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Vocabulary Sticky Knowledge 

 
A person who is related to you and who 
lived a long time ago 

The Maya are a civilisation that developed in what is now Mexico, 
Guatemala and Belize. The Mayan civilisation began in 2000BC and 
lasted until the Spanish colonised this area in around 1500AD. The 
Maya are a living civilisation and there are more than 8 million Maya 
living in Mesoamerica. 

Religion was very important to the Maya and they had many gods, who 
all had a good and a bad side. The most supreme god was Itzamná, the 
creator god. Many gods looked after an aspect of life, such as Chac, 
the rain god and K’inich Ahau the sun god. 

The Maya believed that priests could communicate directly with the 
gods and they observed the moon, stars, sun and planets to divine 
the future. Priests would perform ceremonies (including sacrifices) to 
please the gods and Kings were thought to turn into gods after they died. They believed the world was divided 
into three parts (Heaven, Earth and the Underworld), linked together by a giant world tree. 

The Maya created a complex writing system of hieroglyphs. It’s made up of signs (logograms) that represent  
words or ideas such as shield or jaguar and other signs (syllabograms) that represent sounds in the form of single 
syllables. This writing was recorded in codices, or folding books, but many of these were destroyed. 

Their numerical system consisted of dots (1) and lines (5) whereby 2 lines and a dot make 11. The Maya understood 
the concept of zero. 

Merchants drove their human caravans along roads, down rivers and around coasts to trade with fellow Maya 
and other Mesoamericans. The geography was so varied that they relied on trade to get the things they needed, 
from maize, fish and salt to stingray spines (used for bloodletting) and valuable stones such as jade and 
obsidian. Cacao, jade and feathers were used as currency. 

The Maya used ‘slash and burn’, ‘terrace’ and ‘raised field’ 
techniques to grow crops through the year and in all  conditions, and 
they dug cenotes for water. Cacao and corn were especially 
significant crops. 

Around 900AD, the civilisation declined and southern cities were 
abandoned. Historians and archaeologists do not  understand exactly 
why, though have suggested  drought,  over-farming, disease, 
endemic warfare, mistrust of leaders or overpopulation. 

 
An object made by a person that has a 
special historical value and can teach 
us about history 

 
A human society with a well-developed 
culture and way of life, living in a 
particular period of time 

 
When a country invades another, settles 
there and takes control of the native 
population 

 

(singular / plural) A book written by the 
Maya in hieroglyphs. Most were 
destroyed 

 
To become smaller, less or fewer. The 
Maya declined in 900AD 

 
To clear a large area of trees, for 
building or agriculture 

 
Corn, a staple and sacred crop to the 
Maya. Hun Hunahpu was the maize 
god 

Mesoamerica A historical region in southern North 
America. Derived from the Greek 
meaning ‘middle America’ 

noble Belonging to a higher rank in social 
society from birth 

 
A Mayan ball game, played as a ritual 
for the gods 

 
To kill an animal or person and offer 
them to the gods as a gift 
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The Maya Locality Exciting Books! 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

  What will we learn? 

Friendship For raising awareness of current global cultures 

Compassion  For greater understanding of current world cultures 

Respect For different cultures and civilisations 

Courage For travel and trade 


