Who Were the Maya?
By Robert Sharer

Maya sites that have been identified and
explored are located in Mexico, Guatemala,
Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador. This
map shows the location of various sites
mentioned in this issue of Expedition.
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Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador until the Spanish Conquest.
The brutal subjugation of the Maya people by the Spanish
extinguished a series of independent Maya states with roots
as far back as 1000 BCE. Over the following 2,500 years scores
of Maya polities rose and fell, some larger and more powerful
than others. Most of these kingdoms existed for hundreds of
years; a few endured for a thousand years or more.
To understand and follow this long development, Maya
civilization is divided into three periods: the Preclassic, the
Classic, and the Postclassic. The Preclassic includes the origins and apogee of the first Maya kingdoms from about 1000
BCE to 250 CE. The Early Preclassic (ca. 2000–1000 BCE)
pre-dates the rise of the first kingdoms, so the span that
began by ca. 1000 BCE corresponds to the Middle and Late
Preclassic eras. The Classic period (ca. 250–900 CE) defines
the highest point of Maya civilization in architecture, art, writing, and population size. The Classic period has Early, Late,
and Terminal subdivisions, the latter overlapping with the
Postclassic, and corresponds to the collapse of most Classic
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he ancient maya created one of the
world’s most brilliant and successful
civilizations. But 500 years ago, after the
Spaniards “discovered” the Maya, many
could not believe that Native Americans
had developed cities, writing, art, and
other hallmarks of civilization. Consequently, 16th century
Europeans readily accepted the myth that the Maya and other
indigenous civilizations were transplanted to the Americas by
“lost” Old World migrations before 1492. Of course archaeology has found no evidence to suggest that Old World intrusions brought civilization to the Maya or to any other PreColumbian society. In fact, the evidence clearly shows that
civilization evolved in the Americas due to the efforts of the
descendants of the first people who came to the New World
during the last Ice Age, some 12,000 to 20,000 years ago.
Maya civilization was part of this independent evolutionary process. Located in eastern Mesoamerica, the ancient
Maya flourished in a diverse homeland in Mexico, Guatemala,

Timeline of
Maya Civilization

1697 CE

With Western and Maya Dates

1523–1527 CE
K’atun 13 Ajaw
Pedro de Alvarado conquers the K’iche’ and
Kaqchikel Maya in the highlands of Guatemala.

ca. 1470 CE
The Kaqchikel Maya establish a new
highland kingdom with a capital at Iximche.

ca. 1185–1204 CE
K’atun 8 Ajaw
Founding of the city of Mayapan.

ca. 900–1520 CE
Postclassic Period. Major
construction ceases at most
cities in the Maya heartland.

May 4, 755 CE
9.16.4.1.0 6 Ajaw 13 Sek
Copan recovers its political strength
and dedicates the final version of its
famous Hieroglyphic Stairway.
April 29, 562 CE
9.6.8.4.2 7 Ik 0 Sip
Tikal is conquered by the Kaan (Snake)
Dynasty of Dzibanche allied with
Caracol, beginning a 130 year gap in
sequence of Tikal’s carved monuments.
ca. 400 BCE–100 CE
Political dominance of early Maya states
such as Kaminaljuyu in the highlands
and El Mirador in the lowlands.

1697 CE
K’atun 8 Ajaw
The Spanish conquer the last
independent Maya city of Tayasal.
1521 CE
K’atun 13 Ajaw
Cortés captures the Aztec
capital, Tenochtitlan. Colony
of New Spain established.

ca. 1441–1460 CE
K’atun 8 Ajaw
Mayapan sacked; kingdom fractures
into many smaller kingdoms.
ca. 1000 CE
The island of Cozumel begins to
develop into a major center of trade.

ca. 800–900 CE
Signs of significant decline
in almost all major cities
in the Maya heartland.

August 8, 695 CE
9.13.3.8.1 1 Imix 14 Ch’en
Tikal defeats its long standing rival
Calakmul spurring its decline.

July 8, 292 CE
8.12.14.8.15 13 Men 3 Sip
Earliest Long Count
date carved at Tikal.

