
The Maya 
 
LOCATING THE MAYA 

The Maya civilization was one of the most 
dominant native societies of Mesoamerica (a term 
used to describe Mexico and Central America before 
the 16th century Spanish conquest). Unlike other 
native populations of Mesoamerica, the Maya were 
centered in one geographical block covering all of the 
Yucatan Peninsula and modern-day Guatemala; 
Belize and parts of the Mexican states of Tabasco and 
Chiapas; and the western part of Honduras and El 
Salvador. This concentration ensured that the Maya 
remained relatively secure from invasion by other 
Mesoamerican peoples. 

Within that expanse, the Maya lived in three 
separate sub-areas with distinct environmental and 
cultural differences: the northern Maya lowlands on 
the Yucatan Peninsula; the southern lowlands in the 
Peten district of northern Guatemala and adjacent 
portions of Mexico, Belize and western Honduras; 
and the southern Maya highlands, in the mountainous 
region of southern Guatemala. Most famously, the 
Maya of the southern lowland region reached their 
peak during the Classic Period of Maya civilization 
(A.D. 250 to 900), and built the great stone cities and 
monuments that have fascinated explorers and 
scholars of the region. 

EARLY MAYA, 1800 B.C. TO A.D. 250 

The earliest Maya settlements date to around 1800 
B.C., or the beginning of what is called the Preclassic 
or Formative Period. The earliest Maya were 
agricultural, growing crops such as corn (maize), 
beans, squash and cassava (manioc). During the 
Middle Preclassic Period, which lasted until about 
300 B.C., Maya farmers began to expand their 
presence both in the highland and lowland regions. 
The Middle Preclassic Period also saw the rise of the 
first major Mesoamerican civilization, the Olmecs. 
Like other Mesamerican peoples, such as the 
Zapotec, Totonac, Teotihuacán and Aztec, the Maya 
derived a number of religious and cultural traits–as 
well as their number system and their famous 
calendar–from the Olmec. 

In addition to agriculture, the Preclassic Maya also 
displayed more advanced cultural traits like pyramid-
building, city construction and the inscribing of stone 
monuments. 

The Late Preclassic city of Mirador, in the 
northern Peten, was one of the greatest cities ever 

built in the pre-Columbian Americas. Its size dwarfed 
the Classic Maya capital of Tikal, and its existence 
proves that the Maya flourished centuries before the 
Classic Period. 

CITIES OF STONE: THE CLASSIC MAYA, 
A.D. 250-900 

The Classic Period, which began around A.D. 250, 
was the golden age of the Maya Empire. Classic 
Maya civilization grew to some 40 cities, including 
Tikal, Uaxactún, Copán, Bonampak, Dos Pilas, 
Calakmul, Palenque and Río Bec; each city held a 
population of between 5,000 and 50,000 people. At 
its peak, the Maya population may have reached 
2,000,000. 

Excavations of Maya sites have unearthed plazas, 
palaces, temples and pyramids, as well as courts for 
playing the ball games that were ritually and 
politically significant to Maya culture. Maya cities 
were surrounded and supported by a large population 
of farmers. Though the Maya practiced a primitive 
type of “slash-and-burn” agriculture, they also 
displayed evidence of more advanced farming 
methods, such as irrigation and terracing. 

The Maya were extremely religious, and 
worshiped various gods related to nature, including 
the gods of the sun, the moon, rain and corn. At the 
top of Maya society were the kings, or “kuhul ajaw” 
(holy lords), who claimed to be related to gods and 
followed a hereditary succession. They were thought 
to serve as negotiators between the gods and people 
on earth, and performed the elaborate religious 
ceremonies and rituals so important to the Maya 
culture. 

The Classic Maya built many of their temples and 
palaces in a stepped pyramid shape, decorating them 
with elaborate reliefs and inscriptions. These 
structures have earned the Maya their reputation as 
the great artists of Mesoamerica. Guided by their 
religious ritual, the Maya also made significant 
advances in mathematics and astronomy, including 
the use of the zero and the development of a complex 
calendar system based on 365 days. Though early 
researchers concluded that the Maya were a peaceful 
society of priests and scribes, later evidence–
including a thorough examination of the artwork and 
inscriptions on their temple walls–showed the less 
peaceful side of Maya culture, including the war 



between rival Mayan city-states and the importance 
of torture and human sacrifice to their religious ritual. 

