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Introductory Comments 

(To be added to when the collection is completed.) 

(The following is from the fly-leaf and Preface to “Las Monjas”.) 

FLYLEAF 

JOHN S. BOLLES, a native of Berkeley, California, is Chairman of the Board of 
John S. Bolles Associates, Architects, San Francisco. He received the bachelor of 
science degree in civil engineering from the University of Oklahoma and the 
master’s degree in architecture from Harvard University. In his work at Chichén 
Itzá he was the last of the excavators and explorers to serve under Sylvanus G. 
Morley. He is the author of La Iglesia—Chichén Itzá and of many technical 
papers in archaeology and city planning. 

For many years Bolles was Chairman of the Board of the San Francisco Art 
Institute and for sixteen years owned San Francisco’s foremost contemporary art 
gallery. He is persuaded of the inseparability of art and archaeology — 
exemplified by the discoveries at Las Monjas. 

 

 

PREFACE 

Kenneth Conant, professor of the history of architecture at Harvard, was the first 
to acquaint me with the beauties of Maya art and architecture. Granted I was a 
dozing student in class, but his Maya lectures came just after his return from 
Yucatan in 1926. At that time I was a student in the graduate school of 
architecture, which then had an enrollment of possibly thirty in three-year 
courses. 

I had a degree in civil engineering from the University of Oklahoma, where I had 
gone to avoid becoming an architect following my father’s footsteps in San 
Francisco. In my third year at Harvard, the Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, under James Breasted, asked for a student in architecture who could 
survey—and there was only one. And so I was soon off to Anatolia, which, the 
dean agreed, was somewhere in Asia Minor. At Alishar Hüyük, I received my 
baptism in archeology under the Prussian von der Osten, and the Bavarian Eric 
Schmidt. 

Life in Turkey was fascinating for a young man out of Prohibition America. And 
then on to Egypt to work with Uvo Hölscher at Medinet Habu. 

Egypt meant more sound training in German methods and practices, but it was 
full of life in other forms. The Oriental Institute under Breasted was the goal for 
all foreign dignitaries— kings and queens included—and for all those left of the 
1929 depression who could and did afford the Cook’s tours on the Nile and could 
also, perhaps, help subsidize Breasted’s archeological efforts. 

There followed a short period in Jerusalem, Beirut, and Damascus, where we 
measured “live” skulls in an effort to find Hittite traces. From there I went to 
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Cluny, France, to survey the remains of what turned out to be the longest church 
ever built. This work was for Kenneth Conant and the Medieval Academy of 
America, and is now published and housed in the Loeb Library in the new Gund 
Hall at Harvard. Cluny was without question one of the great works of man and 
the culmination, under the Benedictines, of the Romanesque period of architecture 
and art. 

Conant informed me, to my surprise and delight, that he had arranged with A. V. 
Kidder for me to go to Chichén Itzá to do some work on Maya art and 
architecture. 

After a few months at school, I arrived in Yucatan, and there met Sylvanus G. 
Morley, Karl Ruppert, H.E.D. Pollock, and Gus Stromsvik. My first assignment 
was to survey El Caracol, on which Ruppert had completed excavations the year 
before. I remember Sylvanus Morley’s unbounded glee when I confirmed the 
observatory’s sight lines. However, the daily encounter with Las Monjas, walking 
by it several times a day going to the hacienda, and my insatiable desire to see and 
know all of Chichén convinced me that here was the most interesting complex in 
the city and obviously the one with the longest and by far the most continuous 
period of structural and artistic development. 

Sylvanus Morley was not one to need much prodding when done with genuine 
enthusiasm; he too had long harbored a desire to excavate and repair Las Monjas. 
From an initial one-season project, the work carried through three, and even then 
only the surface was touched. 

Following the tradition of nearly all “explorers” to Chichén Itzá, including 
Stephens, Maudslay, and Morley, we set up our field office in the sunny east 
room of the Second Story. In 1933, Gustav Stromsvik ran electricity to this 
“office” from the hacienda, and there Russell Smith, Fred Parris, and I had good 
light for our drawings. We also utilized electricity for work in our tunnels and for 
controlled night light for photographing bas-relief sculpture and lintels. This was 
only three years after electric lights were run into the Pyramid of Cheops to 
enable King Albert of Belgium to enjoy his visit better. 

