
Who were the Maya?

2000 BC – The Mayan civilisation comes into 
being in Central America
300 BC – Cities such as El Mirador become large 
and powerful
900 BC – Cities in the rainforest are abandoned  
possibly due to an extensive drought.  
1000 AD – Cities like Chichen Itza (which has two 
temple pyramids) are still thriving.
1500 AD – The Spanish arrive and set out to 
destroy their books and Maya cities fall to ruin.
1839 AD – American explorer John Lloyd 
Stephens and British artist Frederick Catherwood 
explore Copan and document what they find, 
reigniting interest in Maya civilisation.
2014 AD – The cities of Lagunita and Tamchen are 
rediscovered.

The ancient Maya were a very advanced and 
successful society from Central America.  The first 
Maya were hunter-gatherers. They didn’t live in one 
place but travelled around to find food.  

Over time they learnt how to farm and this allowed 
them to stay in one place and begin building 
settlements.  Between 2000BC and 250 AD Mayan 
settlements grew and some developed into large 
settlements called city states like El Mirador, Chichen 
Itza and Caracol.

Between 250AD and 900AD Mayan civilisation was at 
its height. The Maya built huge cities with massive 
populations.  They developed their own style of 
architecture and filled their cities with grand stone 
buildings with limestone cut from the earth and 
huge, stepped pyramids like the one at Chichen Itza 
(shown below). 

Around 900AD some cities in the South like Tikai and 
Copan were abandoned and Historians aren’t sure 
why. However, those in the North continued to thrive 
until Spanish invaders arrived in the early 1500s and 
began fighting the Maya to take control of their land.

Mayan settlements
For hundreds of years, ruined Mayan cities have 
lain abandoned in Central American forests and 
few people knew they were there. In 1839, two 
explorers (John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick 
Catherwood) set out on an expedition to the 
jungles of Central America and made records of 
the Mayan cities they found there.

The remains of Mayan settlements can be found 
across much of Central America.  By exploring 
these ruins, archaeologists can learn about what 
life was like in ancient Mayan societies.

One of the largest and most impressive Mayan 
sites found by archaeologists so far is the city of 
Tikai in Guatemala - home to huge towering 
temples, palaces and elaborate stone carvings.  
As well as buildings, archaeologists have also 
found art, statues and pottery which all provide 
information about Mayan customs and 
traditions. 

Mayan city states were made up of cities and the 
farmland and villages surrounding them.  They 
were far apart but merchants traded goods 
between them.  Mayan cities were often built 
around a large central square where markets 
were held.  Many Mayan cities also had grand 
temple pyramids and platforms used for 
religious rituals.



Mayan beliefs
The Maya worshipped a number of different gods.  
They believed the gods had both a good and bad 
side and could help and harm.  The Maya would 
dance, sing and make blood offerings to the gods 
to please them. Priests communicated with the 
gods through special rituals and ceremonies.

Upperworld, Middleworld and Underworld 
The Maya called the earth Middleworld and 
believed it was large and flat.  They believed that a 
tree grew on Middleworld whose branches 
reached the heavens (Upperworld) and whose 
roots grew down into the Underworld which they 
called Xibalba.

Astronomy
The Maya were experts at astronomy.  They kept 
track of the sun, moon, stars and planets and used 
this information to make calendars.  The Maya had 
two separate calendars, the Haab and Tzolkin
which worked at the same time so each day had to 
separate dates – one from each calendar.

Mayan priests could predict solstices, eclipses and 
equinoxes and other important events. They chose 
the locations of their buildings so they lined up 
with astronomical features and events.

Who were the Maya? The Maya writing system used hundreds of 
symbols called hieroglyphs like the jaguar symbol 
below. Some represented whole words whilst 
others represented units of sound. They were 
carved onto buildings and monuments, painted on 
pottery and written in special books called codices
by special writers or scribes.

The Maya developed a complex number and 
counting system using only three symbols. Mayan 
Maths was based around the number 20. A shell 
which meant zero, a dot which meant one and a 
dash which meant five.

Mayan trade
Trade was a key part of Mayan culture.  Each 
Mayan city state was good at producing some 
things but lacked others.  For instance, states in 
the highlands produced precious stones such as 
jade and obsidian whereas cacao beans were 
found mainly in lowland areas.  Trade networks 
developed between the city-states so that goods 
could be bought and sold from all over the Mayan 
region.

Maize was a very important crop that made up 
80% of the Maya people’s diet.  The Maya even 
believed the first humans were made from maize 
dough by the gods.  

The Maya also made a bitter chocolate drink from
cacao beans that was enjoyed by the rich and 
used for medicine and in ceremonies.  The beans 
were highly valued and were even used as a form 
of money.

Key evidence: Mayan temples, artefacts, artwork, 
codices, oral history and secondary sources. 


