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The Kingdoms of Mesoamerica

Thousands of years ago, people settled in the part of the world called Mesoamerica. This region consists of southern Mexico and most of Central America as it stretches between what is now called the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean. Although many different countries now exist within this space, it was the original home to just one civilization: the Olmec. As time advanced, other well-known groups became dominant in the area. These were primarily the Aztecs and the Mayan. All these early civilizations that existed from approximately 1200 BCE to 900 CE were steeped with culture, tradition, commerce, and conflict. They also offer many mysteries and enigmas to modern understanding. These are the things that make people wonder about how the civilizations arose, gained such power, and why they disappeared. Travel back in time to the first days to discover the questions that still exist in the minds of archaeologists, historians, and others who strive to understand the ancient mysteries of Mesoamerica. 
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PART ONE

OLMEC ORIGINS

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Olmec Origins of all Mesoamerican Cultures

 

The earliest civilization known to exist in the Mesoamerican region is called the Olmec. The earliest records of their existence come from approximately 1200 BCE.   It makes sense to understand that there were people in that area before then, but they were not truly part of an organized civilization that engaged in trade and other important things. People have existed in most places of the world far beyond when discovered civilizations grew.

Still, the Olmec are often considered one of the worldwide cradles of civilization. They were responsible for launching other groups of people in the area such as the Aztec and Maya. Evidence for this exists in the records kept by the later civilizations about trade, art, culture, and religion. Over the centuries of their existence, the Olmec people spread throughout Mesoamerica, traded with new civilizations that arose, and left behind quite an interesting record of mysterious pyramids, religious artefacts, and so much more.

Before exploring some of the true mysteries of this group of native people, first it is important to consider how they arose in the first place. It is nearly impossible to figure out the precise information about how the civilization started. However, with some logical thought, the intelligence of historians and archaeologists, and information left behind by later civilizations, you begin to have a clearer picture of the Olmec people.
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Where Did the Olmec Civilization Come From?

 

When the Aztecs traded and otherwise interacted culturally with the people there before them, they left behind more information than the Olmec stood themselves. In fact, it was the Aztecs who called the people Olmec to begin with. The term comes from a common resource in the area: rubber. Historians can only guess that it was one of the common trade goods that so impressed the Aztecs that they refer to the people in association with it.

No information exists to tell anyone what the Olmec called themselves. This civilization existed on the northern edge of Mesoamerica near the Gulf of Mexico. This area is now near the southern end of Mexico to the left of the Yucatán Peninsula. From a sociological perspective, it is an area that makes sense to settle in. The Gulf of Mexico offers a food source and the opportunity to travel more easily up and down the coast to trade with other civilizations.

Because the existence of the Olmec people occurred so long ago, it has proved quite difficult to establish some type of historical continuity to explain where they came from and why they disappeared over 1000 years later. By the time the years 400 to 300 BCE came around, no more evidence of this once-thriving group existed.

Despite the mystery surrounding their appearance and existence, the Olmec had considerable power in the region and quite a rich and cultured life. After all, in the nearly 2000 years they existed in the Mesoamerican region, they had time to establish trade routes, agriculture and ancient industry, plenty of artwork, and unique religious and cultural practices.
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How Did the Olmec Succeed?

 

Although detailed records do not exist, traditional historians and archaeologists believe that the Olmec succeeded in much the same way as their successors, the Aztec and Mayan. This region of what is now Mexico has quite fertile land, which would be ideal for various agricultural purposes. There is no reason to believe that the early people did not grow things like corn and beans on a regular basis. Palm trees and plenty of fish and other seafood would form the basis of their diet and much of their trade.

For example, although the space thought to have been used by the Olmec was quite small, they did have perfect access to prime northern fishing that the earliest Aztec would not claim for hundreds of years. Of course, that area of Mesoamerica was certainly not all that far from the oceans at any point. It is safe to say that all the groups that made this region of the world their home had a considerably ocean-based diet.
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Settlements and Cities

 

Evidence of prosperous cities has been found spread throughout the region. These existed at San Lorenzo, Laguna de los Cerros, Tres Zapatos, La Venta, and Las Limas. The relative success or failure of the cities depended largely on whether they flooded regularly and how successful the surrounding area crops were. 