Using the surveying ability I had learned as a boy in Sonoma County, California, 
as well as the training in civil engineering, architecture, and the thoroughness in 
archeological methods taught me by the Germans, I went to work on Las Monjas 
with a precision heretofore not used in the Americas. The volumes of 
photographs, notes, and reams of surveys and drawings now in the Peabody 
Museum attest to this. This book is presented as an insight into one of the most 
important buildings in the Maya culture. For those needing to do detailed study of 
the progress of the work and its results, or who wish to continue the excavations, 
the files of the Carnegie Institution of Washington now repose in the Peabody 
Museum at Harvard and are available for students. Photocopies of the voluminous 
accounts of the excavations, details, and assumptions are available in several 
libraries devoted to the study of the Maya. 

As the director of the work, my primary duty was to supervise and direct 
excavations and repairs and to make the surveys necessary for the orderly 
assemblage of information. Most of the beautiful, but precise, drawings were 
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made by Russell T. Smith of Brookline, Massachusetts, and a classmate in the 
Harvard School of Architecture. Several drawings, such as those of the Ball Court 
sculpture, were by Fred Parris, also from Harvard, who shuttled back and forth 
from the then-embryonic University of Pennsylvania excavations at Piedras 
Negras. John O’Neil drew several masks when he was not burdened by his survey 
started by Kilmartin for the environs of Chichén Itzá. 

Bernard Tun, of Pisté, was my constant companion and capitán. Henry Roberts’ 
work on the ceramics covered several months, and of course both Karl Ruppert 
and Sylvanus Morley were always available for guidance. Hermann Beyer 
worked on the rubbings of the lintels, which Jack Denison had originally made. E. 
Wyllys Andrews’ first job in Yucatan was on the lintels of Las Monjas under our 
program. 

Later, on Christmas, 1936, I was to meet Jack Denison in Damascus to discuss the 
Las Monjas lintels. He was ill in Aleppo, and we missed our connection. He 
joined the Red Cross in World War II for duty in North Africa, where he died 
during the campaign. 

Each season in Chichén Itzá we went on exploratory trips, and on these I was the 
surveyor and sometime guide. Two trips were outstanding. These included 
Sylvanus Morley and his wife Frances, Karl Ruppert, and Gustav Stromsvik. The 
first was to Piedras Negras and Yaxchilán. Alden Mason and Linton Satterthwaite 
had just commenced work at Piedras Negras for the University of Pennsylvania. 
We spent several weeks at Yaxchilán, where I enlarged and rechecked the old 
Maler survey and had my first taste of discovery. Rumors of the new murals at 
Bonampak failed to excite us, since a trip there would have taken another week. 
Instead, we headed down the Usamacinta in dugout canoes, and on to Palenque. 

The second year, we went to southern Campeche to “discover” Calakmul, about 
which there had been only rumors. There we found one of the largest of the Maya 
cities, and brought to light the largest number of hieroglyphic monuments of any 
Maya city then known. 

Again, on the basis of a rumor among chicleros, Ruppert and I went east to 
“discover” La Muñeca, apparently not far from Río Bec. Unfortunately, Ruppert 
collapsed with fever about noon of the first day. A chiclero and I tied him on a 
mule, rolled him into water holes when we found them, and then, against the 
advice of my guide, I headed diagonally through the bush to reach our party. Luck 
was on my side, and after an all-night ordeal we finally got Ruppert to our 
expedition and then on to the coast and finally to Tulane, where he eventually 
recovered and returned later to go into Bonampak to study the murals there. 

