
T H E  I N  A  H U R R Y  S E R I E S

The Maya
in a Hurry

Calendars, glyphs, and the cities in the jungle

Max Brocklesby



B O O K S I N A H U R RY.C O M



Contents

The Whole Thing in One Page ...................................................................................  4

Why You Should Care .......................................................................................................  7

The Core Ideas .....................................................................................................................  10

How It Actually Works ...................................................................................................  29

What People Get Wrong ...............................................................................................  41

Use It ............................................................................................................................................  49

Terms ...........................................................................................................................................  56

Go Deeper ...............................................................................................................................  63

Notes and Sources ..........................................................................................................  65

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................  87



The Whole Thing in One Page

The Maya did not live in one empire, and they did not disappear
when  their  most  famous  cities  failed.  They  built  a  civilisation
across what are now southern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize and parts
of  Honduras and El  Salvador,  in  environments ranging from wet
lowland forest to dry northern plains and volcanic highlands. Hun‐
dreds of kingdoms and communities rose within that space over
more  than  two thousand years.  They shared related languages,
gods,  calendars,  writing,  artistic conventions and a dependence
upon maize,  but  they  did  not  share  one  permanent  ruler.  Tikal
could become powerful without becoming Rome.

The first large ceremonial centres appeared long before the period
usually  called  Classic  Maya  civilisation,  which  ran  roughly  from
250 to 900 CE. By then cities such as Tikal, Calakmul, Palenque
and Copán contained towering temples, carved monuments, royal
courts, reservoirs, roads and broad zones of households and cul‐
tivation. The forest makes them look isolated today. They were not.
Survey and LiDAR mapping have revealed built environments ex‐
tending  far  beyond  the  monumental  centres,  where  farmers,
craftspeople,  traders  and  labourers  sustained  populations  that
kings preferred to describe as audiences for kings.

Maya rulers placed themselves inside sacred time. Scribes recor‐
ded births, accessions, marriages, wars, captives and rituals in a
writing  system  combining  word  signs  with  signs  for  syllables.
Dates could reach backwards into myth and forwards into calcu‐
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lated futures, tying one king’s ceremony to a universe ordered long
before his dynasty existed. This was intellectual achievement and
political advertising at once. The inscriptions are exceptionally in‐
formative because scholars can now read much of them. They are
also  partial  because  rulers  did  not  commission  monuments  to
explain taxation from the farmer’s side.

Politics was competitive and often violent.  Kingdoms made alli‐
ances,  demanded tribute,  captured nobles and destroyed rivals.
Tikal and Calakmul led opposing networks without either creating
a stable Maya-wide state. Royal success depended upon harvests,
water,  labour  and  the  continued  belief  that  the  dynasty  could
keep relations with gods, ancestors and neighbouring powers in
working  order.  When drought,  warfare,  population  pressure  and
political breakdown struck together in parts of the southern low‐

lands  during  the  eighth  and  ninth  centuries,  that  arrangement
became difficult to maintain.

The collapse was real. Courts ended, monument carving stopped
and several major centres lost much of their population. It was not
one event everywhere, and it was not the death of Maya civilisa‐
tion.  Northern  centres  such  as  Chichén  Itzá  prospered,  later
powers rose at Mayapán and elsewhere, and Maya communities
continued through shifting trade, new forms of government and
the  arrival  of  the  Spanish  in  the  sixteenth  century.  Conquest
brought war, forced conversion, exploitation and epidemic disease
on a devastating scale. It still did not make the Maya past tense.
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The ruins are therefore a beginning and a trap. They preserve the
kingdoms that failed more visibly than the people who adapted.
Around thirty Maya languages are still spoken, Maya communities
still  inhabit  the  region,  and  ancient  practices  survive  through
change rather than untouched repetition.

The cities were abandoned. The civilisation was not.

That is the book.
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Why You Should Care

Search for Tikal on your phone. The first images will probably show
two stone temples rising above an ocean of  trees,  with  howler
monkeys somewhere outside the frame and no city in sight. The
picture is beautiful and badly misleading. Tikal was not a ceremo‐
nial island surrounded by unused jungle. It was the monumental
centre of a broad urban world containing homes, reservoirs, roads,
fields and neighbourhoods whose remains now sit beneath forest.
LiDAR survey has made that hidden scale easier to see, but the
forest was never proof that nobody had built there. It was what
happened after people left, died or moved.

That distinction matters because ruins teach a powerful but lazy
lesson: civilisations rise, build impressive things, then collapse and
vanish.  The  Maya  appear  to  fit  it  perfectly.  Their  temples  are
empty, their royal courts ended and many southern lowland cities
lost most of their population during the eighth and ninth centur‐
ies. Yet the neat sequence breaks as soon as you ask where the
people  went.  Some  communities  dispersed  into  smaller  settle‐
ments, some regions continued, and later Maya states flourished
elsewhere.  The  collapse  ended  particular  political  and  urban
systems. It did not erase Maya society.

This changes how you read almost any historical failure. A capital
can fall while families, languages, farming practices, markets and
religious communities survive. A dynasty can disappear while the
people it ruled adapt to another centre. Archaeology tends to pre‐
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serve stone platforms better than household decisions, so aban‐
doned capitals dominate the story and successful dispersal looks
like silence. The question should not be only,  “Why did the city
fail?”  Ask  what  continued  beyond  the  city,  who  carried  it  and
whether  leaving  was  itself  a  form  of  survival.  A  population
abandoning an unsustainable centre may look like collapse from
the palace and sensible relocation from the household.

The  Maya  also  matter  because  they  expose  the  difference
between political unity and civilisation. There was no lasting Maya
empire. Tikal, Calakmul, Palenque, Copán and many smaller king‐
doms competed, allied, paid tribute and fought without one ruler
becoming emperor of all Maya peoples. Shared writing, calendars,
religious ideas and artistic forms crossed those boundaries. Polit‐
ical fragmentation was normal, not a waiting period before some‐
body finally created the proper state.  That makes Maya history
useful whenever maps encourage you to mistake one colour for
one society. It also stops “advanced civilisation” from becoming a
compliment  reserved  for  peoples  who  eventually  centralised
themselves.

The subject is alive in the present. Millions of Maya people live in
Mesoamerica and elsewhere,  and around thirty Maya languages
remain in use. Contemporary communities are not museum exhib‐
its preserving an untouched Classic past, but neither are they un‐
related populations living beside convenient ruins. Languages, ag‐
riculture, ritual, land and historical memory continued through mi‐
gration,  Spanish  conquest,  forced  labour,  conversion,  epidemic
disease and modern national borders. Calling the Maya extinct is
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not a harmless error of tense. It removes living people from their
own history.

This is why the Maya are not a niche archaeological puzzle. They
test whether history can see past its own most photogenic evid‐
ence.

There are hard limits.  Archaeologists infer  population,  food pro‐
duction and abandonment from incomplete material remains. Roy‐
al inscriptions show what rulers wanted carved, not what farmers
thought. Colonial texts were produced amid conquest and conver‐
sion, while modern Maya communities are diverse and cannot be
used  as  direct  copies  of  ancient  society.  Continuity  must  be
demonstrated,  not  assumed  because  an  ancient  image  and  a
modern practice happen to resemble one another.

The ruins are evidence. They are not the whole people.
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The Core Ideas

1. The Jungle Is Hiding a Built World

Walk into Tikal today and the temples appear as interruptions in
the forest. Stone rises above ceiba, mahogany and palms, howler
monkeys  carry  on  from somewhere  beyond  the  plaza,  and  the
modern  path  leads  from  one  cleared  monument  to  another
through vegetation that feels older than the buildings. The obvious
conclusion  is  that  Maya  civilisation  consisted  of  ceremonial  is‐
lands scattered through wilderness. It is also wrong. The trees are
not the untouched setting in which the Maya happened to build.
Much of  what now looks like jungle grew over houses,  terraces,
roads,  quarries,  reservoirs,  gardens  and  fields  after  populations
declined or moved.

Traditional  excavation encouraged the mistake because archae‐
ologists began with the things easiest to find and most rewarding
to clear: pyramids, palaces, carved monuments and tombs. Those
structures mattered, but they were the civic and royal centre of a
much wider settlement. Decades of survey had already revealed
households extending well beyond the plazas. Airborne laser scan‐
ning, usually called LiDAR, then made the scale difficult to ignore.
Pulses of light fired from aircraft can penetrate gaps in the canopy
and  measure  the  ground  beneath  it.  A  major  survey  of  2,144
square kilometres in northern Guatemala identified extensive set‐
tlement, roads, defensive works and agricultural modification on a
scale  incompatible  with  the  old  picture  of  small  ceremonial
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centres surrounded by lightly occupied forest. LiDAR did not dis‐
cover a lost civilisation. It exposed how much of the known one
archaeology had been walking over.

Maya cities were often low-density and agrarian. That sounds like
a polite way of denying they were cities, because modern readers
expect an urban boundary, packed streets and a countryside that
begins when the houses stop. The Maya arrangement was differ‐
ent.  Monumental  precincts,  elite compounds,  commoner house‐
holds, orchards, milpas, water systems and patches of managed
vegetation could extend across broad areas.  Population density
varied  sharply,  and  no  one  model  fits  Tikal,  Caracol,  Calakmul,
Chunchucmil  or the highland centres equally.  Yet the pattern is
clear enough: food production was not always outside the city. It
ran through it.

The forest is not the opposite of a city. It is what grew after one.

This arrangement made environmental management part of urban
government. Much of the central lowlands lacks permanent rivers
and depends upon a marked wet and dry season. Cities captured
rainfall in reservoirs, modified natural depressions, plastered sur‐
faces to channel runoff and managed water at both monumental
and household scales. In hilly regions, terraces slowed erosion and
created  planting  surfaces.  Wetlands  could  be  drained  or  re‐
shaped. Forests were not merely cleared; useful trees, soils and
water were managed in combinations that differed by region. The
word jungle encourages the reader to imagine one undifferenti‐
ated green problem. Maya farmers knew dozens of local ones.
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The built world was therefore larger than its masonry. A temple re‐
quired quarrying, lime production, timber, transport, food and la‐
bour. A reservoir required maintenance after the dedication cere‐
mony had finished. A road linked political and economic zones but
did not feed the people walking along it.  Royal centres concen‐
trated  spectacle,  yet  their  survival  depended  upon  ordinary
households distributed through the city and beyond it. The Maya
city was not a stone machine imposed upon nature. It was a nego‐
tiated arrangement of settlement, cultivation and water, impress‐
ive enough to support monuments and vulnerable enough that a
failed rainy season could become political news.

2. There Was Never One Maya Empire

The singular word “Maya” creates an empire in the reader’s head
before the history begins. The Romans had Rome, the Aztecs had
Tenochtitlan, and surely the Maya must have had a capital whose
rulers organised the rest. They did not. Maya civilisation contained
many polities,  usually centred on royal  courts and cities whose
rulers claimed sacred authority, fought neighbours, arranged mar‐
riages  and  intervened  in  the  successions  of  weaker  kingdoms.
Some became regional powers. None created a durable bureau‐
cracy governing the whole Maya world.

Classic-period inscriptions commonly identify rulers with the title
k’uhul ajaw, often translated as holy lord or divine king, and associ‐
ate  them with  emblem glyphs  linked to  particular  dynasties  or
polities. The exact political meaning of those signs has been re‐
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fined as decipherment has advanced,  but they reveal  a field of
named  royal  houses  rather  than  one  imperial  hierarchy.  A  city
could acknowledge an overlord while  retaining its  own dynasty,
court and local administration. Power moved through relationships
between rulers, vassals, allies and subordinate lords, not through
provinces laid out from one capital. Borders were often zones of
influence rather than lines surveyed in stone.

Tikal and the Kaanul, or Snake, dynasty offer the nearest thing to a
great-power system. During the sixth and seventh centuries CE,
rulers  associated  first  with  Dzibanche  and  later  Calakmul  as‐
sembled a network of allied and subordinate kingdoms that con‐
strained Tikal. In 562, Tikal suffered a major defeat recorded in the
inscriptions,  followed by a  long interruption in  its  public  monu‐
ment sequence. Calakmul’s rulers did not annex Tikal and station a
Maya governor-general  there.  They altered the balance by sup‐
porting clients, arranging relationships and making rival dynasties
acknowledge their standing. Tikal later recovered, defeated Calak‐
mul in 695 and rebuilt its own network. The result resembles com‐

petitive hegemony more than empire. Power could be extensive
without becoming uniform.

Marriage  made  part  of  the  machinery.  Royal  women  moved
between courts, creating links whose political importance is often
easier to see than their  own wishes.  Captured heirs,  sponsored
accessions  and  visiting  nobles  appear  in  texts.  Smaller  polities
were not passive pieces. They could change sides, use one great
power against  another  or  strengthen local  rank through associ‐
ation with an overlord. Some centres also show evidence for coun‐

13



cils or distributed authority alongside kingship, and not every part
of  the Maya region used the same royal  title.  “Maya politics”  is
therefore a category, not a constitution.

