Mayan Summer Study Essay

When I came to Montgomery College as planetarium director 16 years ago, I found in the inventory “Skywatchers of Ancient Mexico,” a planetarium script produced by Hansen Planetarium, Salt Lake City, Utah, written and directed by Mark Littmann, made possible by a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities.  This is a great canned planetarium program, but in the Montgomery College planetarium we run only live planetarium programs; we have questions from and interaction with the learners.  This old planetarium program is in passive lecture mode, although it is extremely well done.  More response and reply is needed in this and all planetarium programs and in instruction in general.  “I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand,” said Confucius around the Fifth Century BCE.  Planetarium presentation technology and archeological and anthological knowledge have improved in the intervening 25 years as well.   

From Christmas through New Years, 2004-2005, I traveled with my family to El Salvador and Guatemala, staying with members of my daughter’s fiancé’s family.  We visited Tikal and took lots of pictures, and I bought a couple of books.  That spring semester, while teaching AS101, Introductory Astronomy, one of my honors students, who had traveled with us to El Salvador and Guatemala, did an honors module on Mayan astronomy.  He has since transferred to the University of Hawaii, majoring in astronomy.  The summer of 2005, , while visiting my daughter (a Drexel University student), I spent three days in the University of Pennsylvania Archaeology and Anthropology Museum to  get better images of Mayan Stella than I had taken at Tikal, and I purchased more books on the Maya.   I joined the “Pre-Columbian Society of Washington, DC,” and at their twelfth yearly symposium, titled “The Living Dead: Burials, Rituals, and the perpetuation of Pre-Columbian Culture” found out about the on-site Summer Institute: "Maya Worlds in Chiapas, Guatemala, Honduras, and Belize."  That same evening I presented my own program in the planetarium, “Ancient Sky Watchers of Guatemala, Mexico, Belize, El Salvador, and Honduras, the Maya.” (See http://montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/MayanAstronomy.html and the PowerPoint presentation used for part of the show at  http://montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/planet/Maya/Ancient_Sky_Watchers_theMaya.ppt.  I want to improve this planetarium program.  I have started using part of this program in some of my grade-specific school shows.  In some of the grade-school classes that visit the planetarium, I see many Mayan and ladino faces, sometimes in excess of 50%.  This program is needed for these students and for my future grandchildren.   

In the fall of 2006 I will be team teaching a “Learning Community” with Dr. Anthony D’Souza, who will be writing you a letter of reference; see  http://montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/planet/AstroPhilosophy.html , “Does the Universe have a philosophy?” 7 credits AS101, Introductory Astronomy, and PL201, Introductory Philosophy.  We will have a merged syllabus and some assignments in common.  This course would benefit from some more non-European philosophy and culture. 

As a Ph.D. astrophysicist and expert on the astrolabe (see URL http://astrolabes.org, where I collaborate with the principle author, James Morrison), I already introduce considerable cultural astronomy in my AS101 class as well as seasons, time scales, distance scales, planets, stars, galaxies, and black holes with space time invariance and quantum gravity.  My students answer a letters grade worth of questions by using their Janus astrolabe that they purchase in the bookstore on the final exam. 

I am an enthusiastic colleague, and think I will add well to the mix.   Plus I clearly need to learn more and meet some real Mayanist, this program clearly offers this opportunity, and the products I will be producing seem to fit the purpose of this program--it was seemingly designed for me.  I am a humanist, even if I do not teach something labeled as a humanity course.  Astronomy and physics are human activities.  I am also the ring master in two interdisciplinary colloquia at Montgomery College “Faith in Science?” see URL:  http://montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/FaithInScience/home.html and “Navigating Uncertainties” see URL: http://www.montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/NavigatingUncertainties/home.html.  So I do play well with others.  
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