The training of the workers at Pisté, under Morley, Ruppert, Morris, and then me, 
led to a caste system in Yucatan somewhat similar to that around Luxor, Egypt. 
Thirty years later, I arrived about sunset at Dzibilchaltún to find the entrance 
closed. The guard’s wife took one look, opened her arms and the gate, and called 
to her husband, “It’s Señor Juan.” And so again I met a former trainee from Pisté, 
the ruling class of excavators for Yucatan. Throughout the world, there are 
hundreds of Bernie Tuns who have become the petty officers and staff sergeants 
for the trained archeologists for whom they work. In Turkey, Egypt, Persia, and 
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Mexico, they were the unsung, meticulous excavators who learned their trade and 
carried it on through their village system from one institution to another—even 
those two mischievous French boys at Cluny were still at work there years after I 
left, and now, as senior citizens, could undoubtedly give even Kenneth Conant a 
few points of importance he has overlooked. 

The present volume on Las Monjas cannot be introduced without some 
explanation for its years in preparation. Most of the seasons’ works were summed 
up either at the Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa Fe or at the Peabody 
Museum at Harvard. After the final season, Russell Smith and I were given an 
office in the Peabody, and appeared to be within final stages of reporting. 
However, the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago called me back into 
service, and I was sent to Persepolis to excavate and survey, again under Eric 
Schmidt, who was then in charge of their Persian operations. The agreement was 
that I could continue my work on the Las Monjas manuscript; a large amount of 
that work was, accordingly, done at Persepolis. 

With the death of James Breasted and deteriorating world economic conditions, I 
returned to London to complete my Persepolis papers and to do more work on Las 
Monjas. There I made the decision finally to become an architect and returned to 
San Francisco, which I had left eighteen years before, and became the sole 
employee and associate of my father. Again, I devoted six months to Las Monjas, 
and then gradually was drawn more and more completely into my livelihood. 

I sometimes wonder if I overworked my father with my drive to feed a growing 
family. At any rate, he passed away just as our business began to grow and my 
time became more and more involved in art and architecture and less and less in 
archeology. 

I made a number of trips to Yucatan, became involved in new aspects of Las 
Monjas, and believed that the present study could obviously improve with more 
study, more work. For example, at the time of our excavations carbon-14 testing 
was not known, and we were endeavoring to relate our structures by construction 
methods, art forms, hieroglyphs, and ceramics. In 1961, my son David went to 
Yucatan to work with E. Wyllys Andrews at Dzibilchaltún. They obtained 
permission from the Mexican government to take samples of beams in La Iglesia 
and La Casa Colorada. The results of the carbon-14 tests gave positive seventh-
century dates, plus or minus, to these structures. Since then carbon testing has 
become more refined. Then too, J. Eric S. Thompson’s dating of the lintels would 
not have been accepted in an earlier period. 

Perhaps in the future, we will have newer and more precise and convenient 
methods for dating artifacts and hieroglyphs. This offers some excuse for delay in 
publishing—and probably a poor excuse—but does unquestionably add to the 
strength of my training by German tutors to remove, or excavate, minimally so 
that a maximum of undisturbed evidence is left for future studies using more 
sophisticated techniques. I sincerely hope and trust that readers, students, and 
professionally trained excavators will find our work of interest for the period 
within which it was accomplished. 



 7 

I want especially to acknowledge my thanks to Kenneth Conant, Sylvanus 
Morley, A. V. Kidder, Eric Schmidt, James Breasted, and a host of others. My 
wife Mary typed much of the manuscript at Persepolis in the 1930s. John 
Jennings, who did the editing and design on my La Iglesia, has edited the present 
work. The production and design have been in the capable hands of the University 
of Oklahoma Press. Karen Kleiderman has typed and retyped all the scribblings 
and notes. Sarah Bolles spent weeks clarifying the drawings of La Iglesia, the 
East Wing, and the Southeast Annex. Katherine Edsall has patiently held on to all 
the data in the Peabody Museum of Harvard University, which is the repository 
for the Carnegie Institution of Washington files and has granted the rights to use 
material furnished through them. 

The new contributions by the late J. Eric S. Thompson and by Ian Graham have 
added immeasurably to this effort. Henry Roberts worked on the ceramics, but 
because of his illness most of the carefully labeled specimens were lost. A few 
strategic test pits in undisturbed areas would doubtlessly be rewarding to future 
students of ceramics. 