Fragmentation carried costs. Rival courts spent labour on monu‐
ments, warfare and displays intended to outrank one another. Alli‐
ances widened local disputes. A defeat could end a dynasty or re‐
duce a city’s access to trade, tribute and prestige. Yet fragmenta‐
tion also prevented one failed capital from ending the civilisation.
When Tikal weakened, Calakmul rose. When both declined, other
centres continued. Northern Yucatán followed its own political se‐
quence, and highland Maya states remained outside the Classic
lowland  rivalry.  There  was  no  central  throne  to  inherit  and  no
central state to collapse.

This  matters  because  readers  often  measure  political  develop‐
ment by the distance between plurality and empire. A civilisation
of competing kingdoms appears unfinished, as though the Maya
spent centuries almost discovering Rome. That standard confuses
one political outcome with political intelligence. Maya rulers cre‐
ated alliances, subordinate hierarchies, diplomatic marriages, trib‐
ute relationships and ideological  claims capable of  reaching far
beyond their  capitals.  They understood large-scale power.  They
did not turn it into one permanent state.

Tikal  could  dominate  neighbours,  but  it  could  not  become the
Maya capital because “the Maya” was not an office waiting to be
filled.
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3. Kings Wrote Themselves into Time

For much of the twentieth century, Maya inscriptions were praised
as calendars while their history remained unread. Scholars could
identify dates and astronomical calculations,  but many believed
the signs recorded priestly thought rather than politics,  or  that
the script was too pictorial to encode spoken language fully. That
picture collapsed through the work of several generations, includ‐
ing the decisive recognition that many signs carried phonetic val‐
ues. Maya writing is logosyllabic:  it  combines signs representing
whole words with signs representing syllables. Scribes could spell,
abbreviate, substitute and play with form. The carved blocks that
once looked like divine crossword puzzles began naming people,
places and actions.

The result was not a minor translation advance. It returned history
to named rulers. Inscriptions record births, accessions, parentage,
marriages,  deaths,  captures,  victories,  rituals and visits between
courts. They identify overlords and subordinates. They show dyn‐
asties counting backwards to founders and locating present cere‐
monies within long chains of time. The script survives on stelae,
stairways, altars, lintels, ceramics, shells, bones and the four gener‐
ally  accepted pre-Hispanic  screenfold  books  that  escaped de‐
struction and decay. Most books did not. Maya scribes wrote on
perishable  materials  in  a  wet  climate,  then Spanish clergy des‐
troyed  many  of  the  manuscripts  that  remained.  The  surviving
stone is an archive selected by weather and conquest.
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Maya dates used several interlocking systems. The 260-day ritual
count  and  365-day  solar  calendar  combined  into  a  Calendar
Round of roughly fifty-two years. The Long Count numbered days
from a mythic starting point, allowing an event to be fixed across
spans far beyond a human life. Period endings became occasions
for rulers to perform ceremonies and raise monuments. Maya as‐
tronomers tracked visible cycles of the Sun, Moon, Venus and oth‐
er bodies with formidable precision, but the achievement is often
turned into a modern science competition and stripped of pur‐
pose. Observation served ritual scheduling, divination, agriculture
and royal authority. A ruler who completed the proper act on the
proper date demonstrated that his court remained aligned with an
ordered cosmos.

The famous date in December 2012 exposed how badly this sys‐
tem  can  be  translated  into  modern  appetite.  A  major  cycle
reached completion. The world did not. Maya inscriptions refer to
dates beyond it, and no credible reading predicted global destruc‐
tion. The apocalypse was produced by outsiders who took a cal‐
endar they did not understand and improved it with a deadline.
The Maya counted time deeply. They did not run out of it.

Writing was also material power. A stela did not merely carry in‐
formation. Its scale, placement, carving and dedication made royal
history occupy a plaza. Ceramic vessels named owners, contents,
artists  or  gifting  occasions  and  moved  through  elite  networks.
Hieroglyphic  stairways  made  defeated  enemies  and  dynastic
claims  part  of  the  architecture  under  a  visitor’s  feet.  Text  and
image were composed together, not added as caption and illustra‐

16



tion. Literacy was probably concentrated among trained special‐
ists and elites, although the extent of wider recognition is difficult
to measure. Many viewers may not have read every sign while still
understanding the ruler, captive, date and ritual being displayed.

This is where the archive turns against itself. The inscriptions are
rich because kings wanted their histories remembered, and distor‐
ted for exactly the same reason. They identify royal mothers and
defeated  rivals  more  readily  than  farmers,  builders  or  market
sellers. They describe capture without recording the village burnt
on the route. A monument hiatus may signal political disruption,
but archaeology can show continued occupation beneath the si‐
lence. Tikal’s long break in dated monuments after 562 once ap‐
peared to prove urban decline; excavation complicates the equa‐
tion  between  no  carved  royal  dates  and  no  city  life.  The  king
stopped  speaking  in  stone.  The  population  did  not  necessarily
stop living.

Writing lets us meet Maya rulers with unusual precision. It does
not let them speak for everybody.

4. Maize, Water and Labour Made the Monument

A Maya ruler could claim descent from gods and ancestors, but
neither  supplied  lunch.  The  civilisation  rested upon households
producing food, raising children, making cloth and pottery, main‐
taining  buildings,  carrying  goods  and  meeting  obligations  to
people above them. Maize was the staple and a central substance
of Maya identity, joined by beans, squash, chillies, manioc, fruits,
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cacao and many other cultivated or gathered foods. Diet varied by
region, status and season. The maize field matters because it sup‐
ported the court,  not  because every Maya meal  was the same
bowl.

Agriculture was more diverse than the old caricature of shifting
slash-and-burn cultivation exhausting the forest.  Milpa systems
could rotate crops and fallow,  while  terraces,  raised or  drained
fields, household gardens, orchards and wetland management in‐
tensified production where conditions allowed. Farmers selected
among soils, slopes and rainfall patterns rather than applying one
Maya technique from Copán to northern Yucatán. Geospatial work
maps differing crop potentials around centres, while LiDAR reveals
terraces and field boundaries whose scale was difficult to recog‐
nise from the ground. Ancient farmers did not defeat tropical eco‐
logy. They learned where it could be pushed and where the cost
arrived later.

Water divided the region as sharply as food. Some cities stood
near  lakes,  rivers  or  springs.  Many major  lowland centres relied
heavily upon seasonal rainfall stored through reservoirs and smal‐
ler facilities. Plastered plazas and roofs directed runoff;  quarries
could be converted into household reservoirs after stone extrac‐
tion; dams, channels and basins required cleaning and repair. Con‐
trol of major reservoirs may have strengthened royal authority be‐
cause the court could present water security as both practical
provision and sacred stewardship.  Yet household-scale facilities
show that families also managed their own supplies. The king did
not own every cloud.
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Production extended beyond food. Households spun cotton, made
pottery and worked stone, while specialists produced fine ceram‐

ics,  shell  ornaments,  jade objects,  obsidian  blades  and painted
books. Some raw materials moved over long distances: obsidian
from highland sources, jade from the Motagua valley, marine shell
from coasts, salt from specialised zones and cacao from suitable
growing  regions.  Canoes  and  portages  connected  river,  coastal
and overland routes. No wheeled freight transport or large beasts
of  burden  carried  the  load.  Human  backs  and  boats  did  the
logistics behind royal splendour.

Older models placed most exchange under elite control because
kings and prestige goods dominate the visible record. Archaeology
now  shows  more  varied  economies.  Markets  existed  at  several
centres, chemical traces help identify areas where foods or crafts
were exchanged, and artefact distributions reveal household pro‐
duction  supplying  broader  networks.  At  Caracol,  roads,  market‐
places and production zones point to surplus household goods
moving  through  elite-administered  markets.  Other  cities  organ‐
ised exchange differently, and the balance between tribute, gifting,
barter and market transactions changed across time and place.
The Maya did not have one economy any more than they had one
kingdom.

Labour  bound it  together.  Monumental  construction  demanded
quarrying  limestone,  burning  huge  quantities  of  wood  to  make
lime plaster, hauling fill, shaping blocks and feeding workers. Some
labour may have been organised as taxation or periodic obligation;
some by households, communities or attached specialists; some
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under coercion that royal art had no reason to explain.  Building
projects created political theatre and employment while consum‐

ing resources. A ruler could renew a temple by encasing an older
one inside a larger structure,  turning generations of work into a
visible claim that his reign continued sacred history.

The monument is therefore the last stage of the process, not the
beginning. Before the king stood on the stair, somebody planted
the maize, stored the rain, fired the lime and carried the stone.

Royal history carved the dedication. Ordinary labour made it pos‐
sible.

5. War Was Part of the System

The Maya were once described as peaceful  astronomer-priests
whose civilisation declined only when violence intruded from out‐
side or corrupted a late and decadent age. The inscriptions ended
that fantasy.  So did fortifications,  weapons,  trauma, burnt build‐
ings,  defensive  earthworks  and  mass  graves.  Warfare  appears
across Maya history, from Preclassic defensive systems to Classic
dynastic  struggles,  Postclassic  fortified  centres  and  battles
against  Spanish  invaders.  The  peaceful  Maya  were  created  by
scholars who could read the dates but not the verbs.

Classic inscriptions name captures, attacks and events translated
as “star wars”, though the precise meaning and scale of that term
remain debated. Royal images show bound captives, weapons and
humiliation.  Defeated  nobles  could  be  displayed,  sacrificed,
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ransomed  or  used  to  reorder  succession.  Taking  a  king  alive
offered more political value than killing an anonymous soldier be‐
cause the captive embodied the rival dynasty’s failure. This elite
emphasis led some scholars to imagine warfare as small ceremo‐
nial raiding. Evidence now supports a wider range, from targeted
dynastic conflict to sieges, destruction and campaigns affecting
whole  populations.  The  uncertainty  lies  in  how  often  each
occurred, not in whether war mattered.

Tikal’s defeat in 562 altered the lowland balance for more than a
century. Dos Pilas began as a Tikal-linked dynasty, then became
aligned with Calakmul and helped turn the Petexbatún region into
an arena of escalating conflict. At Aguateca, rapid abandonment
preserved  weapons  and  unfinished  elite  work  inside  defensive
walls, capturing the moment when court life became militarily un‐
sustainable.  Witzná  in  Guatemala  shows  evidence  of  extensive
burning around the time an inscription elsewhere records its de‐
struction in 697. Royal language could be boastful, but archaeology
has found some of the ash behind the boast.

War  served  several  purposes.  Rulers  sought  captives,  tribute,
routes,  allies,  prestige  and  the  removal  of  rivals.  Conflict  could
enforce subordinate relationships or interrupt another city’s ac‐
cess to resources. Succession disputes invited external interven‐
tion. A smaller kingdom might become dangerous because a lar‐
ger patron stood behind it. Maya geopolitics therefore magnified
local quarrels without producing one front line. The same alliance
network that extended a great power’s reach also created more
places where it could be challenged.
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Fortifications reveal fear at different scales. Ditches, walls, hilltop
refuges and defended approaches appear in several regions, while
LiDAR has exposed large defensive systems previously hidden by
vegetation. Not every wall belongs to the same period or threat,
and a fortified city was not necessarily under permanent siege.
Still, defensive investment redirected labour from water, farming or
display and changed where people could live. War extended bey‐
ond the battle. It was the field left unplanted because the route
was unsafe and the household moved behind a wall.

Violence also affected people whom royal texts treat as scenery.
Commoners supplied warriors, porters and food. Villages could be
relocated or destroyed. Captives included women and children as
well as nobles. Skeletal evidence can reveal trauma but rarely sup‐
plies the political name of the conflict. Here the sources divide by
class: kings tell us which ruler won, bodies tell us that somebody
else absorbed the result.

Do not replace the peaceful-Maya myth with a civilisation driven
only by war. Most days were not battles, and trade, marriage, ritual
and  market  exchange  connected  rivals  even  while  conflict  re‐
mained possible. The correction is more exact. Warfare was a reg‐
ular  instrument of  politics,  embedded in  the same system that
produced astronomy, writing and art.

The  people  who  calculated  Venus  also  planned  attacks.
Intelligence does not cancel violence.
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6. The Collapse Was Real, but It Was Not One Event

Between the eighth and tenth centuries CE, many major cities in
the  southern  and  central  lowlands  lost  royal  courts,  stopped
erecting  dated monuments  and suffered severe  population  de‐
cline. Some centres were abandoned almost completely. This was
not  a  Victorian  misunderstanding  invented  because  archaeolo‐
gists disliked tropical cities. The demographic and political con‐
traction was enormous, and parts of the central lowlands did not
recover their former population before Spanish conquest. Calling
it transformation rather than collapse can correct the image of in‐
stant extinction, but it should not make the suffering polite.

