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IMARVEL AT THE “STAIRS OF DEATH”  as I do the other 

engineering feats of Machu Picchu. The stairs are slabs of cantilevered granite 

that must be anchored deep within the stone block wall, but they appear to 

float on hundreds of feet of gaping freefall above the valley floor. Water 

courses sculpted in stone are banked precisely to contain the flow of the local 

spring. And like an iceberg, the marvels we can see aboveground are only a 

fraction of the achievement, most of which lies unseen below, humbly securing 

footings and draining water. 

The beauty of science lies partly in the discovery itself, in bringing some small 

aspect of how the world works into focus. But there’s beauty in another part of 

discovery: the messy, human, and failure-littered part of how it came to be. 

The part where the Stairs of Death must have failed miserably in numerous 

and novel ways before the Inca found a way to make them hold fast. The part 

where granite slabs careened off the cliff, where anchoring systems pulled 

from the wall, where the wheels turned in the mind of the master engineer 

responding to each failure. I smile to imagine it all, because in considerably 

less grand ways, I’ve been there. All scientists have. Suppressing feelings of 

inadequacy, feeling ignorant but grasping anyway because you’re curious, you 

might be onto something. Because it feels important. In science, failing 

reflects your bravery in asking hard questions, your daring to venture into the 



unknown, and ultimately, your belonging in a community that sees beauty in 

the struggle. 
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