Most of the photographs herein were taken by me. In addition, Raul Cámara of 
Mérida made many of the beautiful comprehensive photographs. All drawings 
and photographs have been reproduced herein through the courtesy of Peabody 
Museum, Harvard University, which is the repository for these Carnegie 
Institution of Washington materials, except as otherwise noted in the legends. 

The watercolor of the mural in Room 22 has been reproduced through the 
kindness of Jean Chariot as well as of the Peabody Museum. Similarly, the 
drawing by A. Breton came from the Peabody Museum. 

JOHN S. BOLLES 

San Francisco, California 
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J.S.B. with Karl Ruppert and Pablo Pantoja 

 

 
J.S.B. resting at Calak Muul 
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J.S.B. with a Mayan co-worker at Yax Chilan 
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A Sample of 
Edward Grosvenor Bolles’ 

Architectural Work 
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Northwest Corner of 

Lake Street & 22nd Avenue 
San Francisco, CA 

Edward Grosvenor Bolles, undated 
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2360 Pacific Avenue. 

San Francisco, CA 
Edward Grosvenor Bolles, 1929 
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J.S.B.’s Art Work 
at 

Harvard Architectural Graduate School  
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J.S.B.’s 
Watercolors
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Reconstructed View of the Abbey at Cluny 

John S. Bolles 
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Idealized Rendering of a Church in Watertown, Massachusetts 

May 6, 1928 
John S. Bolles
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John S. Bolles 
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Mission San Rafael Arcangel 

San Rafael, California 
John S. Bolles 
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John S. Bolles 
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Golden Gate Bridge Under Construction 

John S. Bolles 
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Hutchinson Quarry 

Now the location of Larkspur Landing 
Larkspur, California 

John S. Bolles
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John S. Bolles 
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John S. Bolles 
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J.S.B.’s Work 
at 

Chi C� een Itza
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La Casa Colorada, Chi C� een Itza 

May, 1932 
John S. Bolles 
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Las Monjas, North Elevation 

 

 

 

 
Las Monjas, East Wing Façade 
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Remnants of mural, Room 17, Las Monjas 
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Remnants of mural, Room 22, Las Monjas 
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Remnants of mural, Room 17, Las Monjas 

 

 
Remnants of mural, Room 22, Las Monjas 
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Capstones from Room 2, East Wing 

Las Monjas 
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Façade of La Iglesia, Chi C� een Itza 
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Side View of La Iglesia, Chi C� een Itza 
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J.S.B. and M.P.B. 
in 

The Near East
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Temple of Queen Hatshepsut 

John S. Bolles
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Persepolis 

Mary P. Bolles 
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Architectural Work 
of 

John Savage Bolles 
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34 Allen Avenue, Ross, California 
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Back Yard, Ross 
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Back Yard, Ross 
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Display at the 

Marin Art & Garden Center Annual Show 
José Moya del Pino’s painting of trees is in the background 
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The seal is sculpted by Peter Bolles 
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Marin City 

War-time “Temporary Housing” for the Marin Shipyard 
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Robert Louis Stevenson High School 

San Francisco 
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Houghton-Mifflin Co. 

Palo Alto 

 

 

 
Macy’s Warehouse 
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Macy’s Hilltop Store, 1974
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Ann Walden Library 

 
Johnson & Johnson, Menlo Park 
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Johnson & Johnson, Menlo Park 
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2201 Lyon St., 1952 
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IBM Facility 

San Jose
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IBM Facility 

San Jose 
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IBM Facility 

San Jose  
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Cover of Promotional Booklet 

Paul Masson Winery 
Photographer: Ansel Adams 
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Day time view 

Paul Masson Winery 
Photographer: Ansel Adams 
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Scott-Forseman & Co. 

 
Personal Products Corporation 

Photographer: Pirkle Jones 
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Ping Yuen Housing
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Views of Candlestick Park 

under construction and in use 
Photographer: Pirkle Jones 
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Ariel View of Candlestick Park 

Photographer: John Gorman 
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The Wadsworth House, Belvedere
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Sculptures 
by 

Mary Piper Bolles 
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