The first error is singularity. There was no one Maya collapse oc‐
curring on one date across the whole region. Statistical analysis of
terminal  Long  Count  monuments  shows subregional  sequences
rather  than  a  simple  wave  moving  neatly  from  west  to  east.
Copán’s dynastic decline, the violence of the Petexbatún, contrac‐
tion  around Tikal,  changes in  Belize  and the  later  difficulties  of
northern  centres  followed  related  but  distinct  histories.  Some
places lost rulers before population. Some populations dispersed
while ritual activity continued. Chichén Itzá rose during and after
the decline of many southern cities, and Postclassic communities
occupied new political and commercial centres.

The second error is the hunt for one murderer. Severe droughts
occurred during the Terminal  Classic,  and climate records from
lake sediments and cave deposits show repeated reductions in
rainfall.  One quantitative study of sediment from Lake Chichan‐
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canab estimated annual precipitation reductions of roughly 41 to
54 per cent during drought intervals, with sharper peak reductions
possible. These numbers apply to a reconstructed regional record,
not every Maya field, and climate alone did not issue an eviction
notice  to  each  city.  Drought  became  disaster  through  the
societies it struck.

Large  populations  depended  upon  stored  seasonal  water  and
food  systems operating  close  enough  to  political  expectations.
Deforestation, soil erosion or local overuse may have reduced resi‐
lience in some regions, while other areas managed land more suc‐
cessfully.  When  harvests  failed,  rulers  faced  more  than  hunger.
Their  authority  rested  partly  upon  mediating  relations  among
people, gods, ancestors and seasonal order. A king could survive
one  bad  year.  Repeated  failure  made  tribute  harder  to  collect,
building programmes harder to justify and rivals easier to blame.

Warfare amplified the strain. Competitive courts had spent cen‐
turies building alliance systems and claims that depended upon
success. As resources tightened and dynasties weakened, conflict
could disrupt trade,  force migration and make reservoir  or field
maintenance dangerous. Political fragmentation then reduced the
capacity to coordinate responses. None of this requires rulers to
have caused every drought  or  farmers to  have believed rainfall
was  a  simple  referendum on  one  king.  It  means  environmental
pressure  entered  a  political  system  already  capable  of  turning
stress into war.
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Population movement was part of the answer. People left vulner‐
able centres for coasts, lake regions, northern Yucatán or smaller
communities. Elite systems may have failed more completely than
household practices. A city emptied because individuals and fam‐

ilies made decisions under narrowing options, not because a civil‐
isation collectively forgot how to live. Abandonment could be an
act  of  survival  even  when  the  conditions  forcing  it  were  cata‐
strophic.

The  northern  lowlands  do  not  provide  a  cheerful  exception.
Chichén Itzá became a major centre linked to maritime and inland
trade, then declined. Mayapán later organised much of northern
Yucatán through a different political arrangement before breaking
apart  in  the  fifteenth  century  amid  conflict  and  environmental
stress. Continuity did not mean immunity. It meant the geography
and timing of failure kept changing.

The honest answer is therefore unsatisfying and stronger than a
single-cause story. Drought, warfare, political competition, demo‐
graphic pressure, environmental management and economic dis‐
ruption  combined  differently  across  regions.  Their  interaction
mattered more than choosing a winner among them. The royal or‐
der became unable to carry the costs imposed upon it, and mil‐
lions of individual adaptations redrew the human map.

The collapse was not the end of the Maya. It was the end of sever‐
al ways of organising Maya life, paid for by people whose names
were not carved.
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7. The Maya Survived Their Kings

A history that ends around 900 CE mistakes the end of the most
convenient  inscriptions  for  the  end  of  the  people.  Maya  com‐

munities  continued  in  northern  Yucatán,  the  Guatemalan  high‐
lands, Belize, the Petén lakes, Chiapas and other regions. Chichén
Itzá, Mayapán, Q’umarkaj, Iximché and numerous smaller centres
belonged to later Maya history, not to a weaker epilogue after the
real  civilisation  had  gone.  Political  forms changed,  trade  routes
shifted  and  some  Classic  institutions  disappeared.  Maya  life
remained Maya without remaining Classic.

Postclassic economies became strongly connected to coastal and
maritime exchange. Salt, cacao, cotton, honey, obsidian, ceramics,
metals and other goods moved through markets and ports. Mer‐
chants and political elites linked Yucatán with central Mexico, the
Caribbean and Central America. Chichén Itzá’s art and architec‐
ture show interaction with wider Mesoamerican styles, once ex‐
plained  by  a  simple  “Toltec  invasion”  from  central  Mexico.  The
evidence supports contact, migration and shared political forms
more securely than one foreign army replacing local culture. Maya
civilisation had always changed through connection.  Postclassic
people were not the first to meet outsiders.

Spanish conquest began in the early sixteenth century and unfol‐
ded unevenly. The fall of the Aztec capital did not deliver the Maya
region as a completed parcel. Yucatec polities resisted repeated
expeditions  before  sustained  colonial  control  was  established.
Highland kingdoms fought,  negotiated and used Spanish  forces
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against rivals, then discovered that alliance did not preserve sov‐
ereignty. The Itza kingdom centred on Nojpetén in the Petén lakes
resisted until 1697. There was no single conquest because there
had never been one Maya state to surrender.

Colonial  rule  brought  epidemic  disease,  warfare,  forced  labour,
tribute,  resettlement  and  attacks  on  religious  practice.  Clergy
burnt books and sacred objects while Indigenous scribes learned
alphabetic writing and produced new records in Maya languages.
The  Popol  Wuj,  Books of  Chilam Balam,  annals,  land documents
and  petitions  preserve  histories  under  conquest,  though  each
emerged from a specific community and colonial purpose. Con‐
version did not create a clean replacement of  Maya religion by
Christianity.  Communities  adopted,  concealed,  recombined  and
contested practices while priests complained that the work was
unfinished. Their complaints are evidence.

Survival was not passive. Maya communities defended land, used
colonial courts, fled settlements, rebelled and maintained local au‐
thorities where possible.  The Caste War of Yucatán in the nine‐
teenth century created an independent Maya state at Chan Santa
Cruz for decades. In Guatemala, Maya people endured disposses‐
sion and forced labour long after formal colonial rule ended, then
suffered mass violence during the late twentieth-century civil war,
including  acts  recognised  as  genocide  against  specific  Maya
groups.  Ancient history does not explain these events by itself,
but  calling  the  Maya  extinct  makes  modern  violence  easier  to
treat as if it happened to somebody else.
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Around  thirty  Maya  languages  are  spoken  today  by  millions  of
people across southern Mexico and Central America, with com‐

munities also established elsewhere through migration. Language
vitality differs sharply. Some languages have large speaker popula‐
tions;  others are endangered.  Contemporary Maya people farm,
teach,  organise  politically,  write  literature,  practise  Christianity,
maintain or revive calendrical and ceremonial knowledge, work in
cities and use digital media. They are not survivals standing out‐
side modernity. They are modern people whose histories did not
begin when outsiders noticed the ruins.

Continuity must still  be handled with discipline. A modern cere‐
mony cannot be copied backwards unchanged into the court of
Pakal, and an ancient maize image does not prove every later com‐

munity used it in the same way. Conquest, conversion, markets,
national borders and migration transformed Maya societies. The
point is not purity. Purity is usually what outsiders demand when
deciding whether Indigenous people count as authentic.

This is the loop. The book began with a forest apparently contain‐
ing empty monuments. Archaeology revealed houses, roads, fields
and water beneath the trees. History now does the same beyond
the Classic kings. The royal courts are the visible structures. The
civilisation continued in people whose survival left fewer pyram‐

ids.

The cities failed. The dynasties ended. The Maya remained.
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How It Actually Works

Maya history  did  not  begin  with  kings standing on pyramids.  It
began  with  communities  learning  how  to  live  across  a  region
whose soils,  rainfall  and routes changed sharply over short  dis‐
tances.  Maize  had  reached  Mesoamerica  long  before  the  first
Maya cities, and by the second millennium BCE villages across the
lowlands and highlands combined cultivation,  hunting,  gathering
and  exchange.  Pottery  became  common,  households  stayed  in
place for  longer,  and communities  began turning shared labour
into public space. The first political act we can see clearly is not
conquest. It is people agreeing, or being made, to build together.

Around 1000 BCE, communities at sites such as Aguada Fénix in
Tabasco  constructed  enormous  earthen  platforms  and  formal
spaces.  The  main  plateau  at  Aguada  Fénix  was  about  1.4  kilo‐
metres long, built before archaeologists can identify the palaces
and royal monuments expected from later Maya courts. That does
not prove an equal society. It does show that large public works
preceded the fully visible institution of divine kingship. Early mo‐
numentality may have gathered communities through ceremony
before rulers learned to make every ceremony look like a ruler’s
achievement.

During  the  Middle  Preclassic,  roughly  1000 to  300 BCE,  settle‐
ments  expanded  and  common  architectural  arrangements  ap‐
peared across the lowlands. Plazas now called E-Groups placed
buildings  in  recurring  relationships  that  may have served ritual,
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calendrical and communal purposes, although no single interpret‐
ation explains every example. Exchange linked communities to ob‐
sidian, jade, shell and ideas circulating across Mesoamerica. Social
differences  sharpened.  Burials,  houses  and  access  to  valued
goods show that some families accumulated more authority and
wealth than others, while public construction made hierarchy vis‐
ible without requiring the later forest of named kings.

By the Late Preclassic, from about 300 BCE to 250 CE, Maya cities
had become impossible to dismiss as preliminary experiments. El
Mirador  and  neighbouring  centres  in  northern  Guatemala  built
huge  platforms,  pyramids,  reservoirs  and  causeways  across  a
densely organised region. At San Bartolo, murals painted around
the first century BCE joined gods, maize, sacrifice and rulership in
a visual argument whose sophistication does not need the Classic
period to complete it. Early writing appeared, rulers adopted more
exclusive  spaces,  and  monumental  architecture  became  a
machine for turning labour into authority.

Then several major Preclassic centres declined. Construction at El
Mirador largely ceased by the early centuries CE, populations shif‐
ted and some regional systems broke apart.  The causes remain
disputed and probably differed among sites. Environmental pres‐
sure, conflict, political concentration and the cost of maintaining
enormous centres all belong in the discussion. This was a collapse
before the famous collapse, which is useful because it removes
the fantasy that Maya civilisation followed one smooth ascent to‐
wards Tikal and then fell once. Political systems failed more than
once. Maya communities kept reorganising.
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The period conventionally  called Classic began around 250 CE,
when dated monuments, named dynasties and a recognisable roy‐
al political culture became especially prominent. The boundary is
an  archaeological  convenience,  not  a  morning  on  which  every
Maya community received a new calendar.  Some Classic forms
had  Preclassic  roots,  and  some  regions  changed  later.  What
altered most visibly was the density of royal evidence. Kings now
told us when they were born, who their parents were, when they
took the throne and which gods or ancestors made the result le‐
gitimate.

Tikal became one of the major Early Classic powers, but its history
was  never  sealed  from  the  wider  Mesoamerican  world.  Teoti‐
huacan, a vast city in central Mexico more than a thousand kilo‐
metres  away,  exchanged  objects,  people  and  political  symbols
with Maya courts. On 16 January 378 CE, inscriptions record the
arrival at Tikal of a figure known as Siyaj K’ak’. Tikal’s king died on
the same day,  and a new ruler  with strong Teotihuacan associ‐
ations was installed soon afterwards. Similar imagery and political
changes appeared at other Maya centres.

The event is usually called the  entrada,  meaning entry or arrival.
“Conquest”  may be right,  but  the evidence does not  give us a
Spanish-style  invasion  narrative  with  troop  numbers  and  sur‐
render terms. It may have involved foreign military force, Maya fac‐
tions, resident Teotihuacan communities or an alliance that later
dynasties  presented as  a  decisive intervention.  Recent  finds at
Tikal, including architecture and painted objects closely linked to
Teotihuacan, make sustained contact harder to reduce to impor‐
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ted fashion. The safest conclusion is substantial and still  incom‐

plete: the political order at Tikal changed through an intervention
connected  to  Teotihuacan,  and  Maya  rulers  then  made  that
connection part of local legitimacy.

New dynasties did not produce a Maya state. Copán’s royal line
was established in the fifth century with links reaching towards
the  central  lowlands,  Palenque  developed  its  own  court  in  the
west, and dozens of smaller kingdoms entered alliances or rivalries
that changed with each succession. A court worked through more
than the king. Royal women carried dynastic claims across mar‐
riages, scribes controlled written memory, nobles held offices and
estates, priests organised ceremonies, warriors supplied captives
and subordinate lords governed communities whose tribute and
labour supported the centre.