La Venta itself was generally considered to be the capital or main city of this region. Estimations put the highest population numbers around 18,000, which was quite high for any civilization of that time in the world's history.

Some evidence and estimations based on later groups give rise to the idea that Olmec society existed based on classes. For example, the famous stone heads and other carvings apparently showed specific kings or rulers. The elite classes may have focused primarily on priests and shamans who would have had quite a bit of influence over daily life and control of the underclasses. Of course, and agricultural society that built things from stone would need a strong labour force to get all the work done.
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Success Through Trade

 

Besides foodstuffs, common trade materials where rubber, obsidian and jade stone, utilitarian and decorative pottery, feathers of tropical birds, and mirrors fashioned from unique crystalline stones polished to a high gloss. 

Prior to the Olmec civilization arising, the tribes in the area would undoubtedly trade with each other. The land mass is not so vast that each group would stay separate for very long. In those early days, organized trade routes or dedicated merchants would not exist. Instead, groups would simply come together, organize a trade of goods, and then move on again. There were a lot of middlemen involved and highly desired objects which get traded frequently. 

The city that would one day become San Lorenzo stood at the centre of Olmec society and trade. As this first civilization had an economy based primarily on agriculture, they would not trade for food with other groups. Instead, archaeologists have discovered things that the Olmec would not have made in the digs in the land that they controlled. Some of these included jade figures and obsidian blades. It also made sense that the Olmec would trade for salts and cocoa, which they undoubtedly enjoyed drinking hot like the later Maya.

The luxury goods created by the Olmec themselves, such as pottery, small humanoid figurines, and natural items like parrot feathers and jaguar skins, undoubtedly fetched a high price. Whenever trade exists, so too does the spread of cultural ideas and art styles. This is one predominant way that archaeologists and historians unravel the mysteries of Mesoamerican trade. When they find something obviously made by an Olmec potter, for example, far south in what would become the cradle of Mayan growth, they can see the extent of the trade routes.

Research conducted around 2008 showed evidence of the Olmec people creating an ancient form of asphalt. By mixing together this naturally occurring materials with various plant fibres and exposing it to heat, they developed a very useful waterproof coating for boats and another source of high-value material to trade with other people in the region. 

An interesting debate about Olmec pottery arose when scientists used more precise mineral examination to identify where the clay came from four pieces found throughout Mesoamerica.  Pottery is frequently one of the most studied artefacts because it is obviously made by human hands. Although a carved stone also has human beginnings, of course, the actual stone itself cannot be specifically identified internally. Clay, on the other hand, is intrinsically chosen and shaped by the person who makes it.

One type of analysis indicates that most of the clay pottery in the entire region came from the Olmec lands. Another type that focused on the geology of the sand and rock particles added to temper the pieces indicated that it came from various places and ended up in the main city. While these in-depth studies may indicate different types of trade and cultural spread, the truth remains shrouded in mystery.

 

 

 

OLMEC BIRD MONSTER
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OLMEC HEAD XALAPA MUSEUM
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Archaeological Evidence on How the Olmec Lived

 

The natural resources available in the area give an indication of how their cities would look. Archaeological digs in the cities listed above have found unique structures, buildings, and statues that allow people today to appear back through time and attempt to unravel the mysteries that surround this early group. Since all of this occurred so long ago, undoubtedly many secrets have been lost to the ages. What remains gives a very enigmatic look into a group of people who achieved high degrees of success and then vanished quite quickly for no apparent reason.

 

Near the large city in San Lorenzo, evidence of structures shaped like large mounds were found. These man-made structures did not appear to have any formal construction or even entryways in some cases. However, they did discover drains running through them formed by hand carved basalt. The general idea that currently exists in most traditional historians' minds associates these mounds with nearby Mayan pyramids. However, since the Olmec people existed many years before the latter were built, they succumbed to more erosion from the volatile weather in the area.

