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WHO WERE THE MAYA?

he Maya were people who lived in the forests
of Central America. Their civilization was at its \ ‘\’{glr 7

height from around 250 until 900 ce. During this |

time, which is known as the Classic period, the Maya | Visit http//mayas.mrdonn.
established powerful city-states. Their society was ‘f org/games.html for
complex, and the people had organized religion, interactive games about
writing and impressive architecture. \ Mayan civilization.

The Maya’s ancestors had crossed to North America from Asia
more than 20,000 years ago and then gradually moved south.
They reached Central America about 12,000 years ago.
Between 5000 and 2000 BcE, the Maya changed their lifestyle.
They went from living as hunters on the move to settling
down in villages, as farmers.

Historians call the period in Mayan history from 2000 BcE to David Stuart, an expert

250 cE the Preclassic. During this time, the Maya developed in Mayan hieroglyphics,
complex religious beliefs and erected monumental temples. describes visiting Tikal:
They came up with their system of writing and built their first

cities. El Mirador was inhabited from the 500s Bce and may have ‘It’s the atmosphere of the place.
had over 100,000 inhabitants. It contains one of the earliest Tikal is simply one of the most
and largest Mayan pyramids: known as the La Danta temple, overpowering archaeological

it stands 70 m (230 ft) high. Tikal was also founded in the sites ir the world.

Preclassic period, although the city was most powerful in
the 700s ck. Like
other city-states
of the Classic period,
Tikal was ruled by a
dynasty of kings.

These are the

ruins of Tikal in
Guatemala. Its
population may have
reached 90,000, with
nearly half a million
more living in the
surrounding area.
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Mayan lands included much
of modern-day Mexico and
Guatemala, all of Belize,
and parts of Honduras

and EIl Salvador.
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Around 900 ct, Tikal, Copan, Palenque and the other
great Mayan cities were abandoned. Archaeologists
are still not entirely sure why, although there are
many theories. Nevertheless, Mayan culture
continued in the Postclassic period (900-1500 ck)
in the uplands of the Yucatan in Mexico, for
example at Uxmal and Chichén ltza.

The region where the Maya and others
developed advanced civilizations is called
Mesoamerica. Peoples included the 'k What is unusual
Olmecs, Teotihuacanos and Aztecs. about the ear of the
Further south, in the Andes of king on the jade plaque?
Peru, the Incas established a
All of these cultures came to

an end with the arrival of Olmecs 1500-300 BcE San Lorenzo, La Venta

Spanish explorers in the
1500s (see pages 26-27).

Several civilizations rose
and fell in Mesoamerica at
the same time as the Maya.
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WHAT DID MAYAN FARMERS GROW?

round 4250 scEe, the Maya began to Dating to around 700 ck,

cultivate maize. Before then, they had this vase shows the maize

lived as hunter-gatherers, hunting animals deity dancing. According
for meat and gathering roots, seeds and fruit. to some beliefs, he was a
Hunter-gatherers lived on the move. Once they version of the creator god,
took up farming, the Maya began to establish Itzamna (see page 12).

settled villages.

Mayan farmers cleared fields in the rainforest using stone
axes. Once they had chopped down most of the trees,

they set fire to the remaining plant growth. This technique,
called slash-and-burn, produced ash to fertilize the soil.
However, nutrients soon washed away because heavy rain
fell most days.The Maya learned to give the land time to
recover. They also built terraces in upland areas to stop the
soil slipping downhill,and in drier places they dug channels
to irrigate (water) the land. Success at farming meant a stable
food supply, and made it possible for city-states to develop.
No wonder the Maya worshipped maize as a god!

Mayan farmers
gradually achieved
better maize harvests
by selecting seeds from
the plumpest corncobs.
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Besides maize, the Maya planted beans, squash, peppers, sweet
potatoes, tomatoes and cassava (a plant with a starchy root).
They gathered cacao beans from wild trees and grew breadnut,
avocado and papaya trees.They even kept bees for honey. Maize
was their most important crop, though. It provided people’s
daily bread. Flatbread accompanied every meal and was baked
on a stone over an open fire. Maize was also turned into
porridge, or fermented to make

an alcoholic drink.

The Maya continued to hunt deer,
peccaries (pig-like animals) and
tapirs in the forest but they also
domesticated turkeys and

dogs and kept them for food.
Not all dogs were for eating.
Some helped with hunting,
while others were fattened

up to be sacrificed (see

pages 12-15).

n

(2
% What meat
did the Maya eat?

This is a Mayan grinding
stone or metate. Its flat
surface was used to mash
soggy corn kernels into a
dough that could be rolled
out to make flatbread.

The Maya prized cacao beans,
both for use as money and
also to make a bitter chocolate
drink, which they sometimes
spiced with chilli. In their 2005
book about chocolate, David
Wolfe and Shazzie wrote:

‘Chocolate to the Mayans
and Aztecs was referred to as
yollotl eztli (heart blood)...”

| DETECTIVE WORK

Find out more about the
history of chocolate here:
www.historyforkids.org/
| learn/food/chocolate.htm
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Above: An obsidian knife used in Mayan rituals,
carved into the shape of the god of lightning.

Previous page: A carved limestone lintel found
at Yaxchilan, Mexico, dating to around 750 ck.

Cover (top): Page from a replica of one of four
surviving Mayan books, the Madrid Codex.

Cover (bottom): The Temple of Kukulcan, the
feathered serpent god, at Chichén ltz4, Mexico.
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Words in bold can be found in the glossary on page 30.

The history detective Sherlock Bones will help

you to find clues and collect evidence about

the Maya.Wherever you see one of Sherlock’s

paw-prints, you will find a mystery to solve.
The answers are on page 31.
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