The system was personal without being simple. A ruler’s authority
joined descent, performance, military success and the capacity to
maintain relationships with gods, ancestors and other courts. Ac‐
cession required ceremony because biological inheritance alone
did not make the political world obey. Period endings, dedications,
funerals and the raising of heirs gave the court repeated oppor‐
tunities to show that time still moved through the dynasty. Failure
could therefore be read in several registers at once. A lost battle
was  military  damage,  a  broken  alliance  and  evidence  that  the
ruler’s sacred standing had not protected the kingdom.

During the sixth and seventh centuries, rivalry between Tikal and
the Kaanul dynasty, whose later capital was Calakmul, organised
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much  of  lowland  politics.  Kaanul  rulers  built  influence  through
allied and subordinate courts rather than direct administration of
one continuous territory. In 562, Tikal suffered a major defeat and
entered a long period with fewer dated royal monuments. Calak‐
mul did not absorb every Tikal household. It changed the hierarchy
among kings. Tikal recovered and defeated Calakmul in 695, but
neither  victory  closed  the  system.  Smaller  kingdoms  retained
room to defect, invite intervention or use a great power’s support
against a local enemy.

The fate of Copán’s ruler in 738 shows how unstable those hier‐
archies could be. Quiriguá had been subordinate to Copán, yet its
king  captured  Waxaklajuun  Ubaah  K’awiil,  Copán’s  long-reigning
ruler,  and had him killed.  Quiriguá then raised monuments on a
scale suited to a power that had rewritten its rank in one public
act. The event was not a peasant revolt against empire. It was a
subordinate dynasty turning the political rules against its former
superior,  probably  within  the  wider  competition  among  great
powers.  Maya  politics  rewarded  loyalty  until  a  better  patron,
opening or captive appeared.

Behind  this  court  history,  cities  functioned through  households
and repeated obligations. Farmers planted maize, beans, squash
and other crops in systems adapted to local soils and water. Famil‐
ies  raised  turkeys  and  dogs,  made  cloth  and  pottery,  repaired
houses and participated in markets or tribute networks. Special‐
ists worked obsidian, flint, shell, jade, bone and feathers. Canoes
moved goods along coasts and rivers, while people carried loads
overland  without  wheeled  freight  or  large  draft  animals.  Royal
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courts concentrated luxury goods, but ordinary exchange joined
the city on most days when no king was dedicating anything.

Water management made seasonal survival visible. Reservoirs at
cities such as Tikal stored wet-season rainfall for the dry months,
while terraces, channels, household basins and managed wetlands
responded  to  different  local  conditions.  Maintenance  mattered
more than foundation. A reservoir choked with sediment could not
be rescued by the inscription carved when it opened. The court
could  organise  major  works  and claim sacred responsibility  for
water, yet households also managed their own supplies. Maya gov‐
ernment worked where royal organisation and local practice met,
not where one replaced the other.

By the Late Classic, roughly 600 to 800 CE, many cities reached
their greatest populations and produced their densest records of
royal competition. Palenque’s K’inich Janaab’ Pakal rebuilt his city
and was buried beneath the Temple of  the Inscriptions in  683.
Tikal erected its tallest temples during the eighth century. Calak‐
mul, Caracol, Naranjo, Yaxchilán, Piedras Negras, Copán and many
others commissioned histories intended to make local dynasties
permanent. The volume of monuments can look like health. It may
also  record  courts  spending  more  effort  proving  legitimacy
because legitimacy had become harder to hold.

Political  competition  widened.  Fortifications,  hurried  defensive
works,  destruction  deposits  and  inscriptions  recording  attacks
show  that  war  could  reach  cities  and  populations,  not  merely
provide a noble captive for ritual display. The Petexbatún region
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became especially violent as alliances fractured. Dos Pilas fell in
the eighth century, and nearby Aguateca was fortified and then
rapidly abandoned, leaving elite possessions and unfinished work
behind. The neat royal system had become a field of courts de‐
fending themselves against rulers who spoke the same political
language.

Environmental stress entered this instability. Paleoclimate records
show repeated severe droughts during the eighth to tenth centur‐
ies,  though timing and intensity  varied across the Maya region.
Drought  did  not  topple  identical  states  in  identical  ways.  It  re‐
duced water security and harvests within cities already carrying
large populations,  competitive courts and expensive systems of
obligation. War could block routes or prevent field and reservoir
maintenance.  Political  failure  could  make  coordinated  response
harder. A society that had managed variable rainfall for centuries
was not defeated by discovering that weather existed. It was dam‐

aged when repeated extremes struck systems whose margin for
error had narrowed.

The sequence of decline was regional. Some western and south‐
ern courts failed earlier, while other centres continued for genera‐
tions.  Monument dates became rarer,  dynasties ended,  popula‐
tions moved and several  great  cities  were abandoned.  At  Tikal,
small  communities  remained after  royal  government  ceased.  At
Copán, settlement continued beyond the last king. In parts of Bel‐
ize,  people reorganised civic space rather than leaving at once.
The Classic collapse was therefore both catastrophic and uneven,
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a loss of urban population and political  complexity whose local
forms refuse one universal date.

Northern Yucatán did not sit outside the crisis. Puuc centres flour‐
ished, and Chichén Itzá became the leading city of the Terminal
Classic  and Early  Postclassic,  drawing strength from inland and
maritime exchange.  Its  buildings and images show intense con‐
nections with central Mexico, once turned into a story of Toltec
invaders arriving to remake a passive Maya city. Current evidence
supports movement, borrowing and political interaction more se‐
curely than one clean foreign conquest.  Chichén Itzá was Maya
and cosmopolitan, which only looks contradictory if civilisation is
expected to remain pure.

After  Chichén Itzá  declined,  Mayapán became a  major  political
centre  from  about  the  thirteenth  to  fifteenth  centuries.  It  was
densely settled and enclosed by a wall, with noble houses, shrines,
workshops  and  markets  operating  inside  a  political  order  that
joined several leading families. Its collapse between 1441 and 1461
followed civil conflict, including the violent overthrow of the dom‐

inant Cocom faction. Archaeological and climate evidence places
that  conflict  within  a  period  of  drought,  but  drought  did  not
choose  which  family  to  massacre.  Environmental  pressure
sharpened political rivalry. People carried out the decisions.

When Spaniards reached the Yucatán coast in 1517, they did not
encounter  refugees  living  among  incomprehensible  ruins.  They
met armed Maya polities able to defeat an expedition at Cham‐

potón.  Later  campaigns  entered  a  region  divided  among  rival
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states,  and Spanish success depended heavily upon Indigenous
allies, existing enmities, epidemic disease and repeated attempts
rather than one technological demonstration. In highland Guatem‐

ala, K’iche’,  Kaqchikel and other Maya powers fought both Span‐
iards  and  one  another  during  the  campaigns  beginning  in  the
1520s.  Alliances  made  conquest  possible  and  then  failed  to
protect the allies from colonial demands.

Yucatán required several campaigns before Spanish settlements
became durable,  and control  remained incomplete well  beyond
the first declarations of victory. Communities fled, rebelled, nego‐
tiated, concealed ritual and used colonial institutions where use‐
ful. In the Petén lakes, the Itza kingdom maintained independence
until  1697.  Even  that  conquest  did  not  place  every  Maya  com‐

munity  under  effective  daily  control.  The  Spanish  were  able  to
capture  capitals  more quickly  than they could  make dispersed
populations remain where priests,  officials  and labour demands
required them.

Conquest transformed the archive. Missionaries destroyed many
screenfold books and sacred objects, while Maya writers adopted
alphabetic scripts to preserve histories, land claims, ritual know‐

ledge  and  political  memory  in  their  own languages.  The  K’iche’
work now called the Popol Wuj was written in the colonial period
from older traditions, not copied unchanged from a Classic codex.
The Books of Chilam Balam gathered calendrical, historical, medic‐
al  and  prophetic  material  across  Yucatec  communities.  These
texts are neither untouched windows onto antiquity nor Spanish
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creations. They are evidence of Maya intellectual work under con‐
quest.

One honest caveat: the familiar labels Preclassic, Classic and Post‐
classic  make  the  history  look  as  though  every  region  moved
through the same three rooms. They were created by archaeolo‐
gists to organise changes in material  culture and political  form.
They privilege the lowland royal sequence, especially the abund‐
ance of Classic inscriptions,  and can make later Maya societies
sound like an aftermath.  Highland Guatemala,  northern Yucatán,
Belize, Chiapas and the Petén lakes followed related but different
chronologies. The labels are useful. The people did not live inside
them.

How we know

Maya history survives through an unusual combination of archae‐
ology and readable  Indigenous writing.  Monumental  inscriptions
provide names, dates, dynasties, wars and rituals with a precision
unavailable for many ancient American societies. Their decipher‐
ment is still  advancing, and not every sign or damaged passage
can be read. More importantly, the texts are royal selections. They
tell us which enemy a king captured, not how many households
missed a harvest while the campaign continued.

Archaeology  supplies  the  lives  outside  that  frame.  Excavated
houses,  middens,  tools,  food remains,  burials,  workshops,  reser‐
voirs  and  fields  reveal  production,  health,  diet  and  settlement
beyond the palace. LiDAR maps ground hidden beneath vegeta‐
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tion, but it does not date every shape or explain who used it. Fea‐
tures  identified  from  the  air  still  require  excavation  and  field
checking. A rectangular mound may be a house platform. It is not
yet a biography.

Environmental evidence adds another timescale. Lake sediments,
cave deposits, pollen, charcoal, soils and isotopes can reconstruct
rainfall, vegetation, diet and movement. These records are power‐
ful and local. A drought measured in northern Yucatán cannot be
applied automatically to Copán, and a climate sequence cannot
name the political decision that turned scarcity into war. Natural
science narrows possibilities. It does not remove history.

Colonial  records  preserve  Maya  words  through  violent  filters.
Spanish officials and clergy wrote to govern, convert and justify
conquest.  Maya authors used alphabetic writing for  community
histories,  petitions,  sacred narratives  and calendars,  sometimes
within genres introduced by Europeans. Reading the two together
reveals conflict and adaptation, but neither side supplies a neutral
transcript.  Even the account of a battle may depend upon who
later needed land, status or absolution.

Modern Maya languages and communities provide knowledge that
archaeology alone cannot recover, including environmental prac‐
tice, oral history and the meanings attached to places. They are
not direct replicas of Classic society. A thousand years of political
change, conquest, Christianity, capitalism, migration and national
rule  stand  between  a  modern  practice  and  an  ancient  object.

39



Continuity  must  be  argued  through  evidence,  not  awarded
because it feels respectful.

The Maya past is not silent. It speaks in several voices, and none is
entitled to speak alone.
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What People Get Wrong

“Maya pyramids were tombs like Egypt’s”

The comparison begins with shape and then takes over the build‐
ing.  Both civilisations raised huge stone structures  with  sloping
sides, so the Maya pyramid is assumed to be an American version
of the Egyptian royal tomb. Some Maya pyramids did contain elite
burials.  Pakal was interred beneath Palenque’s Temple of the In‐
scriptions,  and other rulers were placed within or  below monu‐
mental buildings. That discovery was important precisely because
burial was one function among several, not the definition of every
pyramid.

Maya pyramids usually supported temples or shrines reached by
steep external stairways. They were rebuilt repeatedly, with a new‐

er platform and sanctuary placed over earlier construction, so a
building could accumulate generations of ritual and dynastic his‐
tory inside itself. Plazas around them hosted ceremonies, monu‐
ments and public  movement.  The exterior  stair  was part  of  re‐
peated approach, ascent and performance. Egyptian pyramids of
the Old Kingdom were principally funerary monuments built within
royal mortuary complexes, and their internal organisation followed
a different architectural and religious logic. Much of their ritual life
occurred around the monument rather than up its exterior.

A  staircase  is  not  a  tomb.  Shape  alone  explains  neither  the
builders nor the building’s purpose.
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The useful comparison is that both societies made political theo‐
logy enormous. The misleading comparison begins when resemb‐
lance is treated as ancestry or identical purpose. Nobody needs
Egyptians sailing west to explain why two civilisations discovered
that a raised platform makes authority easier to see.

“The Maya invented zero before everyone else”

The Maya used a positional number system based mainly on twen‐
ties,  written through dots,  bars and signs for zero.  Zero allowed
scribes to mark an empty position in Long Count dates and to cal‐
culate across spans of time that made one reign look brief. This
was an independent and formidable intellectual achievement.

“Before everyone else” is where the praise becomes inaccurate.
Babylonian scribes had used placeholder signs centuries earlier,
while Indian mathematicians later developed zero within a decimal
system  and  gave  it  arithmetic  treatment  that  became  part  of
modern mathematics.  These were not identical  inventions com‐

peting for one medal. A placeholder, a written numeral and a num‐

ber governed by explicit operations are related developments, not
one object discovered once.

