
Mayan Civilization

A look into one of A look into one of 
the greatest ancient civilizations



Tikal was one of the city-states of the great Mayan 
civilization.
Located in the dense subtropical forest of the northern 
Guatemala lowlands, Tikal was once a wealthy metropolis 
of about 100,000 inhabitants.

The Maya established a 
system of city-states, 
which are group of 

 

which are group of 
cities bound together by 
an allegiance to one 
major city. It is believed  
city-states were 
organized in order to 
better facilitate land 
trade in Mesoamerica. 



 

• The hot and humid climate 
throughout most of the year 
made this an ideal place to 
settle. The abundance of 
animals and plants provided  
needed food, medicine and 
construction material.



• Mayans built huge temples and 
pyramids for religious purposes.

These temples and palaces were 
surrounded by large plazas. 
Adjacent to the plaza (above) were 
homes of important officials, with the 
homes of lower-class people on the 
outer perimeter.



The Central Acropolis or Great Plaza

• Was the heart of Tikal. Here was where the 
economic, social, and religious life took place.

• Pyramidal temples and palaces were reserved 
for the upper class. This was where the royal 
family resided.

Temple I, 

The Jaguar Temple

Back of Temple II, 

Temple of the Masks



The Great Plaza



• Some of the temples and palaces in Tikal are built on high platforms. Some  
emerge from the forest canopy with almost vertical walls.

• This is a view of temples I and III from the top of temple V.



The temples were built almost vertically,  
accentuating the impression of height. 

• It seems that Mayans wanted to come closer 
to Heaven and to their gods, creating the 
tallest buildings in ancient America.

Climbing Temple V



• Mayans needed the forest to 
survive.

• The forest provided needed 
food,  medicine, shelter, 
clothing, and building 
materials.materials.

• Mayans depended on their 
environment.  



• Initially, The Mayan benefited by 
clearing areas in the forest to plant 
and build cities. 

• Later, with overuse of land, 

Temple 38

• Later, with overuse of land, 
deforestation and overpopulation, the 
great city of Tikal started to fall apart.

• The Great Tikal started to collapsed 
around AD 900.

Temple III



• Even though archeologists are not sure what caused the collapse of the Maya 
civilization, many agree that possible causes were warfare, drought, 
deforestation, overuse of natural resources and diseases.

• Paying attention to the way Mayans used their environment might help us 
understand and avoid some of the mistakes they made.



• After centuries of regeneration, the forest has 
grown back.

• Today, Tikal is part of the Maya Biosphere 
Reserve in Petén, northern Guatemala. 

• It is the home of hundreds of species of trees, 
animals and plants.animals and plants.



The Tikal National Park is the home of an abundant wildlife.  Some 
species of animals are easy to spot, such as birds, insects, reptiles, and species of animals are easy to spot, such as birds, insects, reptiles, and 
the always entertaining monkeys. 

Others, are more elusive, such as jaguars, pumas, ocelots, and tapirs. 





• The great Mayans developed 
an advanced calendar 
system. This system allowed 
them to predict the seasons 
(rainy and dry), giving them 
control over when to plant or 

The Lost World

Observatory

control over when to plant or 
harvest.

• They were able to track the 
movements of the Moon, 
Venus, and other heavenly 
bodies. 

• To make observations and 
study the sky, they built 
observatories. 



• The Maya developed a highly complex system of writing, using pictographs and 
phonetic or syllabic elements.

• The Maya carved symbols into stones called stellea. The stelleas, like the one 
shown in the picture, display events of Mayan culture.

• Also, they create paper from fig tree bark.  The paper is bound to make books. 
Unfortunately, the books didn’t survive due to the humidity of the tropics. 



• Today, there are thousands of descendents of 
the complex Mayan Civilization.  Much of their 
culture still survives; however, rather living in 
magnificent cities, today they are found in 
scattered pueblos.