1540–1546 CE
K’atun 11 Ajaw
Francisco de Montejo conquers
the Maya of the Yucatan.

ca.1500 CE
K’atun 4 Ajaw
First recorded outbreak of
smallpox in the Maya area.

ca. 1200–1300 CE
Revival of Tayasal and other Postclassic
kingdoms in the old Maya heartland.
January 10, 909 CE
10.4.0.0.0 12 Ajaw 3 Wo
Last known Long Count date ever
carved is recorded on a Maya
monument at the site of Tonina.
April 28, 820 CE
9.19.10.0.0 8 Ajaw 8 Xul
End of the royal house at Copan
recorded on Stela 11.
April 29, 738 CE
9.15.6.14.6 6 Kimi 4 Sek
Copan king Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil
captured and sacrificed by his vassal,
the king of Quirigua.
February 8, 427 CE
8.19.11.0.13 5 Ben 11 Muwann
Founding of Classic dynasty at
Copan by K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’.

ca. 250–900 CE
Classic Period
ca. 400 BCE–250 CE
Late Preclassic Period

ca. 400 BCE
Early evidence of Maya carved hieroglyphic
text on stone monument at El Portón.
ca. 800–500 BCE
Tradition of erecting standing
ca. 1000–400 BCE
stone monuments and altars
Middle Preclassic Period
begins at Maya sites.
ca. 2000–1000 BCE
Preclassic Period

ca. 100 BCE
Collapse of early Maya states,
and El Mirador abandoned
Founding of Classic
dynasty at Tikal.

ca. 1600–1400 BCE
Emergence of maize agricultural
communities in Maya area.

January 6, 1542 CE
K’atun 11 Ajaw
The Spanish found the city of
Mérida on the existing Maya city of
Tiho. This date is recorded in both
Western and Maya calendars.
1519 CE
K’atun 2 Ajaw
Hernán Cortés arrives in the
Yucatan Peninsula and makes
contact with the Maya.
ca. 1275–1475 CE
The K’iche’ Maya establish a kingdom
and expand control over the highlands.
ca. 950–1050 CE
Chichen Itza dominates northern
Yucatan, showing influence and
connections with many cities.

869 CE
10.2.0.0.0 3 Ajaw 3 Keh
Last stela erected at Tikal.

ca. 800 CE
Maya cities in the Puuc region, north of
the Maya heartland, begin to expand.

657 CE
9.11.4.5.14 6 Ix 2 K’ayab
Calakmul and allies conquer Tikal and
force its king to flee.

February 24, 37 CE
7.19.15.7.12 12 Eb 0 Keh
Earliest Long Count date at a
Maya site found at El Baúl.

ca. 800–500 BCE
Rise of first Maya cities in both
highland and lowland regions.

2000 BCE
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1 The Maya produced bountiful harvests of food from a
diverse and productive agricultural system that included
irrigation, terracing, and drained fields in swamps
and shallow lakes. Ancient raised fields at Pulltrouser
Swamp in Belize are shown in this aerial photograph.
2 Excavation reveals many layers of soil representing
ancient agriculture. 3 In the Maya highlands of
Guatemala families continue to live in traditional pole and
thatch houses and grow several varieties of maize, beans,
squashes, and other food crops. 4 Kaminaljuyu was
the largest and most powerful Pre-Columbian city in the
Maya highlands; its ruins are now largely destroyed or
submerged beneath the streets of Guatemala City.
5 The ruins of an immense Late Preclassic city, now
named El Mirador, lie beneath the tropical forest in
northern Guatemala including the largest temple ever
constructed by the Maya seen here outlined against the
horizon (ca. 400 BCE–200 CE). 6 Located in the central
Maya lowlands of Guatemala, Tikal was the capital of
one of the most powerful lowland Maya kingdoms of
the Classic period (ca. 200–800 CE). 7 Calakmul, found
in the southern part of Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula,
became the capital of a powerful kingdom ruled by the
Kaan (Snake) dynasty by ca. 600 CE. 8 Tikal’s 26th
king, Jasaw Chan K’awiil, was inaugurated in 682 CE,
ruled for 52 years, and in 695 led his kingdom’s forces
to a watershed victory over Calakmul, Tikal’s greatest
rival. Stela 16 depicts Jasaw Chan K’awiil. From the
Peabody Museum expedition to Tikal, UPM Image
#228291. Photos 1, 2, 7 by Kenneth Garrett; photos 3,
4, 5, 6 by Robert Sharer; photo 8 by Penn Museum.
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Tikal Project (top), Simon Martin (bottom)