Nor was Mesoamerican numeration the property of  the Classic
Maya alone. Bar-and-dot systems and Long Count notation were
used by neighbouring traditions, and some of the earliest securely
dated Long Count inscriptions are not Maya. The evidence points
to a broader Mesoamerican history from which Maya scribes de‐
veloped exceptionally rich calendrical and mathematical practice.
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The  honest  claim  is  stronger  than  the  slogan:  the  Maya  were
among the few societies  to  develop an explicit  zero  independ‐
ently.  They do not need everybody else disqualified for  that to
matter.

“The Maya calendar predicted the end of the world in
2012”

On 21 December 2012, a major Long Count cycle completed thir‐
teen bak’tuns. The internet supplied earthquakes, planetary align‐
ment,  spiritual  transformation  and  extinction,  depending  upon
whether the seller preferred fear or enlightenment. Maya inscrip‐
tions supplied no corresponding apocalypse.

Calendar completion carried ritual significance, but completion is
not termination. A car odometer returning to zeros has completed
a cycle without predicting the destruction of the motorway. Maya
texts refer to dates beyond 2012, and the Long Count was capable
of expressing periods far larger than thirteen bak’tuns. The idea of
a final deadline came from modern apocalyptic culture attaching
itself to an unfamiliar calendar, then calling the result ancient wis‐
dom.

This matters beyond an expired prophecy. The episode converted
Maya intellectual work into exotic mystery while living Maya schol‐
ars  and  communities  repeatedly  explained  that  the  count  was
continuing.  Outsiders  borrowed  the  authority  of  an  Indigenous
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civilisation and ignored Indigenous people when they corrected
the borrowing.

The world did not end. The marketing cycle did.

“Human sacrifice was the centre of Maya religion”

Human sacrifice occurred. Captives were killed, people were de‐
posited in sacred places, and skeletal evidence supports several
methods,  including  decapitation  and,  in  a  small  number  of  ex‐
amined Classic cases, heart extraction. Royal art connected war‐
fare,  captive-taking  and  sacrificial  death.  Softening  this  into
symbolic theatre would be false.

Making it the centre of Maya religion is false in the opposite direc‐
tion.  Ritual  life also involved incense,  food,  drink,  dance,  fasting,
pilgrimage,  ancestor  veneration,  offerings  of  valued  objects  and
bloodletting from the bodies of rulers and other participants. Ded‐
ications animated buildings, households maintained relations with
local sacred powers, and calendrical ceremonies marked obliga‐
tions among humans, ancestors and gods. Practices varied across
centuries and regions.

The  phrase  “human sacrifice”  also  collapses  different  acts  into
one spectacle.  The killing of  a  captured king,  the deposition of
children or adults at Chichén Itzá, and the treatment of bodies in a
Postclassic temple did not necessarily answer the same political
or religious need. Archaeology can identify cut marks and depos‐
its more securely than the precise theology spoken over them.
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Sacrifice was real, serious and embedded in a much larger ritual
order.  Turning  it  into  the  civilisation’s  personality  tells  us  more
about  the  audience  buying  tickets  than  the  people  being  dis‐
played.

“Teotihuacan conquered the Maya”

Something dramatic happened at Tikal in 378 CE. A figure called
Siyaj K’ak’ arrived, Tikal’s ruler died on the same date, and a new
dynasty  with  strong  Teotihuacan  associations  followed.  Central
Mexican weapons, dress and imagery appeared in Maya political
art, while archaeology now shows sustained Teotihuacan presence
and elite interaction at Tikal.  Calling the event harmless cultural
influence would be evasive.

Calling it the conquest of “the Maya” turns one intervention into a
continental  takeover.  Teotihuacan  stood  more  than  a  thousand
kilometres away, Maya polities were independent of one another,
and the evidence does not show a central Mexican administration
imposed across the Maya region. The 378 event may have involved
soldiers,  resident  foreigners,  Maya allies  and a  local  succession
struggle. Those possibilities can overlap. Conquest at Tikal does
not require conquest everywhere.

The later rulers were also not foreign puppets frozen in imported
costume. They used Teotihuacan connections to build Maya legit‐
imacy, combining external power with local genealogy, writing and
ritual.  The  intervention  changed  Maya  politics  because  Maya
courts appropriated it as well as suffered it.
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Teotihuacan reached deeply into the Maya world. The exact hand
it placed on Tikal remains visible and incomplete.

“Toltec invaders built Chichén Itzá”

Chichén  Itzá  and  Tula  share  striking  forms:  feathered  serpents,
colonnades,  warrior  imagery,  reclining  figures  called  chacmools
and architecture organised around militarised public display. Early
archaeologists arranged the resemblance into a simple story. Tol‐
tecs  from  central  Mexico  invaded  Yucatán  and  imposed  their
culture upon a Maya city.

The  chronology  and  material  record  refuse  that  confidence.
Chichén Itzá developed from a local Maya settlement, and several
buildings once assigned to a late foreign occupation overlap with
or precede parts of Tula’s florescence. Connections between the
cities were real, but resemblance can result from merchants, mi‐
grants,  artisans,  political  imitation,  shared  religious  movements
and  participation  in  a  wider  Mesoamerican  style.  It  does  not
identify which army crossed which border.

“Toltec” creates another problem. Later Mesoamerican traditions
used Tollan and Toltec as claims about prestigious civilisation as
well as references to historical Tula. Treating every Toltec story as
a precise ethnic label makes legend perform field archaeology.

Chichén Itzá was not less Maya because it was cosmopolitan. The
invasion model survived partly because older scholarship found it
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easier  to  credit  major  change  to  outsiders  than  to  Maya
communities connected across long distances.

“The Maya destroyed themselves by cutting down the
forest”

Maya cities consumed wood, cleared land and altered soils. Lime
plaster  required  large  quantities  of  fuel.  Pollen,  sediments  and
erosion show substantial environmental change in some regions,
and modelling suggests deforestation could have intensified local
drying. Environmental pressure belongs in the collapse account.

The myth lies in turning this into a morality play about a people
too foolish to respect nature. Maya farmers managed tropical en‐
vironments for centuries through terraces, wetlands, orchards, fal‐
low systems, reservoirs and local knowledge that varied by region.
Some areas were heavily degraded; others remained productive or
recovered. The cities that declined did so at different times, while
northern, coastal and highland Maya societies continued.

Drought, warfare, political fragmentation and environmental stress
interacted. Deforestation may have reduced resilience, but it did
not make decisions, conduct sieges or determine which dynasty
lost an ally.  “They destroyed themselves” also hides the people
who survived by moving and adapting, then turns their descend‐
ants into spectators at an ecological warning staged on their own
history.
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The Maya did  not  live  in  perfect  harmony with  nature.  Nobody
does.  They  built  demanding  societies  inside  difficult  environ‐
ments,  sometimes pushed those  systems beyond safe  margins
and responded unevenly when climate and politics narrowed the
options.

That is history. Ecological sin followed by deserved extinction is a
sermon.
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Use It

The Maya are useful because they make several bad habits of his‐
torical thinking visible at once. Ruins look like civilisations,  kings
look like societies, capitals look like countries and abandonment
looks like extinction. Each mistake begins with real evidence. Stone
survives. Royal names can be read. Tikal mattered. Several cities
lost most of their population. The error arrives when the most vis‐
ible part is allowed to stand for everything around it. The best way
to use Maya history is to keep changing the unit of analysis: from
monument  to  household,  ruler  to  network,  drought  to  political
response, ruined city to living people.

Begin by asking what the forest has hidden and what clearing the
forest  has  made disappear.  LiDAR has revealed roads,  terraces,
reservoirs, defensive works and settlement extending far beyond
the monumental centres, strengthening the description of many
Maya cities  as  low-density,  agrarian  urban systems.  Yet  a  laser
map is not the city restored. It identifies shapes on the ground,
not the names, dates or uses of every structure. Excavation still
has to establish whether a feature was a house, field boundary,
wall or something less cooperative. New technology expands the
evidence. It does not remove interpretation.

Use that distinction whenever a tool promises to reveal what earli‐
er observers missed. Seeing more is not the same as understand‐
ing everything newly seen. The same rule applies to satellite im‐

ages,  genetic  data,  climate  records  and  machine-readable
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archives. Ask what the method detects, what it cannot detect and
what  assumptions  convert  the  measurement  into  a  historical
claim. LiDAR is superb at topography. It cannot tell  you whether
the person who lived on one platform resented the person living
on the larger platform nearby.

Then separate  the  centre  from the system supporting  it.  Maya
monuments present kings performing rituals, taking captives and
joining dynastic time to cosmic order. Archaeology has to recover
the commoners  who rarely  enter  those texts  except  as  labour,
tribute or audience. Houses, middens, fields, workshops, markets
and water facilities show that cities operated through distributed
production and management, not through royal ceremony alone.
The useful question is not whether kings mattered. They did. Ask
what  had  to  keep  working  for  a  king’s  importance  to  remain
material rather than theatrical.

This is the infrastructure test. Before admiring a temple, follow the
stone, plaster, timber, food and labour. Before crediting a ruler with
water security,  identify the reservoirs maintained by courts and
the smaller facilities maintained by households. Before describing
a city as rich, ask how goods moved without large draft animals or
wheeled  freight.  A  monument  condenses  thousands  of  actions
into one object and then offers the ruler’s name as the explana‐
tion. History should reverse the compression.

Read political  maps as relationships,  not blocks of colour.  Maya
civilisation contained kingdoms, subordinate lords, allies, marriage
connections and shifting hegemonies rather than one stable em‐
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pire. A city could acknowledge a stronger ruler while retaining its
own court and dynasty.  Power could travel  through people and
obligations without converting every subordinate community into
an administered province. This makes the Maya a useful correc‐
tion  whenever  influence,  control  and  ownership  are  treated  as
synonyms.  A  network  can  be  extensive  while  remaining  fragile,
because each link has its own interests.

The  same  lens  prevents  political  plurality  from  being  labelled
backwardness. There was no Maya-wide state waiting to be com‐

pleted by a ruler clever enough to invent centralisation. Compet‐
ing  courts  could  produce  diplomacy,  intelligence,  taxation,  war
and regional systems of authority without converging on one cap‐
ital. The right question is not why the Maya failed to become an
empire. It is what their political form allowed, what it cost and why
no hegemony hardened into permanent government.

Treat  writing  as  positioned  evidence.  Decipherment  returned
names, wars, marriages and successions to Maya history, but it did
not turn monuments into neutral records. Royal inscriptions were
placed, carved and composed to make a dynasty’s preferred ver‐
sion physically durable. Their precision can make them feel more
objective than later chronicles, yet a date can be exact while the
interpretation surrounding it remains self-serving. Ask who com‐

missioned the statement, who could read it, where it stood and
what the author gained by making this event memorable rather
than another.
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Do not answer propaganda by discarding it. A royal claim is evid‐
ence of what authority wanted recognised. A monument showing
a captive may overstate the completeness of  victory while  still
proving that captive-taking carried political value. Silence also has
content, but only within limits. A period with no new dated monu‐
ments may indicate dynastic disruption.  It  does not prove that
every household left. The archive is biased, not useless.

When explaining failure, separate pressure from response. Drought
reduces rainfall. It does not decide whether rulers cooperate, fight,
redistribute stores, intensify demands or lose legitimacy. Popula‐
tion growth, environmental damage, warfare and fragile alliances
can make the same climatic event survivable in one place and dis‐
astrous in another. This is why the Maya collapse resists a single
culprit.  Regions experienced different timings and combinations,
while households chose among staying, moving, reorganising and
joining other centres. Climate belongs in the explanation without
being promoted to sole author.

This pressure-and-response lens travels well. Whenever environ‐
mental change is blamed for a social collapse, ask through which
institutions the pressure passed. Who controlled food, water and
movement? Which obligations continued after resources shrank?
Could people leave, and what did leaving cost? A failed state and
a  surviving  population  can  occupy  the  same  history.  Migration
may  record  severe  loss  while  also  being  the  means  by  which
people refused to share the state’s fate.
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Distinguish the collapse of complexity from the disappearance of
capability. When royal courts ended, monument production, long-
distance  alliances  and  dense  urban  populations  contracted  in
several regions. Farmers did not forget maize. Families did not lose
language because a stela was no longer raised. Some specialised
knowledge and institutions were lost or transformed, while other
practices moved into new settlements and political orders. Col‐
lapse therefore changes scale. What disappears at the level of the
palace may continue at the household, and what survives locally
may no longer support the same city.