MYSTERIOUS DECLINE OF THE MAYA 

From the late eighth through the end of the ninth 
century, something unknown happened to shake the 
Maya civilization to its foundations. One by one, the 
Classic cities in the southern lowlands were 
abandoned, and by A.D. 900, Maya civilization in 
that region had collapsed.  

Some believe that by the ninth century the Maya 
had exhausted the environment around them to the 
point that it could no longer sustain a very large 
population. Other Maya scholars argue that constant 

warfare among competing city-states led the 
complicated military, family (by marriage) and trade 
alliances between them to break down, along with the 
traditional system of dynastic power. As the stature 
of the holy lords diminished, their complex traditions 
of rituals and ceremonies dissolved into chaos. 
Finally, some catastrophic environmental change–
like an extremely long, intense period of drought–
may have wiped out the Classic Maya civilization. 
Drought would have hit cities like Tikal–where 
rainwater was necessary for drinking as well as for 
crop irrigation–especially hard.

The Aztecs 
 
EARLY AZTEC HISTORY 

The exact origins of the Aztec people are 
uncertain, but they are believed to have begun as a 
northern tribe of hunter-gatherers whose name came 
from that of their homeland, Aztlan (or “White 
Land”). The Aztecs were also known as the Tenochca 
(from which the name for their capital city, 
Tenochtitlan, was derived) or the Mexica (the origin 
of the name of the city that would replace 
Tenochtitlan, as well as the name for the entire 
country). The Aztecs appeared in Mesoamerica–as 
the south-central region of pre-Columbian Mexico is 
known–in the early 13th century. Their arrival came 
just after, or perhaps helped bring about, the fall of 
the previously dominant Mesoamerican civilization, 
the Toltecs. 

When the Aztecs saw an eagle perched on a cactus 
on the marshy land near the southwest border of Lake 
Texcoco, they took it as a sign to build their 
settlement there. They drained the swampy land, 
constructed artificial islands on which they could 
plant gardens and established the foundations of their 
capital city, Tenochtitlán, in 1325 A.D. Typical Aztec 
crops included maize (corn), along with beans, 
squashes, potatoes, tomatoes and avocadoes; they 
also supported themselves through fishing and 
hunting local animals such as rabbits, armadillos, 
snakes, coyotes and wild turkey. Their relatively 
sophisticated system of agriculture (including 
intensive cultivation of land and irrigation methods) 
and a powerful military tradition would enable the 
Aztecs to build a successful state, and later an 
empire. 

THE AZTEC EMPIRE 

In 1428, under their leader Itzcoatl, the Aztecs 
formed a three-way alliance with the Texcocans and 
the Tacubans to defeat their most powerful rivals for 
influence in the region, the Tepanec, and conquer 
their capital of Azcapotzalco. Itzcoatl’s successor 
Montezuma (Moctezuma) I, who took power in 1440, 
was a great warrior who was remembered as the 
father of the Aztec empire. By the early 16th century, 
the Aztecs had come to rule over up to 500 small 
states, and some 5 to 6 million people, either by 
conquest or commerce. Tenochtitlán at its height had 
more than 140,000 inhabitants, and was the most 
densely populated city ever to exist in Mesoamerica. 

Bustling markets such as Tenochtitlan’s 
Tlatelolco, visited by some 50,000 people on major 
market days, drove the Aztec economy. The Aztec 
civilization was also highly developed socially, 
intellectually and artistically. It was a highly 
structured society with a strict caste system; at the top 
were nobles, while at the bottom were serfs, 
indentured servants and slaves. The Aztec faith 
shared many aspects with other Mesoamerican 
religions, like that of the Maya, notably including the 
rite of human sacrifice. In the great cities of the Aztec 
empire, magnificent temples, palaces, plazas and 
statues showed the civilization’s unfailing dedication 
to the many Aztec gods, including Huitzilopochtli 
(god of war and of the sun) and Quetzalcoatl 
(“Feathered Serpent”), a Toltec god who served 
many important roles in the Aztec faith over the 
years. The Aztec calendar, common in much of 
Mesoamerica, was based on a solar cycle of 365 days 
and a ritual cycle of 260 days; the calendar played a 
central role in the religion and rituals of Aztec 
society. 