In Pre-Columbian times war captives were
highly prized by the Maya. This portrait of a
captive of Jasaw Chan K’awiil, king of Tikal
(ca. 734 CE), was found in his tomb excavated
by the Penn Museum’s Tikal Project.

kingdoms and the beginning of the transformations that define
the Postclassic period. The Postclassic saw a revival of Maya
civilization beginning by ca. 900 CE and was cut short by the
Spanish Conquest (1524–1697 CE). Over this span, uncounted
generations of Maya people lived in villages, towns, and cities
from the southern coastal plain and mountainous highlands of
Chiapas and Guatemala, to the tropical lowlands of northern
Guatemala, Belize, and Yucatan. The Maya created a sophisticated agricultural system, supplemented by forest, river,
and seashore resources, to support a population that reached
into the tens of millions. Archaeology has revealed this agricultural infrastructure, well adapted to varied highland and
lowland environments. Excavated canals show that irrigation
was employed in the highland Valley of Guatemala by the
Middle Preclassic and expanded during the Late Preclassic. The
lowlands hold extensive remnants of raised fields and drainage
canals that made swampy land productive, and expanses of terraces that did the same for hilly terrain. Research has identified
the agricultural bounty from crops like maize, beans, squashes,
manioc, chili peppers, and cacao, along with domesticated turkeys, and cotton for skillfully woven clothing and textiles.
Ancient Maya society was founded on ties of kinship,
class, and community. Every Maya polity was composed of
an array of communities, large and small. The largest cities
served as the capitals of independent kingdoms, containing