Turn every claim of extinction into a search for descendants, but
do not demand unchanged purity from them. Around thirty Maya
languages remain in use, and millions of Maya people live across
Mesoamerica  and  diasporic  communities.  That  continuity  does
not  make contemporary  communities  direct  replicas  of  Classic
courts.  Conquest,  Christianity,  forced  labour,  land  loss,  national
education, migration and modern technology changed Maya soci‐
eties because history continued happening to them and through
them.  A  people  do  not  become less  authentic  each time they
survive by adapting.

This is also a test for the language used in museums, documentar‐
ies and tourism. “Lost city” may describe a site lost to outsiders
who did not  know where it  was.  It  can erase local  people who
knew  the  ruins,  used  the  land  or  carried  stories  connected  to
them. “Rediscovery” often means entry into a scholarly or com‐

mercial  record  controlled  elsewhere.  Ask  who  was  missing  the
place before accepting that the place was missing.
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Finally, separate continuity from moral approval. Maya languages,
farming knowledge and community institutions endured.  So did
hierarchy, war, coercion and unequal access to resources in chan‐
ging forms. Survival proves durability, not justice. The same civil‐
isation  can  produce  intellectual  brilliance  and  captive  display,
careful water management and damaging resource pressure, com‐

munal  labour  and  extraction  by  elites.  Refusing  to  choose  one
moral  personality  for  an  entire  people  is  not  evasion.  It  is  the
minimum price of taking them seriously.

Limits

These lenses should not turn every Maya city into the same ex‐
ample. Political organisation, population density, water access and
collapse differed across the lowlands, highlands, coasts and north‐
ern Yucatán. Evidence from Tikal cannot be applied automatically
to Copán, Chichén Itzá or a modern K’iche’ community. “The Maya”
remains useful only while internal variation stays visible.

Nor should the correction of  older myths produce cleaner new
ones. Low-density cities were still cities, not villages relabelled to
satisfy modern generosity. Drought mattered, even though it was
not sufficient alone.  Kings exercised power,  even though house‐
holds sustained the system. Living continuity is real, even though
no  modern  practice  should  be  projected  unchanged  into  the
seventh century.

The final limit is analogy. Maya collapse does not provide a coded
forecast  of  what  will  happen  to  modern  industrial  society.  The
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technologies, states, energy systems and global connections are
different. Comparison can identify questions about resilience, in‐
equality and institutional response. It cannot supply prophecy.

The one thing to keep

Do not mistake what survives best for what mattered most.

Stone preserves the kings. People preserved the Maya.
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Terms

Ajaw

A Maya word meaning lord or ruler, and also the name of one day
in  the  260-day  calendar.  In  Classic  inscriptions  it  commonly
identifies nobles, kings and political authority.

K’uhul ajaw

Usually translated as divine king or holy lord. Classic Maya rulers
used the title to present kingship as both political command and
sacred status tied to dynasty and place.

Emblem glyph

A title combining  k’uhul ajaw with a sign linked to a dynasty or
polity.  Emblem  glyphs  help  scholars  reconstruct  the  shifting
political map of Classic Maya kingdoms.

Glyph

A  written  sign.  Maya  script  combined  logograms  representing
words with syllabic signs representing sounds, allowing scribes to
spell names, record speech and create deliberate visual variation.

Long Count

A system for numbering days from a mythic starting date corres‐
ponding to 3114 BCE. It allowed historical events to be fixed across
periods longer than one human lifetime.
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Tzolk’in

The 260-day ritual calendar formed by combining twenty named
days with thirteen numbers. It guided divination and ceremonial
timing and continues in altered forms among some Maya com‐

munities.

Haab

A 365-day calendar of eighteen twenty-day months followed by a
five-day period. It tracked the solar year but did not include the
extra quarter-day used in leap years.

Calendar Round

The cycle created by combining the Tzolk’in and Haab. The same
pairing of ritual and solar dates repeats after approximately fifty-
two Haab years.

B’ak’tun

A Long  Count  unit  of  144,000 days,  just  under  395 years.  The
completion of thirteen b’ak’tuns in 2012 marked a cycle ending,
not an ancient prediction of extinction.

K’atun

A  Long  Count  unit  of  7,200  days,  approximately  twenty  years.
K’atun endings were marked by ceremonies and monuments at
several Maya cities.

Stela
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A freestanding carved stone monument,  commonly placed in  a
plaza. Stelae displayed rulers, dates, rituals, victories and dynastic
claims where political memory could occupy public space.

Lintel

A horizontal beam spanning a doorway. Maya builders sometimes
carved stone or  wooden lintels  with  royal  ceremonies,  captives
and  texts,  placing  political  imagery  above  people  entering
important rooms.

Codex

A screenfold book made from prepared bark paper and coated for
painting and writing.  Only four generally  accepted pre-Hispanic
Maya codices survived climate,  decay and colonial  destruction,
leaving a tiny fraction of a once much larger book culture.

Popol Wuj

A K’iche’ Maya work recording creation, heroic narratives, genea‐
logy and political memory in alphabetic writing after Spanish con‐
quest.  It  preserves older traditions without being an unchanged
Classic-period manuscript or a neutral record of all Maya belief.

Sacbe

A raised, usually plastered roadway connecting buildings,  neigh‐
bourhoods  or  separate  settlements.  Sacbeob supported  move‐
ment  while  also  making  political  and  ceremonial  relationships
visible across the built environment.
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Cenote

A natural water-filled sinkhole, especially common in northern Yu‐
catán.  Cenotes supplied water and could also receive offerings,
making them practical resources and sacred places at once.

Chultun

An underground chamber cut into limestone. Depending on region
and form, chultuns stored water or dry goods, supported house‐
hold production or served later as refuse pits and burials.

Milpa

A cultivated field system centred on maize and commonly includ‐
ing beans, squash and other crops. Milpa farming could involve ro‐
tation and fallow rather than permanent clearance of one plot.

Maize

The principal staple crop and a central substance in Maya origin,
identity  and  ritual.  Its  importance  did  not  mean  every  region,
household or meal followed one uniform diet.

Cacao

The  tree  and  seeds  used  to  prepare  valued  drinks,  exchange
goods and offerings.  Cacao circulated through elite and market
networks but required warm, moist growing conditions unavailable
everywhere.

Obsidian
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Volcanic  glass  capable  of  taking  an  exceptionally  sharp  edge.
Maya communities imported it from highland sources and used it
for blades, tools, ritual objects and evidence of long-distance ex‐
change.

Jadeite

A hard stone, usually green, obtained mainly from the Motagua val‐
ley. Maya elites used jadeite for ornaments, royal regalia, offerings
and objects associated with breath, life and enduring value.

Ballcourt

A  formal  playing  space  for  versions  of  the  Mesoamerican
ballgame. Games could be athletic, political and ritual events, but
their rules and meanings varied across places and periods.

Bloodletting

Ritual piercing or cutting of the body to release blood as an offer‐
ing.  Royal  bloodletting  linked rulers  to  ancestors  and gods  and
publicly displayed disciplined access to sacred power.

Ceiba

A tall tropical tree associated in Maya thought with the world axis
connecting sky,  earth and underworld.  Ceibas also remain living
trees, not merely symbols extracted from archaeology.

Maya and Mayan
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Maya  is  normally  used  for  the  people,  culture  and  civilisation.
Mayan is conventional for the language family. The distinction is
scholarly  usage,  not  a  rule  that  every  community  expresses
identity in the same way.

Kukulkan

The Yucatec Maya name for a feathered-serpent deity, related to
central Mexican Quetzalcoatl traditions. The cult reflects interac‐
tion across Mesoamerica rather than proof of one simple foreign
conquest.

Kaanul dynasty

The royal house commonly called the Snake dynasty, associated
first  with  Dzibanche  and  later  Calakmul.  Its  rulers  built  a  wide
network  of  allied  and  subordinate  kingdoms during  the  Classic
period.

LiDAR

Airborne laser scanning used to map ground beneath vegetation.
It has revealed settlement, roads, terraces and fortifications, but
identified features still require field checking, excavation and dat‐
ing.

Postclassic

The archaeological  period conventionally  beginning around 900
CE and ending with Spanish conquest.  It  includes Chichén Itzá,
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Mayapán  and  later  Maya  states,  not  a  weak  aftermath  of  the
Classic age or a single regional chronology.
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Go Deeper

Four  books  are  enough to  open the  subject  properly,  provided
each solves a different problem. Maya history is unusually rich in
archaeology, Indigenous writing and modern myth, so reading four
general surveys would mostly repeat the pyramids while leaving
the evidence unexplained.

The narrative: Michael D. Coe and Stephen Houston, The Maya,
10th ed. (Thames & Hudson, 2022). This is the clearest single-
volume route through Maya history, from the first villages and Pre‐
classic centres to Classic kingdoms, Spanish conquest and living
communities.  Houston’s  revisions  bring  the  archaeological  and
epigraphic account closer to current scholarship without remov‐
ing Coe’s sharp, readable voice. Use it for the full sequence, the
regional variation this short book has compressed and the illustra‐
tions that make settlement, script and art easier to hold together.
It is broad enough to orient a newcomer and compact enough to
read rather than merely consult.

The primary source:  Popol  Vuh:  The Definitive Edition of  the
Mayan Book of the Dawn of Life and the Glories of Gods and
Kings,  translated and edited by Dennis Tedlock (Touchstone,
1996). This K’iche’ Maya work was written alphabetically after con‐
quest from older oral and textual traditions. It contains creation,
the Hero Twins, dynastic memory and arguments about what le‐
gitimate human life requires. Read it neither as a Classic-period
transcript nor as folklore detached from history. Read it as Maya
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intellectual survival under colonial rule, then keep Tedlock’s notes
close enough to prevent familiarity from becoming invention.

The argument: Simon Martin, Ancient Maya Politics: A Political
Anthropology  of  the  Classic  Period  150-900  CE (Cambridge
University Press, 2020). Martin reconstructs a political world of
divine kings, noble ranks, subordinate courts and competing hege‐
monies from inscriptions and archaeology. It is the strongest cor‐
rective to the imaginary Maya empire. Read it when maps, royal
titles or the Tikal-Calakmul rivalry begin looking more centralised
than the evidence permits. This is a demanding book, but its diffi‐
culty  comes  from  taking  political  relationships  seriously  rather
than forcing them into familiar imperial shapes.

How we know: Michael  D.  Coe,  Breaking the Maya Code,  3rd
ed. (Thames & Hudson, 2011). Coe tells the difficult, contentious
story  of  how  scholars  learned  to  read  Maya  writing,  including
wrong turns, rivalries and the decisive recognition that the script
recorded spoken language. The book is partly insider history and
carries its author’s judgements openly. That is an advantage here.
It  shows that decipherment was not a key turned once,  but an
argument corrected sign by sign.

Read  Coe  and  Houston  for  the  civilisation,  Tedlock  for  a  Maya
voice after conquest, Martin for the political system and Coe for
the recovery of its written history.
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Notes and Sources

Conventions

Scope. This book follows Maya history from the development of
settled  agricultural  communities  and  early  public  architecture
through Classic and Postclassic states, Spanish conquest and liv‐
ing continuity. Its principal geographical field includes the Yucatán
Peninsula, Chiapas, Guatemala, Belize and parts of Honduras and
El  Salvador.  “The  Maya”  names  a  civilisation  and  many  related
peoples, not one ancient nation, ethnicity or political state.

Dates and periods. BCE and CE are used throughout. Preclassic,
Classic  and Postclassic  are modern archaeological  periods that
organise broad changes in settlement, political form, material cul‐
ture and written evidence. Their boundaries are conventional, vary
by region and should not be read as dates on which every Maya
community changed at once. This book uses approximately 2000
BCE to 250 CE for the Preclassic, 250 to 900 CE for the Classic
and 900 CE to Spanish conquest for the Postclassic, while stating
narrower regional phases where they matter.

Maya and Mayan. Maya is used for people, communities, culture,
civilisation and the writing system. Mayan is reserved mainly for
the  language  family.  This  follows  common  scholarly  usage,  al‐
though  speakers  identify  themselves  through  particular  com‐

munity and language names as well as wider Maya identities.
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Place names. Familiar archaeological spellings are retained: Tikal,
Calakmul, Chichén Itzá, Copán, Palenque and Mayapán. Several an‐
cient  place names and dynasty names are now readable in  in‐
scriptions, but their relationship to modern site names can be un‐
certain. Modern national borders are used only for orientation and
did not organise the ancient Maya world.

Names and transliteration. Readable modern spellings of Classic
Maya names are used where established, including K’inich Janaab’
Pakal, Siyaj K’ak’ and Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil. Glottal stops and
vowel  distinctions  matter  in  Mayan  languages,  but  epigraphic
readings  continue  to  develop.  A  spelling  change  in  scholarship
does not necessarily identify a different person.

