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Who are 

the 
Mayans?

The Maya are native Americans of Mesoamerica, who built a great civilisation in the 
tropical rainforest that lasted for over 2000 years. The earliest settlements were built 
in around 2000 BC to the peak of Maya civilsation between 250 - 900 AD. Suddenly, in 
900 AD, many significant Maya settlements were abandoned, however some cities like 
Chichén Itzà still thrived.  At its peak, the Mayan civilisation had 40 cities and almost 2 

million people. All Maya shared a similar culture and religion, but each city governed 
itself and had its own ruler. The cities never came together to form a single empire. 

Mayan Kings were constantly at war with one another, fighting for tribute and prisoners 
to sacrifice to the gods.

Knowledge Organiser: The Mayans

2000 BC
Maya civilsation 

starts in 
Mesoamerica.

800 BC
Village farming and 

trade becomes 
established.

400 BC
First solar 

calendars to be 
invented.

500 BC
Maya develops 

own 
Hieroglyphics

300 BC
Cities become 

centres for trade and 
Kings begin to rule.

100 BC
Develop building of 

stone buildings 
including pyramids.

900 AD
Decline of Mayan 

Cities due to drought 
in the rainforest.

1500 
AD

The Spanish 
arrived and 
set out to 
conquer 

Maya.

Did you know? The Mayans were expert mathematicians 
and astronomers and used their expertise to make 
calendars. This informed them of when to plant and 
harvest their crops and make sacrifices to the gods.

The maya were the only major american civilisation to 
develop a writing system to represent their spoken 
language. It had 500 symbols or glyphs to represent 

words/ideas.

What sacrifices do others make for me?

Mercy Sacrifice Spirituality Peace



Key Vocabulary  
Abandoned Left for a long time.

Artefact An object that is made from a person, such as a tool or 
decoration, particularly of historical interest. 

Astronomer Someone who studies the planets and the stars. 

Civilisation An organised society with its own culture and way of life, 
existing in a particular area over a particular period of time.

Drought A long  period of abnormally low rainfall, leading to a shortage 
of water.

Hieroglyphics Symbols or pictures used to represent words.

Mesoamerica A historical region and cultural area of North America, now 
known as modern day Mexico and Central America. 

Sacrifice To kill an animal or person in a religious ceremony 

Settlements A place, typically one that has previously been uninhabited, 
where people establish a community.

Tribute An act, statement or gift, that is intended to show gratitude, 
respect or admiration. 

As well an inventing their own writing system. The 
mayans also invented their own written number system. 
Can you find the pattern in the system to work out how 

the number 20 is written?

Chichén Itzá is a  city built by the Maya located in Mexico and its 
remains (like  ball court and Temple of the Serpent) tell us about 

what Mayan civilisation may have been like. Stone artefacts, 
writing and remains of cities like Chichén Itzá in Mexico show us 

what Mayan civilisation was like. 

TOP FUN MAYAN FACTS:
1. We have the Mayans to thank for the 

invention of chocolate - yum yum!

2. The Maya are still living today: half of the 

population of Guatemala are Mayan.

3. Flattening your forehead was seen as 
beautiful and fashionable!

4. Both Mayan men and women would get 

tattoos: men would usually wait until after 

they were married. After the formal 

ceremony, they would tattoo their arms, 

legs, backs and faces. Women would get 

smaller tattoos on their upper body.

5. Mayans were one of the first civilsations 

to use saunas. They were used for healing 
purposes. 


