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Background
Creating a repository of Classic period 
Maya hieroglyphic texts—one of the goals 
of our NEH project1—requires multiple 
forms of visual documentation, including 
line drawings, photographs from different 
eras and under different lighting 
conditions, and rubbings of Maya 
monuments.

Through collaborations with institutions 
throughout the U.S. and Latin America, 
our research team has access to 
hundreds of images to aid in our research 
and ultimately be included in the 
open-access Mayan-READ platform.

Of special interest to the project are 
ink-on-rice-paper rubbings that Merle 
Greene Robertson made of Maya 
monuments during her 40 year-long 
career.  Tulane University’s Latin American 
Library houses her collection of almost 
2,000 rubbings from over 80 
archaeological sites and museum 
collections.  Additional forms of 
documentation in the collection include 
photographs, slides, negatives, line 
drawings, and field notebooks.
1See https://securegrants.neh.gov/publicquery/
main.aspx?f=1&gn=HAA-268887-20 for more 
information about the grant.

Rubbings Project
Rubbings, done at a 1:1 scale, are a valuable resource for the type of research 
needed to transcribe Maya hieroglyphic texts because they can provide details 
not seen on photographs or captured in line drawings. 

Greene Robertson’s Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute (PARI) published 
low-resolution images of the rubbings in a set of CD-ROMs in the 1990s, but 
large-scale, high-resolution images essential for epigraphic research are only 
now being created through a collaboration between Vail (PI of NEH project) and 
Hernández (of Tulane).

Through this initiative, the Latin American 
Library is undertaking a digitization project to 
create high-res digital segments of each 
rubbing and software to stitch the segments 
together to create a single high-resolution 
digital file. Concurrently, metadata pertaining to 
the rubbings are being captured by Project 
Associate Ashley Burke through a Dan C. 
Hazen Fellowship awarded by SALALM 
(https://salalm.org/).

In the following two panels, we outline the steps 
undertaken to digitize the rubbings and create 
metadata (panel 2), and we explore their use 
for transcribing and interpreting hieroglyphic 
texts recorded on Classic period Maya 
monuments, highlighting examples from the 
Western Maya region (panel 3).Merle Greene Robertson making a 

rubbing of Ixlu Stela 1 (1971). PARI 
Photo Archives, Mesoweb.
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Digitizing Rubbings
Ancient Mayas carved hieroglyphic texts on objects, architecture, 
and public monuments of varying sizes and shapes.  Hence, the 
rubbings of those texts, likewise, exist in sizes that range from 
letter (8.5 x 11 inches) to 
extreme oversize (108 x 108 
inches).

To capture and create digital 
images from such a range of 
sizes, the Tulane team is 
employing static and dynamic 
reprographic techniques.  To 
achieve high-resolution, 
multiple, overlapping shots of 
a piece are taken and 
stitched together using 
Photoshop software.  

In the Digital Lab, imaging is 
done on standard size pieces 
with a computer operated 
iXG 100MP camera mounted above a table-top. Extremely large 
rubbings must be hung on a wall and manually photographed. 

Jason Kruppa, at right, photo-graphs rubbings with his Canon 
EOS 5D Mark III camera and a EF100mm Macro lens.  He takes 
a single reference shot of the entire piece and overlapping 
closeups in series that he stitches together into a single, high 
resolution TIFF file.

Metadata and Its Creation
Metadata is structured data about data. There are multiple 
categories of metadata. Commonly used categories for 
archival materials are Descriptive and Administrative. When 
physical objects are digitized, the digital file created 
becomes a data object onto itself that requires Descriptive, 
Administrative, and Technical metadata creation. Technical 
metadata provides detailed description about the electronic 
file and its means of capture.

The Dan C. Hazen SALALM Fellowship  awarded to Drs. Vail 
and Hernández is funding the work of Ashley Burke to assist 
with creating robust descriptive metadata for the digital 
images of the rubbings.  

Ashley begins with the minimal physical descriptive metada-
ta existing already for the archival rubbings and expands 
upon it for use in the repository database.

She is creating additional description notes that provide:  an 
explanation of the Intellectual content of the rubbings, Long 
Count dates from the texts and Gregorian equivalents, the 
names of ancient Maya personages, and citations to refer-
ence material. 

This information will be uploaded to the manifest created for 
the NcodeX website, as well as to Tulane University’s digital 
library platform (digitallibrary.tulane.edu).
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Applications
As the next step, the rubbings are uploaded to the online tool, 
where they represent one of several types of images that are 
made available to the researcher transcribing the hieroglyphic 
text. The IIIF viewer at NcodeX allows the possibility of 
enlarging the text to look at fine details (https://ncodex.org/
resources.php).

The rubbing pictured below is of Lintel 25 from Yaxchilan, a site 
located along the Usumacinta River that serves as the border 
between Mexico and Guatemala today. Its hieroglyphic text is 
rendered in mirror image (seen below, but inverted in the 

examples to the right). 

When deciphered, the 
text sheds light on the 
scene, which depicts 
Lady K'ab’al Xook (box 
highlighted in blue), the 
wife of the ruler Itzam 
B’ahlam (box in red). 

The lintel is associated 
with the date of his 
accession – 5 Imix 4 Mak, 
(20 October, 681 CE), 
followed by a description 
of a conjuring event (box 
in green). See 
transcriptions to right.

The transcription of the text involves a process of segmenting it 
into individual glyphs, or signs, which are then linked to unique 
identifying numbers in a concordance that lists all of the possible 
values. [See demo at https://ncodex.org/READ_demo3.html]
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HO’-IMIX-K’AL? KAN-ma-MAK 
u-TZAK-wa u-K’AWI:L-wi-la-li
[On] 5 Imix 4 Mak he conjures K’awiil
[the lightning].

KAN-WINIKHA:B’-
AJAW

ITZAM?-B’A:LAM

u-CHAN-nu
AJ?-ki

K’UH-KA:J?-AJAW
b’a-ka-b’a

u-B’A:H[A:N]-li

NA’-KAB’’-b’a-la

She is Lady K’ab’al [Xook].
Itzam? B’ahlam is the 4 “k’atun” lord, 
the captor of ??, the holy lord of the 
town, the world bearer.
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