 

Other interesting finds within these ancient cities included the outline of an entire complex of both rectangular and round structures. These included what appeared to be religious buildings, a red palace, perhaps storage buildings, and fields for ceremonial ball games. These were played with rubber balls that share the name with the people, according to the Aztec record

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unique City Design Choices Align with the Stars

 

Besides the impressive appearance and size of these ancient city layouts, one of the great mysteries that surrounds them has to do with their configuration and alignment. The Olmec created what is generally considered to be the first pyramid in what is now Central America. The buildings at the La Venta city are laid out in a very neat grid. 

Also, this grid follows a rather precise north to south alignment. Why this was done specifically is a mystery lost to the sands of time. However, it is quite common among ancient civilizations. For example, the ancient Egyptians aligns their great pyramids with astronomical bodies and directional poles.

What is now called San Lorenzo represents one of the most essential archaeological sites in Mesoamerica. This sprawling city represents much of what people today know about how the Olmec lived and what they valued.  The city itself laid approximately 38 miles inland from the Gulf of Mexico. While this may seem like it is too far removed from the source of undoubtedly much of their food and potential coastline trade routes, the city had something much more important: fresh water.

 

LA VENTA PYRAMID
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OLMEC-XICALANCA PYRAMID OF HUAPALCALCO
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Although the geography of the area has changed in the millennia since the Olmec lived there, and the course of the Coatzacoalcos River has changed its course, sent Lorenzo would have originally stood on an island in its centre. With its high ridges, the island would have protected the city quite effectively from both floods and invasion. Generally, however, although some conflicts usually arise between multiple civilizations in the same area, there was no real evidence of battles or sieges.

The city itself underwent various incarnations over hundreds of years and with different groups of Olmec people. It even stood vacant for quite a while around 500 BCE. Some new buildings and a ball court were added in the later years, but nothing was done to maintain its former glory. Archaeologists found evidence of a main city structure, several nearby villages or clusters of farmer homes, and many statues and other artefacts. They even discovered evidence of aqueducts to transport fresh river water into the city's most high-class areas, to fill artificial pools, and the unique Monument 9, which is a well-shaped like a duck.

Since the Mesoamerican area is so hot and humid, no soft furnishings, leather, or other degradable items have ever been found. In San Lorenzo and the surrounding area, however, the stonework still stands as evidence of the grandeur of their civilization. Some was built with very large stones transported down the river from mines in the mountains, while others were constructed of carefully fitted smaller stones.

 

 

Culture and Religion Give Clues About Olmec

 

Much of what has remained of the Olmec civilization over the years gives most information about their religion, the pantheon of gods and goddesses, and spiritual practices that affected their everyday lives. These take the form of artwork, which is mostly stone statuary, and some later records. For example, the Aztec, Mayan, and even Spanish explorers and conquistadors shared information about the religious practices they found when they arrived in Mesoamerica.

Archaeologists have found coded records of their gods and goddesses and how they practice religion in general. While there is an indication that they had priests, who were quite influential and important to everyday life, the records do not give enough specific information to create a complete picture of what they did.

From a political standpoint, it seemed obvious that a ruling family appointed members to go out and control various agricultural villages that surrounded the main city. This was especially noticeable in the San Lorenzo area. Due to the configuration of this and other city areas, and through understanding the later Aztec and Mayan groups, the Olmec priest class was undoubtedly quite powerful as well. Besides the massive stone heads that obviously depicted kings due to their Jaguar headdresses, much of the other art and artefacts discovered in the region focused on religious beliefs and those who could speak to the gods.
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Elements of Olmec Religious Beliefs and Practices

 

How did the Olmec people worship and how? They believed in a sky-based home to the gods, an underworld, and the ability of special priests or shamans to act as intermediaries between the gods and the people.  As with many early religions, the multiple gods and goddesses that the people who lived in this part of Mesoamerica believed in were shown using interesting combinations of humanoid and animal figures. Their focus on the cosmos helped them create a precursor to the famous Mayan calendar, too.

