
and human hair and clothing, it is important
to remember that burdock root has valuable
medicinal properties. Better to snip off the
burrs than kill the plants.

Bina Robinson
Swain, N.Y.
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