 
The Inca 

The Inca first appeared in what is today 
southeastern Peru during the 12th century A.D. 
According to some versions of their origin myths, 
they were created by the sun god, Inti, who sent his 
son Manco Capac to Earth through the middle of 
three caves in the village of Paccari Tampu. After 
killing his brothers, Manco Capac led his sisters and 
their followers through the wilderness before settling 
in the fertile valley near Cusco circa 1200. 

The Inca began expanding their land holdings by 
the reign of their fourth emperor, Mayta Capac. 
However, they did not truly become an expansive 
power until the eighth emperor, Viracocha Inca, took 
control in the early 15th century. Bolstered by the 
military capabilities of two uncles, Viracocha Inca 
defeated the Ayarmaca kingdom to the south and 
took over the Urubamba Valley. He also established 
the Inca practice of leaving military garrisons to 
maintain peace in conquered lands. 

When the rival Chancas attacked circa 1438, 
Viracocha Inca retreated to a military outpost while 
his son, Cusi Inca Yupanqui, successfully defended 
Cusco (the capital city). Taking the title of Pachacuti, 
Inca Yupanqui became one of the Inca’s most 
influential rulers. His military campaigns extended 
the kingdom to the southern end of the Titicaca 
Basin, and hundreds of miles north to subject the 
Cajamarca and Chimu kingdoms. 

The expanding reach of the Inca state, 
Tawantinsuyu, prompted strategic logistical 
considerations. Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui is believed 
to have been the first Inca emperor to order forced 
resettlement to stop the possibility of an uprising 
from one ethnic group. In addition, he established the 
practice in which rulers were prevented from 
inheriting the possessions of their predecessors, 
thereby ensuring that successive leaders would 
conquer new lands and accumulate new wealth. 

Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui also focused his efforts 
on strengthening Cusco, the center of the empire. He 
expanded Sacsahuaman, the massive fortress that 
guarded the city, and embarked on an expansive 
irrigation (Brings water to areas for 
drinking/farming) project by channeling rivers and 
creating intricate agricultural terraces. 

Although the Incas were comprised of more than 
100 distinct ethnic groups among its 12 million 
inhabitants, a well-developed societal structure kept 

the empire running smoothly. There was no written 
language, but a form of Quechua became the primary 
dialect, and knotted cords known as quipu were used 
to keep track of historical and accounting records. 
Most subjects were self-sufficient farmers who 
tended to corn, potatoes, squash, llamas, alpacas and 
dogs, and paid taxes through public labor. A system 
of roadways adding up to approximately 15,000 
miles crisscrossed the kingdom, with relay runners 
capable of advancing messages at the rate of 150 
miles per day. 

The Inca religion centered on a pantheon of gods 
that included Inti; a creator god named Viracocha; 
and Apu Illapu, the rain god. Impressive shrines were 
built throughout the kingdom, including a massive 
Sun Temple in Cusco that measured more than 1,200 
feet in circumference. Powerful priests depended on 
divination to diagnose illness, solve crimes and 
predict the outcomes of warfare, in many cases 
requiring animal sacrifice. The mummified remains 
of previous emperors were also treated as sacred 
figures and paraded around at ceremonies with their 
stores of gold and silver. 

Upon ascending to the throne in 1471, Topa Inca 
Yupanqui pushed the southern border of the empire 
to the Maule River in modern-day Chile, and 
instituted a tribute system in which each province 
provided women to serve as temple maidens or brides 
for celebrated soldiers. His successor, Huayna Capac, 
embarked on successful northern campaigns that 
carried to the Ancasmayo River, the current boundary 
between Ecuador and Colombia. 


