
YEAR 6 HISTORY

LESSON 1

Investigating Mayan 
Civilisation



W.A.L.T.  To explore who the 
Maya were and when they lived.





• Central America, a part of North America, is a tropical isthmus that connects 
North America to South America. It includes (7) countries and many small 
offshore islands.

• Overall, the land is fertile and rugged, and dominated through its heart by a 
string of volcanic mountain ranges that are punctuated by a few active and 
dangerous volcanoes.

• Positioned in the planet's northern and western hemispheres the Central America 
isthmus is bordered in the northwest by the country of Mexico, and in the 
southeast by the country of Colombia. In addition, it's bordered by the Caribbean 
Sea, Pacific Ocean, and numerous bays, gulfs and inlets.

Geographically speaking









More than 2,300 years ago, the ancient Maya lived in the jungles of what is 
now southern Mexico and central America. The ancient Maya were ahead of 
their time in writing, art and science. They also built temples, pyramids and 
palaces.

Who were the Maya?

The ancient Maya lived in Mesoamerica which includes what are now parts 
of the countries of Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras and El Salvador. 
Mesoamerica is made up of rainforests, mountains and coasts. The 
mountain regions are known as the highlands. Regions near sea level are 
known as the lowlands.







The Maya were people who lived in the forests of Central America. Their 
civilisation was at its height from around 250 – 900AD. During this times, 
which is known as the Classic period, the Maya established powerful city-
states. Their society was complex, and the people had organised religion, 
writing and impressive architecture.

Who were the Maya?

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 2000BC, the Maya 
changed their lifestyle. They went from living as hunters on the move to 
settling down in villages as farmers.



The period between 2000BC and 250AD is known as the Preclassic period. 
During this time, the Maya developed complex religious beliefs and erected 
monumental temples. They came up with their own system of writing and 
built cities in which they built great pyramids.

Who were the Maya?

These are the ruins of 
Tikal in Guatemala. It’s 
population may have 
reached 90,000 with 
nearly half a million 
more living in the 
surrounding area.



Around 900AD, Tikal, Copan, Palenque and 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 (900-1500AD) in the uplands of the Yucatan in Mexico.

Who were the Maya?

The region where the Maya and others developed advanced civilisations is 
called Mesoamerica. Peoples included the Olmecs, Teotihuacanos and 
Aztecs. Further south, in the Andes of Peru, the Incas established a mighty 
but short-lived empire. All of these cultures came to an end with the arrival 
of Spanish explorers in the 1500s.



• The Mayan civilisation extended from what is now South East Mexico through 
Central America.

• This area included highland and lowland settlements and a variety of climate 
zones. Crops grown in the lowlands were traded for mineral ores and rocks from 
the mountainous areas.

• Although the Mayans had metal-working skills, metal ores were scarce. Mayans 
used stone tools to carve the limestone that they used for their buildings.

• The Mayans did not use wheels or pulleys for their building projects. They did not 
have draught animals capable of heavy labour. Building materials were 
transported by human porters or canoes.

Mayan facts



• Archaeological evidence suggests that Mayan settlement 
in Mesoamerica probably dates from the third millennium BC. The Mayans of the 
classic period c200-900 CE adopted many aspects of the earlier Olmec culture 
and were also influenced by surrounding cultures such as that of the great city 
of Teotihuacan.

• Mayan religion was extremely bloodthirsty, demanding human sacrifices and 
blood-letting rituals. The Mayans believed in an afterlife and that those who were 
sacrificed, as well as those killed in war and women who died in childbirth, went 
to ‘the place of misty sky’.

Mayan facts



• Mayan society was formed of a number of city states each with their own ruler. 
Each city was surrounded by rural settlements.

• At the top of Mayan society was the King and Royal family who were believed to 
be closely linked to the gods. An educated elite of scribes, priests and nobles 
formed the ruling class. They occupied the finest buildings in the city.

• The Mayans were sophisticated mathematicians who made use of the number 
zero. They used base 20 in their calculations. They were keen astronomers who 
were able to predict solar eclipses. Their complex calendar system was one of the 
most accurate of the ancient world.

• No one knows for sure why the Mayan civilisation went into decline. Possible 
explanations involve the overuse and exhaustion of farming land, prolonged 
drought, misrule, warfare and disease.

Mayan facts



11,000 BC – First hunter gatherers settle in Maya region.

2600 BC – Mayan civilisation begins.

1100BC – Hunter gatherers settle along the Pacific coast and then expand into the 
central highlands.

800BC – Village farming and trade becomes established throughout the Maya 
region.

700BC – Mayan writing is developed in Mesoamerica.

400BC – Earliest solar calendars are carved in stone.

300BC – The social structure in Maya adapts to include nobles and kings as rulers.

100BC – The first pyramids are built.

500 AD – Tikal becomes the first great Mayan city, and as people move there, 
weaponry, captives and human sacrifices become part of their culture.

600 AD – An unknown event destroys Teotihuacan, Tikal becomes the largest city 
state.

Mayan timeline



638 AD – Emperor Pakal dies at 80 and is buried in the Temple of Inscriptions at 
Palenque.

715 AD – Mayan alliances breakdown, trade declines and inter-state conflict 
increases.

800AD – sites in the rainforests and tropical lowlands are abandoned whilst 
northern lowland sites flourish.

869 AD – Construction stops in Tikal beginning the city’s decline.

899AD – Tikal is abandoned.

900AD – Mayan history collapses.

1502AD – First contact with Europeans made.

1528AD – The Spanish arrive in Mayan land bringing diseases that kill over 90% of 
the natives.

1541AD – The Spanish conquer the Mayans.

Mayan timeline


