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Yucatiin throagh Her Eyes: Alice Dixon Le FPlongeon, Writer and Expeditionary
Photographer. Lawrence Gustave Desmond, Albuguerque: University of New Mexico

Press, 2009, 387 pp. $ 45.00, cloth,

The area of gender and archaeology has received increasing scholarly attention. Some
authors congepluahize pender in ancient sociches, others discuss issues of gender and
contemporary research, and others, perhaps & minority, write about women in the history
of archaeology. Lawrence Desmond’'s fascmating biography of Alice Dixon—wife of
Augustus Le Plongeon—contributes to the stili-developing area of research that explores
women pioneess in archacology and anthropology. This work reveals that women

approached archaeology on their ovwn terms, not merely as comnpanions to their husbands.
This nicely written and visually begsutiful book 18 not only an entrance 1o an carly period
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of Mayan studies, but also an exemplary history of archaeology crafted through the voices
of its practitioners. Even though Le Plongeon’s ideas about the origin and influence of
the Mayan civilizations have proven incorrect, this book reminds us that archacology,
more than a history of successes and failures of theories, is a set of practices, techniques
(photography among others), and human interactions occurring in the field.

The book is divided in four sections that follow Alice’s life (1851-1910)
chronologically. The first section briefly introduces Alice Dixon’s family and their
involvement with a photographic business in London. Although Alice never wanted to
marry, her unexpected encounter with Augustus Le Plongeon in the streets of London
changed the course of her life. In 1873, Alice and Augustus sailed t0 Yucatdn and began
an exciting journey as life partners and archaeological companions. The central and longer
section of the book is Alice’s diary, written while she was living m Yucatdn. Desmond
transcribed her handwritten diary, leaving it almost intact except for some specific
clarifications. In this section, more information about Mexico would have been helpful, to
better understand the relattons—or lack thereof—between the Le Plongeons and Mexican
archaeological authorities, However, the diary itself is a fascinating first-hand narrative
that transports the reader to the Yucatin of the mid 1870s through the eyes of a detailed,
sensitive Victonan observer.

From an anthropological point of view, Alice’s diary is a jewel: full of meticulous
descriptions of archaeological sites and narratives explaining how the archaeological couple
managed to take photographs—several of them are included n this book, make molds of
monuments, and finance part of their explorations by obtaining archaeological pieces that
were later sold in the United States. The diary also describes the people they encountered
in Yucatan. Through Alice’s words we obtain a general picture of the convoluted relations
between Mayans and foreigners at the end of the nineteenth century with the Caste Wars
as the backdrop of Alice’s daily life in Yucatin. Through Alice’s daily annotations in the
diary, we grasp her wider mterest i the situation of the Mayans, their labor conditions,
and the special attention she paid to the status of indigenous women. The last section
of the book treats the period afier 1884, a very productive time for Alice. While living
in the United States, she wrote more than one hundred articles about a wide range of
Mayan subjects. When she becane involved with the women’'s suffragist movement in
New York, Alice used her knowledge about the Mayans to talk about women's issues and
social justice, Alice died in 1910, two years after her husband. Her papers and photographs
were kept by her close friend Maude Blackwell with explicit orders to ““destroy everything
unless the American people showed an interest in the Maya” (p. 333).

Desmond’s publication of Alice’s diary sheds more light on a period of anthropology
already recognized as welcoming to women. However, one would like to know more about
how Alice’s participation in the discipline, as with that of Sarah Yorke Stevenson, Alice
Fletcher, Zelia Nuttall, or Matilda Cox Stevenson, was unque and different from that of
her male colleagues, A gendered reading of Alice’s diary and publications would have
discussed whether Alice indeed saw “Yucatan through her eyes.” It would also explore the
characteristics she shared with other pioneering women anthropologists: they all traveled
to unfamiliar terrains and somechow escaped Victorian gender roles, they reflected about
the impact of colonialism on indigenous societies, and they populanized anthropology at
a moment of disciplinary professionalization. Overall, this superb biographical book will
appeal to scholars interested in the history of anthropology, gender, and scientific practice,
as well as to the lay public.

Apen Ruiz Martinez
Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Barcelona)
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