the most elaborate temples, palaces, markets, causeways, reservoirs, and plazas. Lowland cities were mostly constructed
of masonry; highland cities favored adobe and timber. In all
Maya cities, hundreds to thousands of houses of the common
people were constructed of adobe or pole and thatch.
In peacetime, these capitals and their people prospered
from trade networks that connected them with other kingdoms. Many polities were also linked by alliances, activated
during times of war. Yet these alliances never spurred development of a Maya empire, for the winners seldom absorbed
defeated capitals and their inhabitants. Maya warfare was
all about humbling foes and their gods to gain prestige and
tribute. Capturing enemies was far more important than killing them. Families of the winners often adopted captives,
although nobles and kings were sometimes sacrificed in ceremonies celebrating victories.
Archaeology provides evidence for Maya kings during the
Late Preclassic era (by 400 BCE) (see page 28). With origins in
the Middle Preclassic, the site of Kaminaljuyu—now mostly
beneath Guatemala City—was the largest highland capital during the Late Preclassic. It produced many beautifully
carved monuments, some with hieroglyphic texts. The largest
known lowland Preclassic capital was El Mirador, located in
northern Guatemala. El Mirador had an extensive network of
causeways and contained several of the largest temples ever
built by the Maya. It rose to power by 500
BCE and fell by 250 CE.
Our knowledge of Classic
lowland Maya kingdoms
has been vastly increased
by deciphered royal
texts that allow us to
combine historical and
archaeological information. Classic Maya kings
were members of royal
houses and dynasties of
successive ancestral rulers. One of the greatest
Classic period kingdoms
was Tikal, which appears to
have founded client kingdoms
The Calakmul king Yuknoom Ch’een II
throughout the Early Classic
(“Yuknoom the Great”), depicted here,
lowlands. Tikal’s power was
defeated Tikal three times during his
reign of 50 years (636–686 CE).
eclipsed after its defeat in 562 CE
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by an alliance led by the Kaan or Kan (Snake) kingdom. For
over a century thereafter the Kaan alliance, led by the Calakmul
king Yuknoom Ch’een II (636–686 CE), ruled supreme in the
lowlands. But in 695 CE Tikal’s king Jasaw Chan K’awiil (682–
734 CE) defeated Calakmul and regained its former power
before beginning a long decline after ca. 800 CE.
During the Terminal Classic period, overpopulation,
reduced food production from depleted environments, warfare, and periodic droughts brought famine, disease, violence,
and the abandonment of lowland cities by people seeking a
better life elsewhere. These changes undermined the authority
of traditional Maya kings and led to the collapse of most Classic
kingdoms. Yet some kingdoms hung on and even prospered
in this changing environment. Chichen Itza in Yucatan was
the paragon of this development, and for about two centuries
this city headed one of the largest and most prosperous states
in Mesoamerica. It did so by advancing the authority of an
elite council over the king, since royalty was discredited by the
failures of most Maya polities. Yet Chichen Itza also ultimately
failed, taking with it the last vestiges of the Classic era.
The Postclassic period was ushered in by a series of new
states with transformed economic, political, and religious
institutions. The new economy was based on utilitarian commodities such as salt, cotton, and obsidian rather than traditional prestige goods. The new political order was based on
rule by councils instead of kings. The new religious order
emphasized household ritual and pan-Mesoamerican deities
that replaced monumental temples, mass spectacles, and the
patron gods of Maya kings. Postclassic states prospered in the
highlands and along the lowland coasts, controlling new seacoast trade. One of the most successful states was Mayapan,
a less ostentatious northern capital that replaced Chichen
Itza. Mayapan’s success was built on the heritage of Chichen
Itza and by promoting an economy based on utilitarian commodities. This spurred the growth of mercantile elites and the
middle class that managed the new economy. Mayapan fell a
century before the arrival of the Spaniards, who began conquering a mosaic of Postclassic polities in 1524 CE. After more
than a century of bitter conflict, the Spanish defeated the last
independent Maya states in 1697 CE.
Although Maya kings and kingdoms have vanished,
archaeologists and epigraphers have revealed much about
their civilization. During their heyday, Maya rulers advertised
their achievements with carved portraits on monuments and
ordered the construction of splendid palaces and temples.
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Carved texts provide evidence for the reconstruction of the
Maya political system as it developed during the Classic period.
The decipherment of these texts has revealed the events and
histories of Classic Maya kingdoms, along with their creation
myths and religious practices.
We know far more about the elites of ancient Maya society than the more numerous common people. Archaeological
research has favored polity capitals, along with the elaborate
artifacts produced for the elite—carved jades, painted pottery,
mirrors, and scepters. Classic Maya inscriptions are even more
exclusive to the upper echelons of society. Recently discovered
murals at Calakmul are unique in depicting merchants and
other non-elite individuals with glyphs labeling their activities (e.g. “salt person”). Otherwise Maya texts and portrayals are all about kings and elites, not other members of Maya
society. Fortunately today far more archaeology is devoted to
non-elites. A more balanced view of Maya civilization comes
from excavations of the settlements of the common people
and smaller administrative centers without the trappings of
royal power.
Interest in the “collapse” of Maya civilization, or descriptions of disease and destruction wrought by the Spanish
Conquest, has led some people to believe that the Maya have
disappeared. But the Maya did not vanish with the downfall of
their Preclassic kingdoms, or from the more profound decline
at the end of the Classic period. The Spanish Conquest ended
Maya civilization, but the Maya people survived this trauma
and 500 years of subsequent oppression. Today, several million Maya people continue to live in their ancient homeland
and have retained their culture, their Mayan languages, and
many of their traditions.
robert sharer is Shoemaker Professor Emeritus, Department of Anthropology, University of Pennsylvania, and Curator
Emeritus, American Section, Penn Museum.
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1 Chichen Itza, in the northern lowlands of Yucatan, Mexico, was the capital of one of the
largest and most powerful Maya kingdoms at the end of the Classic period (ca. 850–1100 CE).
El Castillo is shown here. 2 Mayapan was the last of the powerful northern Maya capitals,
ruling over much of Yucatan for some 250 years during the Postclassic period (ca. 1200–1450
CE). 3 Murals at Calakmul, discovered in 2005, illustrate everyday life among the ancient
Maya. The color of the murals is still vivid, as the paintings were buried for hundreds of years.
4 Markets were the nexus of economic activity for the ancient Maya and continue to
flourish in highland Maya towns today. 5 Traditional Maya rituals, such as burning copal
resin incense and making flower offerings, continue today in both household and public
settings. 6 More opportunities are available to the Maya today, as evidenced by these 2005
graduates from the Altiplano Campus of the Universidad del Valle de Guatemala, located
in the heart of the Maya highlands. 7 Modern Maya rituals may be based on stories or
myths from the past. Here, a participant in a public ceremony wears a jaguar headdress
decorated with flowers, as he plays a flute. His face is decorated with black circles, perhaps
imprinted with a modern container. Photos 1, 5, 6 by Robert Sharer; photo 2 by Marilyn
Masson; photo 3 by Kenneth Garrett, courtesy of the Proyecto Arqueológico Calakmul,
Ramón Carrasco, Director; photo 7 by Kenneth Garrett; photo 4 by Jane Hickman.
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