 

Religious rituals focus on agriculture and in the early civilizations stressed the importance of various land features, as well. The Olmec people's religion could partially be described as a fertility cult. Other things that seem to be important to the practice of their spiritual beliefs included nearby caves in the mountainsides, games played with rubber balls, pyramid all structures, and highly polished stones that acted as mirrors for light and reflection. Some evidence that poison toad-induced hallucinations, due to bones of those species found at ceremonial sites, also played a role in the shaman's communion with the gods. Looking back through thousands of years, however, leave modern people unsure about when or where this concept began.
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The Unique Deities

 

Some of the information about these deities came directly from artwork and images found in association with the ancient Olmec culture. Others were recorded in Aztec or Mayan cultural records in reference to their neighbours’ beliefs. Instead of specific names, they are generally referred to with descriptions as the water god, banded-eye god, maize god, were-jaguar, Olmec dragon, bird monster, fish monster, and feathered serpent.

Vague ideas about the dragon's mouth symbolized by cave entrances and footprints of what could have been temples give only limited information to go on when historians focus specifically on the Olmec. The overall Mesoamerican group shared most belief systems with only a few deviations, however.
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Animals Played an Important Role

 

Most relatively primitive civilizations from millennia ago had a nearly spiritual relationship with the animals that lived around them. For the Olmec, some of these included eagles, jaguars, caiman, sharks, and snakes. These are things that they would have come across on a regular basis and undoubtedly believed to have considerable power.

Just as the ancient Egyptians had Falcons and jackals represented in their gods and goddesses, the Olmec had unique holy combinations. A human-jaguar being may have representative their primary god that have power over all the others. Various statues of these have been discovered in situations that depict their unique power.

Other information about their belief systems includes a dragon-like creature that lived in the sky, and a collection of numbered gods that did not particularly have names. The dragon there is a very similar appearance to Quetzalcoatl, who was revered by the Aztec in later years. Of course, since there are not any written documents telling stories or listing prayers that people used to worship these deities, they may have had names that are now lost to history.
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The Stone Head Statues

 

Also, historians believe the stone heads that the Olmec civilization was so famous for depicted kings instead of deities, something about them is still resonated with the religious undoubtedly practiced at the time. The general Mesoamerican belief systems stated that the spirit, emotions, and mind of an individual existed solely in their head.  This is mimicked in the Aztec belief later of the Tonalli's location in the body.  This term is used for a life force or spirit that the gods gave an individual before they were born.

 

 

OLMEC HEADS AT THE XALAPA MUSEUM
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Ceremonial Ball Playing

 

If anyone has ever seen the Disney movie "El Dorado," they have a good indication of how the ancient Mesoamerican ball game was played. The players went into a walled field or pit with stone rings attached up high on each wall. Using a rubber ball, they would kick, hit, and bump the ball into the rings to score. In the children's movie, the main characters had some fun and provided a few laughs. In the genuine Olmec and later Aztec and Mayan cultures, the ceremonial ball game was deadly serious. 

In fact, it may have been one of the ways that the next priests were chosen. The basis of this belief comes from ancient religious stories themselves. The tale tells of some noisy brothers who were brought to the underworld and forced to play the game against deities as punishment. When one eventually lost, he was summoned back from the underworld.

Later Aztec tales supported this hypothesis. The ball game using a unique rubber ball was used to determine the accuracy of prophecies and predictions. A game lost apparently showed that the ruler would succumb to the European invaders. This all came much later than the first Olmec representations of the game, however. They shared the same ideas as they had one or more courts or playing fields in the main cities.
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When it came to rules of the game, the basic idea followed modern football or, for North Americans, soccer. You could not use your hands. Pads were sometimes used to protect from the very heavy rubber ball, and only six male players entered the court at one time. Both professional and amateur teams existed, apparently, which would surely create quite a spectacle for traders and villagers who came to the cities. Archaeologists have found possible trophies that consisted of sticks or belts or necklace amulets.

Most of the in-depth information about these games comes from the later Aztec and Mayan civilizations. However, there is no reason to believe the earlier Olmec simply played a nice, friendly game with no focus on their religious practices at all. The oldest of the Olmec courts were I-shaped, the size of a football field, and are approximately 3600 years old. 
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Spiritual Mirrors

 

It makes logical sense that any reflective and highly polished stone surface would be associated with the power of the sun. After all, these ancient Olmec mirrors reflected light quite well. To a modern eye, they looked very little like the mirrors we know. Earlier archaeologists did not even recognize them as such
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