
Mighty Mayans 
Who were the Mayans? 

The ancient Maya were a civilisation that 

lived from 2000BC to around 1500AD. They 

lived in Mesoamerica, which is now known as 

Southern Mexico and Central America.  

They were an extremely successful civilisation 

and were highly advanced in writing, art and 

science for their time.  

The Mayan empire was organised into city 

states. Each city state was ruled by a king or 

priest.  

Mayan temples and pyramids can still be 

seen today in the jungles of central America. 

Key vocabulary: 
 

Agriculture: The act of farming: growing crops 

and rearing animals.  

Architecture: The design and construction of 

buildings. 

Civilisation: The society, culture and way of 

life of a particular area. 

Hieroglyphics: A system of writing using       

pictorial symbols instead of words. 

Maize: Maize, also known as corn, is a cereal 

grain. 

Mesoamerica: The region of central America 

where the Maya lived. 

Pok-ta-pok: A fast-paced ball game played 

in the Mayan times. 

Pyramids: Steep buildings to celebrate gods 

or perform sacrifices.  

Sacrifice: Giving of ‘gifts’ to the gods, often 

killing animals or letting blood. 

Settlement: A place where people establish a 

community. 

Temple: A building devoted to the worship of 

a god or gods. 

Worship: To have or show a strong feeling of 

respect and admiration for a god. 

The Mayan number system 

The Maya used only a few symbols 

for numbers. Their system was 

based around the number 20 and 

they were one of the first people to 

use the number zero. 

Numbers up to 4 were represented with dots, then groups of 5 

were represented with a bar. For numbers over 20, groups of 20 

were represented with place value but this worked up rather 

than going to the left. So, the number 27 looked like: 

One group of 20: 
 

2 ones and one group of 5: 

Mayan gods 

The Maya believed in and worshipped a number of different gods. They believed that the gods had a good side and a bad side and that they could help or hurt them. 

The Maya would dance, sing and sometimes make offerings of blood to the gods to demonstrate their respect and loyalty. 

Itzamna 

One of the       

creator gods. 

Inventor of      

writing. 

Patron of       

learning. 

Ix Chel 

Goddess of childbirth,     

healing, weaving and the 

Moon. 

Wife of Itzamna and the 

mother of many gods. 

Capable of causing floods 

and destruction. 

Yum Kaax 

God of maize. 

Important as the Maya diet 

was 80% maize and they   

relied on the harvest being 

successful. 

Humans were created from 

maize dough by the gods. 

Chac 

Brought the rain needed 

to make crops grow. 

Created storms,  thunder 

and lightning. 

Caused wars and human 

sacrifice. 

Kimi 

Death god. 

What happened to the Mayans? 

There are many theories about what actually ended the Mayan 

reign: 

 One idea is a shortage of farmland. Because the Maya     

depended heavily on farming maize, the land would         

become exhausted after a while and this could have       

become a big problem.  

 There was a drought in Mesoamerica between 800 - 1000BC 

which would have affected the Maya greatly. 

 Another theory is that when invaders began to take over the 

cities, the Maya people realised their rulers weren’t actually 

godlike and lost faith in them. This made it hard for the rulers 

to maintain order and most Maya simply moved away or 

died in battle. 