Population. Ancient population estimates are derived from settle‐
ment survey, household counts, occupied-area assumptions and
comparisons  whose  uncertainty  increases  when  extrapolated
across regions.  The body avoids presenting a single total  for all
Maya  civilisation.  Claims  of  severe  local  or  regional  decline  are
stronger  than an exact  count  of  how many people  lived in  the
Maya world at its maximum.

Writing and translation. Maya script combines logographic and
syllabic  signs.  Decipherment  is  advanced  but  incomplete,  and
damaged inscriptions  can support  several  readings.  Royal  texts
are paraphrased rather than quoted. Modern editions and transla‐
tions  of  colonial  Maya  works  are  interpretive  and  copyrighted;
translators are named in the Bibliography.
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Collapse. “The Classic Maya collapse” refers to severe political,
demographic and urban contraction in many southern and central
lowland  regions  between  the  eighth  and  tenth  centuries  CE.  It
does not refer to one simultaneous event, every Maya region or
the disappearance of Maya peoples. The term is retained because
the losses were real,  while the text states what collapsed each
time the distinction matters.

Living continuity. Around thirty Mayan languages are spoken by
millions  of  people.  Linguistic,  territorial,  agricultural,  ritual  and
historical continuities link ancient and modern Maya worlds, but
no modern community is treated as an unchanged copy of Classic
society. Continuity is a history of transmission and adaptation, not
suspended time.

Section 1: The Whole Thing in One Page

No  Maya  empire. Classic  Maya  political  organisation  is  recon‐
structed  from  royal  titles,  emblem  glyphs,  dynastic  sequences,
subordinate relationships and archaeology. Simon Martin’s Ancient
Maya Politics provides the principal synthesis used here. Tikal, the
Kaanul dynasty and other great powers created networks of influ‐
ence and subordination, but no court governed the entire Maya
region through a permanent central administration.

The Classic dates. The broad range 250 to 900 CE is convention‐
al. Dated royal monuments become especially abundant after 250,
while political contraction occurred at different times across the
eighth, ninth and tenth centuries. The dates organise the narrative
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without claiming that the Classic political order began or ended
everywhere at once.

Low-density urbanism. Maya cities combined monumental pre‐
cincts with dispersed neighbourhoods, cultivation, reservoirs and
managed vegetation. Scott Hutson’s  Everyday Life in the Classic
Maya World, research on agro-urban settlement and regional LiD‐

AR surveys support the framing.  “Low-density” describes urban
form, not low social or political complexity.

LiDAR. The  2016  survey  reported  by  Marcello  Canuto  and  col‐
leagues mapped 2,144 square kilometres in northern Guatemala
and revealed extensive settlement,  roads,  defences and agricul‐
tural modification. LiDAR detects topography beneath vegetation;
it does not date or interpret every feature without field investiga‐
tion.

Royal  writing. The  claim that  inscriptions  record births,  acces‐
sions,  marriages,  warfare,  captives  and  ritual  rests  on  several
decades of epigraphic decipherment. Michael Coe’s Breaking the
Maya Code describes the intellectual history of that work, while
Martin  and  Nikolai  Grube’s  Chronicle  of  the  Maya  Kings  and
Queens provides a readable dynastic synthesis. The script is sub‐
stantially readable, not fully deciphered in every passage.

Tikal and Calakmul. The text uses Calakmul as shorthand for the
later centre of the Kaanul dynasty, whose earlier seat was associ‐
ated with Dzibanche. The conflict was not a two-state war dividing
the  Maya  world  cleanly.  Both  powers  relied  upon  changing
alliances and subordinate kingdoms.
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The collapse. Drought,  warfare,  demographic pressure,  environ‐
mental  change  and  political  fragmentation  are  treated  as
interacting  processes.  David  Webster’s  The  Fall  of  the  Ancient
Maya,  Patricia  McAnany  and  Norman  Yoffee’s  Questioning  Col‐
lapse, palaeoclimate studies and regional archaeology support the
multi-causal account. No single cause fits every subregion.

Postclassic  continuity. Chichén  Itzá,  Mayapán  and  numerous
highland and lowland polities continued after the decline of many
southern Classic capitals.  The statement that conquest did not
make the Maya past tense is supported by colonial histories, mod‐
ern  linguistic  scholarship  and the  continued existence of  Maya
communities.  It  is  not  a  claim that  Classic  political  institutions
survived unchanged.

Section 2: Why You Should Care

The image of Tikal. Modern tourism and photography commonly
isolate the temple summits above the canopy. The section uses
that image to expose the difference between the visible monu‐
mental  centre  and  the  wider  settlement  beneath  vegetation.
Tikal’s urban extent was known before LiDAR, but remote sensing
made the scale and connectivity easier to demonstrate.

Abandonment  and  survival. Archaeological  abandonment  can
mean loss of population, movement to another region, reorganisa‐
tion into smaller communities or the end of elite investment in a
place.  A  site  can  lose  royal  institutions  before  every  resident
leaves.  The  text  therefore  treats  dispersal  as  both  evidence of
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severe crisis and, from the household perspective, one possible
response to it.

Civilisation and state. The distinction is the book’s governing in‐
terpretation. Shared languages, calendrical systems, writing, ritual
and artistic forms crossed political  boundaries,  while local king‐
doms retained separate dynasties. This did not create cultural uni‐
formity. Maya civilisation remained internally varied by language,
environment, political history and region.

Modern Maya peoples. Judith Aissen, Nora England and Roberto
Zavala  Maldonado’s  Oxford  Research  Encyclopedia  article  de‐
scribes a family of around thirty Mayan languages spoken by more
than  five  million  people.  Speaker  estimates  and  classifications
vary, so the body uses “millions” and “around thirty” rather than an
exact total. Language is one element of Maya identity, not its sole
test.

Continuity  and  difference. Colonial  rule,  Christianity,  national
borders, labour systems, migration and modern institutions trans‐
formed Maya communities. The argument rejects both extinction
and the opposite fantasy that living Maya people have preserved
every ancient practice untouched.

Section 3: The Core Ideas

Forest and city. Forest regrowth has covered buildings, roads and
fields at many abandoned or reduced sites. This does not mean
every present forest zone was once densely urban or that all ve‐
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getation is  secondary.  The relationship between settlement and
forest differed by time and place.

Settlement scale. Canuto and colleagues’ LiDAR results support
extensive  settlement  in  northern  Guatemala,  but  later  research
has shown considerable variation in urban form and density. Tikal,
Caracol, Calakmul, Chunchucmil and highland centres should not
be forced into one settlement model.

Water  management. Lisa  Lucero’s  Water  and  Ritual and  sub‐
sequent  household-level  research  support  the  importance  of
reservoirs, channels, plastered catchments and smaller domestic
facilities.  The  degree  to  which  rulers  controlled  water  directly
remains  debated  and  varied  by  city.  Royal  claims  to  water
stewardship do not prove monopoly.

Urban agriculture. Milpas, gardens, orchards, terraces and man‐
aged  wetlands  contributed  to  food  production  in  and  around
Maya settlements. “Agrarian urbanism” does not imply that every
household produced all its own food or that markets and tribute
were unimportant.

Political titles. Ajaw and k’uhul ajaw identify lordship and sacred
royal  status  in  many  Classic  inscriptions.  Emblem  glyphs  join
these  titles  to  dynasty  or  polity  signs.  Their  interpretation  has
changed over time, and the signs should not be treated as modern
national flags.

Political hierarchy. Great powers could sponsor accessions, de‐
mand acknowledgement and mobilise subordinate courts without
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direct territorial annexation. Martin’s model of hegemonic political
networks is central here, but political organisation differed across
regions  and  periods,  and  some  centres  distributed  authority
among several noble houses.

The  Kaanul  dynasty. The  dynasty  associated  with  the  snake-
head sign appears to have been based first at Dzibanche and later
at Calakmul. Its network included alliances and subordinate rulers
across a wide area. “Snake dynasty” is a scholarly label derived
from the emblem sign, not an English translation used by all sub‐
jects.

The defeat of Tikal. An inscription records a major event against
Tikal in 562, commonly understood as defeat by forces associated
with the Kaanul network. The subsequent monument hiatus was
politically significant but does not prove the city was abandoned
or economically inactive for a century.

Writing system. The logosyllabic description follows current epi‐
graphy.  Logograms  represented  words  or  morphemes,  syllabic
signs  represented sounds,  and scribes  combined them flexibly.
Yuri Knorosov’s phonetic approach, Tatiana Proskouriakoff’s histor‐
ical readings and later collaborative decipherment were decisive,
though no single scholar solved the system alone.

The four codices. The Dresden, Madrid, Paris and Maya Codex of
Mexico are generally  accepted as pre-Hispanic.  The fourth was
long called the Grolier Codex and disputed; research and official
reassessment  now  support  its  authenticity.  The  survival  count
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should not be confused with the original scale of Maya book pro‐
duction.

Calendar systems. The Tzolk’in, Haab, Calendar Round and Long
Count  served related but  different  functions.  The Long Count’s
mythic starting point corresponds to 3114 BCE in the most com‐

monly  used correlation with  the European calendar.  Correlation
questions have a history, but the Goodman-Martínez-Thompson
family  of  correlations  is  the  standard basis  for  the  dates  used
here.

Astronomy. Maya  scribes  observed  and  calculated  solar,  lunar
and planetary cycles. The Dresden Codex contains astronomical
tables, but “precision” should not be converted into a claim that
Maya astronomy was identical in purpose or method to modern
astrophysics.  Observation  served  divination,  ritual  and  political
scheduling as well as calculation.

2012. The end of the thirteenth bak’tun on 21 December 2012 did
not mark the maximum date expressible in Maya notation. David
Stuart’s  The  Order  of  Days and  Maya  inscriptions  referring  to
dates beyond the cycle support the correction.  Modern apoca‐
lypse claims were produced outside the ancient evidence.

Royal  archive. Inscriptions  were  commissioned  and  placed  by
courts.  Their  historical  value  is  exceptional,  but  they  privilege
dynastic  events  and  elite  relationships.  Household  archaeology,
bioarchaeology and settlement survey are required to recover the
majority of Maya lives.
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Agricultural diversity. Maya farming cannot be reduced to slash-
and-burn cultivation. Milpa rotation, terraces, home gardens, wet‐
land modification, tree management and regionally specific prac‐
tices are documented.  Some systems were sustainable for long
periods; others contributed to erosion or vulnerability under pres‐
sure.

Food and diet. Maize was central, but isotopic and archaeobotan‐
ical evidence shows variation by region, status and period. Beans,
squash,  chillies,  manioc,  fruits,  animals  and gathered foods also
mattered. Royal iconography should not be treated as a nutritional
survey.

Markets and tribute. Archaeology at Caracol,  Chunchucmil and
other sites supports marketplace exchange, household production
and movement of bulk as well  as prestige goods. Ancient Maya
economies  also  used  tribute,  gifting,  attached  specialists  and
political redistribution. Gary Feinman, Marilyn Masson and David
Freidel’s Ancient Maya Economies provides a current overview.

Transport. Maya economies moved goods through human carry‐
ing,  river and coastal  canoe routes.  Wheeled objects existed as
small  artefacts,  but no system of wheeled freight is known, and
there  were  no  large  domestic  draft  animals  comparable  to
Eurasian oxen or horses.

Monumental  labour. Limestone  quarrying,  fill  transport,  timber
use and lime-plaster production required substantial organised la‐
bour. The precise mixture of corvée obligation, community work,
attached specialists and coercion cannot be reconstructed uni‐
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formly. Royal dedications rarely identify the labourers who made
the building possible.

Warfare. Fortifications, weapons, skeletal trauma, destruction de‐
posits and inscriptions demonstrate that war was embedded in
Maya politics. Andrew Scherer and Charles Golden’s synthesis of
Maya violence and regional studies of the Petexbatún, Witzná and
Aguateca support the range described. Evidence does not justify
treating  every  conflict  as  total  war  or  every  captive  scene  as
harmless ceremony.

“Star  war”. The  glyphic  expression  conventionally  called  “star
war” marks hostile events, but its precise reading and whether it
identifies  a  particular  type  of  attack  remain  debated.  The  text
uses the scholarly nickname only while flagging the uncertainty.

Witzná. Excavation identified widespread burning dated near 697
CE, while an inscription at Naranjo records an event against Witzná
in that year. The correspondence provides unusually strong evid‐
ence that  a  royal  claim of  destruction  had substantial  material
consequences.

Aguateca. Rapid abandonment at Aguateca preserved weapons,
tools and unfinished elite goods inside defensive works. The site is
an exceptional  case and should  not  be made the template  for
every Maya city’s decline.

Regional collapse. The end of royal monument traditions, urban
depopulation and abandonment occurred in different sequences.
Statistical work on terminal Long Count dates and regional settle‐

75



ment studies support the refusal of one collapse date. Some com‐

munities continued ritual and household occupation after kingship
ended.

Drought. Lake and cave records identify repeated droughts dur‐
ing  the  Terminal  Classic.  The  Lake  Chichancanab  estimate  of
roughly 41 to 54 per cent annual rainfall reduction concerns recon‐
structed  intervals  in  one  region  and carries  modelling  assump‐
tions. The body states the range with its geographical limit rather
than applying it to all Maya lands.

Environmental change. Deforestation, erosion and intensive land
use reduced resilience in some regions. Other regions show long-
term management and recovery.  Environmental  history is there‐
fore  local  and cumulative,  not  a  single  verdict  on whether  “the
Maya” lived sustainably.

Migration and diaspora. Population movement is  inferred from
settlement  contraction,  growth  elsewhere,  material  connections
and models  of  household  decision-making.  Not  every  migrant’s
destination can be identified. “Diaspora” captures dispersal  and
reorganisation  but  should  not  erase  death,  hunger  and conflict
within the process.

Chichén Itzá. The city became a major Terminal Classic and Early
Postclassic  centre  with  strong  links  to  maritime  exchange  and
wider Mesoamerican styles.  The chronology of its political  peak
and decline remains debated. Similarities with Tula support con‐
tact and shared forms more securely than a simple Toltec inva‐
sion.
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Mayapán. Mayapán flourished roughly from the thirteenth to fif‐
teenth centuries and ended amid civil violence. Douglas Kennett
and colleagues connect drought intervals with political instability,
while archaeology documents conflict and the destruction of the
Cocom  faction.  Climate  created  pressure;  human  actors  made
political choices.

Spanish conquest. Matthew Restall’s  Maya Conquistador,  Grant
Jones’s The Conquest of the Last Maya Kingdom and regional his‐
tories support the description of conquest as prolonged, Indigen‐
ous-mediated and incomplete. Spanish success depended upon
Maya  alliances  and  divisions  as  well  as  weapons,  disease  and
colonial resources.

Nojpetén and 1697. The Itza capital in the Petén lakes fell to Span‐
ish forces in 1697. The date marks the conquest of the last inde‐
pendent Maya kingdom, not the instant submission of every Maya
community or the end of resistance.

Colonial Maya writing. The Popol Wuj, Books of Chilam Balam, an‐
nals, petitions and land records were written in alphabetic scripts
after  conquest.  They  preserve  Indigenous  intellectual  traditions
while  reflecting  colonial  settings,  Christian  vocabulary,  local
politics and the purposes of particular scribes.

Modern violence. The reference to genocide in Guatemala con‐
cerns findings by the United Nations-sponsored Historical Clarific‐
ation Commission and legal recognition involving atrocities against
Maya groups during the civil war. The book states this to correct
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extinction  language,  not  to  imply  direct  continuity  between
Classic politics and modern state violence.

Section 4: How It Actually Works

Aguada  Fénix. Takeshi  Inomata  and colleagues  dated the  con‐
struction of the main plateau mainly to between 1000 and 800
BCE.  The platform is  about  1.4  kilometres long.  The absence of
clear royal monuments at that early stage supports caution about
assuming that monumental labour always required fully developed
hereditary kingship.

E-Groups. E-Groups are  arrangements  of  western  and eastern
structures  around  plazas.  Astronomical  observation,  calendrical
ritual, community gathering and political display have all been pro‐
posed,  with  variation  across  sites.  The  text  therefore  avoids
assigning one universal function.

El  Mirador. El  Mirador  and  connected  Preclassic  centres  pos‐
sessed  enormous  architecture,  causeways  and  reservoirs.  Their
decline was substantial  but not a civilisational  end.  The causes
remain debated, including environmental, political and economic
strain.

San Bartolo. The murals at San Bartolo date to the Late Preclassic
and show complex religious and political imagery, including maize
and rulership themes. Their survival corrects the assumption that
sophisticated Maya cosmology and writing appeared only in the
Classic period.
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The  Classic  boundary. The  conventional  250  CE  start  is  tied
partly to changes in material culture and the growth of dated royal
monuments. Some dynastic and written traditions began earlier.
The boundary is retained for readability, not treated as a historical
revolution occurring everywhere at once.

The 378 entrada. Inscriptions place Siyaj K’ak’s arrival at Tikal on
16 January 378 CE and the death of Tikal’s ruler on the same date.
Archaeology and imagery show strong Teotihuacan connections.
Scholars disagree over the balance of invasion, alliance, resident
foreigners  and  Maya  factional  politics,  so  the  body  uses
“intervention” as the secure minimum.

Copán’s dynasty. Copán’s founder K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ took the
throne in 426 or 427 CE and had connections reaching beyond
Copán, including central-Mexican imagery and likely origins else‐
where in the Maya region. Isotopic evidence informs debates over
his biography but does not supply a complete political narrative.

Quiriguá in 738. Quiriguá’s ruler K’ak’ Tiliw Chan Yopaat captured
and executed Copán’s Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil. The event is epi‐
graphically secure. Calakmul’s possible role belongs to the larger
political context but is less directly documented.

Pakal. K’inich Janaab’ Pakal ruled Palenque from 615 to 683 CE. His
burial beneath the Temple of the Inscriptions is a major example
of a Maya pyramid containing a royal tomb, not evidence that all
Maya pyramids were funerary structures.
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Monument density and health. The suggestion that lavish monu‐
ment production may coexist with political insecurity is interpret‐
ive. Monuments demonstrate resources and ambition; they do not
independently measure social stability.

Terminal Classic drought. Several palaeoclimate records overlap
with  political  decline,  but  dates  and  severity  differ.  The  manu‐
script treats drought as a major pressure transmitted through wa‐
ter, food and political institutions rather than as a direct command
causing collapse.

Chichén  Itzá  and  Tula. Shared  feathered-serpent,  warrior  and
colonnaded  forms  demonstrate  substantial  interaction.  Current
chronologies complicate a one-way Toltec conquest model. Con‐
tact  may  have  involved  trade,  migration,  elite  emulation  and
shared religious-political forms.

Champotón. Francisco Hernández de Córdoba’s 1517 expedition
suffered a serious defeat at Champotón. Spanish descriptions are
self-interested, but the event demonstrates that first contact did
not reveal helpless societies awaiting conquest.

Highland conquest. Pedro de Alvarado’s campaigns relied upon
alliances with Maya groups against their rivals. Kaqchikel coopera‐
tion helped defeat K’iche’ power, after which Spanish tribute and
labour  demands  undermined  the  alliance.  Conquest  was  made
through Indigenous politics and then reordered them.

Preclassic, Classic and Postclassic. The caveat at the end of the
narrative  reflects  criticism  that  these  labels  privilege  lowland
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monument histories. They remain useful comparative tools when
regional variation stays explicit.

How  we  know. The  methodological  closer  follows  standard  ar‐
chaeological source criticism. Epigraphy, household archaeology,
bioarchaeology,  environmental  proxies,  colonial  documents  and
living knowledge have different strengths and biases. Agreement
strengthens  an  interpretation;  no  one  category  is  entitled  to
overrule all others automatically.

Section 5: What People Get Wrong

Pyramids  and  tombs. Maya  pyramids  were  elevated  platforms
supporting temples, shrines and ceremonies, often rebuilt in lay‐
ers. Some contained burials. Egyptian Old Kingdom pyramids were
primarily royal  funerary monuments within mortuary complexes.
Similar shape does not establish common origin or identical func‐
tion.

Independent zero. Maya and wider Mesoamerican scribes used
explicit zero signs in positional notation. Babylonian placeholders
and Indian arithmetic zero belong to different histories. The book
rejects both the claim of one first inventor and the tendency to
reduce independent Maya mathematics to a footnote.

Early  Long Count. Some of  the earliest  secure Long Count  in‐
scriptions come from non-Maya or culturally mixed Mesoameric‐
an contexts. Maya scribes developed the system extensively, but
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it should not be presented as appearing fully formed inside one
Classic Maya court.

2012. Modern apocalyptic claims were not supported by Maya in‐
scriptions. The completion of a cycle could be ritually important
without being the end of time. Stuart’s  The Order of Days is the
principal accessible correction.

Human sacrifice. Archaeology, iconography and colonial evidence
establish human sacrifice, including decapitation and other forms.
The frequency, identity of victims and ritual meaning differed. The
text places sacrifice within a broader system of offerings, blood‐
letting, ancestor relations and calendrical ritual.

Teotihuacan. Strong evidence for intervention at Tikal does not
show Teotihuacan conquering every Maya polity. “The Maya” was
not a single state that could be captured by taking one capital.

The Toltec model. The traditional invasion narrative drew on simil‐
arities between Tula and Chichén Itzá and later  historical  tradi‐
tions. Chronology and local development at Chichén Itzá now sup‐
port a more complex history of interaction. This correction does
not deny migration or conflict.

Ecological  self-destruction. Maya  societies  altered  environ‐
ments and sometimes degraded them. The moralised claim that
deforestation caused deserved extinction ignores regional differ‐
ence, political institutions and survival. The final wording deliber‐
ately refuses the opposite myth of perfect ecological harmony.
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Section 6: Use It

Changing scale. The section’s method is the author’s synthesis:
move between monument, household, city, political network and
living community before making a general claim. It is grounded in
current archaeological practice but is not a formal theory shared
in this wording by every Maya scholar.

Technology and interpretation. LiDAR, climate science and iso‐
topic analysis extend evidence while retaining assumptions and
local  limits.  The  section’s  warning  is  methodological,  not
scepticism about scientific evidence.

Infrastructure. Following materials and labour is meant to correct
royal  biography,  not  erase  political  decision.  Kings  and  courts
could organise major works, allocate resources and shape markets
even when households sustained daily production.

Propaganda. Royal texts are not discarded as lies. Their selectiv‐
ity is evidence of what rulers wanted recognised. Exact dates and
names can coexist with strategic presentation.

Climate analogy. Maya collapse can sharpen modern questions
about resilience and inequality, but the book rejects prediction by
analogy. Industrial energy systems, nation-states and global mar‐
kets differ too greatly for the Maya past to provide a timetable for
modern collapse.

Lost  and  rediscovered  cities. Local  Maya  people  sometimes
knew sites described as “lost” by foreign explorers. The termino‐
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logy  can  refer  to  loss  from an  external  scholarly  record,  but  it
should not erase Indigenous geographical knowledge or labour in
exploration and excavation.

Section 7: Terms

Glossary scope. Definitions are limited to the use of each term
within this book. Many words changed across languages, regions
and centuries. Modern Yucatec, K’iche’,  Ch’olan and other forms
should not be assumed interchangeable.

Calendar spellings. Tzolk’in, Haab, bak’tun and k’atun follow com‐

mon modern spellings.  Colonial  and modern Maya communities
use related counts with local names and practices.

Popol Wuj and Popol Vuh. Popol Wuj reflects a modern K’iche’
spelling;  Popol Vuh remains established in English titles, including
Tedlock’s translation. The two spellings refer to the same colonial-
era K’iche’ work.

Codices. Four generally accepted pre-Hispanic codices survive.
Colonial  Maya  books  written  alphabetically,  including  Books  of
Chilam Balam, belong to a different manuscript history and are not
counted among the four.

Sacbe and sacbeob. Sacbe is singular and sacbeob plural in Yu‐
catec Maya usage. English-language archaeology often uses the
singular as a general label.
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Chultuns. Function varied by form and geology. Some stored wa‐
ter,  others  dry  goods,  and  many  were  reused.  One  definition
should not be applied to every subterranean chamber.

Maya and Mayan. The usage distinction is common in English-lan‐
guage scholarship. It should not be used to police self-identifica‐
tion or imply that English categories control Indigenous names.

Section 8: Go Deeper

Coe and Houston. The recommended edition of The Maya is the
tenth edition, published by Thames & Hudson in 2022. It incorpor‐
ates  new  archaeological  and  epigraphic  work  and  remains  the
most accessible broad narrative.

Tedlock. The recommended Popol Vuh is Dennis Tedlock’s revised
1996 Touchstone edition. Its title uses “Mayan” according to the
publisher’s wording. Other respected translations make different
linguistic and interpretive decisions.

Martin. Simon Martin’s Ancient Maya Politics: A Political Anthropo‐

logy of  the Classic Period 150-900 CE was published by Cam‐

bridge University Press in 2020. It is the principal modern argu‐
ment  underlying  the  book’s  treatment  of  hegemonies,
subordination and divine kingship.

Coe on decipherment. Breaking the Maya Code, third edition, was
published by Thames & Hudson in late 2011, with some catalogues
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listing 2012 for  particular  markets or  printings.  The Bibliography
follows the publisher’s 2011 publication date.

Four  jobs. The recommended books  are  selected for  narrative,
primary source, argument and method. They are entry points, not
the  complete  research  basis.  The  Bibliography  includes  the
broader scholarship used in the manuscript.
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