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The Marvelous Culture of the Maya

In the rainforests, mountains, and plains of southeastern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and parts of Honduras, an extraordinary civilization – the Maya – rose and flourished from 2000 BCE to 1697 CE, when the last Maya stronghold, Ta Itzá, fell at the hands of the Spanish conquistadors. The Maya are not a homogeneous race, but rather a group of about 28 ethnic groups with similar but different languages. This allows them to be considered a single culture, one which belongs to the greater cultural area known as Mesoamerica. The Classic period of its long history stands out (200 to 900 CE), a period of great prosperity for the Maya culture, which ended with an economic and political collapse in the central area, although in the north and south there was a resurgence. During the Classic period numerous settlements were built that were worthy of being called cities. In addition to buildings dedicated to religion, there were buildings for political and administrative activities, multi-room houses, markets, plazas, and other edifices that reveal a highly organized structure of religious and civil power. At the same time, particularly in the central region, there was a deep intellectual and artistic creativity that has given the Maya a very distinguished place in the history of mankind. Refined arts and a significant awareness of man and his position in the world stand out, which not only express a unique humanism through sculpture, but also in texts that record the history of the dynasties in power, framed by significant astronomical events. Within their knowledge, writing, mathematics, astronomy and chronology flourished. Their writing is the most advanced in ancient America; they were the first to use place value with mathematical signs and the numeral zero. They measured the solar cycle with remarkable precision (with an error of only 17.28 seconds), as well as of the cycles of the Moon and Venus, among other celestial bodies, and they could predict eclipses. They created a complex dating system based on different cycles, including solar, lunar and ritual calendars (the basis of religious life and still used by many Maya groups). Their calculations begin at the “Start Date” (or starting point of the measurement of time), which corresponds to Thursday, August 13, 3114 BCE, and appears to record the start of the last cosmic era according to their religious ideas about the origin of the universe. The Sun was the center of Maya life and creation. It was from their daily and annual cycles that they derived the concept of time, and astronomers carefully recorded events at all times in order to know what the future would bring, as they believed that in each cycle the same divine influences of the previous period with the same name would occur. It is from there that the interpretation of the end of the world was set for December 21, 2012 arose, since on that date a Maya cycle of 13 baktun ended, that being 1,872,000 days (5,125.36 years) from the Start Date that marked the beginning of the world. However, the Mayans never predicted that on this date our world would come to an end, nor could they have envisioned the terrible overpopulation and environmental problems of our time. Many mysteries remain about the great pre-Hispanic Maya civilization, as despite great advances in epigraphy, there is still much to read and fully understand in their texts in order to learn about their religion, political relations, society and art. In addition there are still hundreds of cities to discover. The Maya peoples who survived the Spanish conquest constitute a significant underpinning to help solve these mysteries, for they, having challenged history, have been able to preserve their languages, many aspects of their ancient religion, and many of their ancient traditions. The Maya never disappeared, and neither did the great civilization that they created in pre-Hispanic times.

Mercedes de la Garza

Mexican historian, director of the Center for Maya Studies of the Institute of Philological Research (1977–1990), director of the National Museum of Anthropology (1997–2000) and director of the Institute of Philological Research of UNAM (2001–2005).
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TIKAL SQUARE

The Tikal pyramids, built in the Classic period, rise out of the Guatemalan subtropical forest.
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MAYA PYRAMID

The Temple of the Great Jaguar, 148 ft high (45 m), towers over the Great Square in the city of Tikal in the Guatemalan forest.


The Enigmatic Decline of the Maya

The Maya civilization, shrouded in the mystery of its rise and fall, is also a history that is still being written. Archaeologists and anthropologists are continually finding new ways to understand the Maya world.

The Maya civilization reached an extraordi-nary cultural and material peak in pre-Columbian Meso-america. Without ever forming a united empire, their civilization developed as a result of both alliances and rivalries between city-states. The stage for their splendor and decline spanned the Mexican states of Yucatán, Tabasco, Chiapas, and Quintana Roo, as well as the plateau and lowlands of Northern Guatemala and parts of Belize and Honduras. Their origin dates back some 3000 years, to a region of pre-Columbian civilizations that American-ists now call Mesoamerica, situated between a line that runs from East to West to the North of Mexico City, and another that crosses Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. There was a formative period known as the Preclassic period, which led into the Classic period (200–900 CE) followed by a decline during the Postclassic period. The culture as it was saw its end with the arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century. The Maya were in constant contact with other Mesoamerican cultures, and formed a pluralistic and multi-ethnic society, governed by a comprehensive ideological and cosmological vision. Some of their achievements, such as in art, writing, and architecture, as well as in mathematics and astronomy, rivaled those of ancient Egypt and Classical Europe. Their pyramids are some of the greatest in the Americas. Their paintings – for example, the Bonampak frescos – show a high level of artistic expression. Their writing, as well as their calendar, is considered the most advanced in the ancient Americas. They were an agricultural people, possibly the first to cultivate corn, and were master observers of the world in which they lived. They worshiped many gods related to the cultivation of the earth; developed ingenious farming techniques, given the limitations of their time; practiced slash and burn agriculture (a system where vegetation is burnt and used as fertilizer for otherwise infertile land) in the forest; in other regions they created cultivation terraces. They understood that vegetable species should be rotated to let the nutrients in the soil recover and they practiced these methods to ensure that nature, on which they depended, would continue to sustain them.
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ART IN WOOD

Bas-relief on a wooden lintel of the Tikal Temple IV. Considered one of the most elaborate of the Maya culture. It shows a king on a palanquin, celebrating a military victory.

According to the archaeologist and anthropologist Miguel Rivera Dorado, professor at the Complutense University of Madrid and specialist in ancient Maya culture: “the Maya theocracy was based on a monopoly of religious activities led by the principal lineage, the chief being both a priest and the supreme ruler. The founder of the kinship group was a god and the legitimate source of all authority.” In contrast with the chief and his kin, who lived in the ceremonial centers, the peasantry lived in huts dispersed through the forest. Everything seems to indicate that the Maya political organizations began to be formed around 800 BCE, during the Preclassic period. It was a multifold process, which occurred in different places such as El Mirador, Tikal and Calakmul. During the Classic period the center of the Maya civilization was the Petén region, now part of Guatemala. Various city-states flourished there, including Tikal, one of the largest and most populated, whose temples still rise majestically above the sea of forest vegetation. The Maya soon developed a complete writing system, carved on stelae (sculptured stone slabs) and other stone monuments. A little over half a century ago, epigraphers made great advances in decoding their writing system, and were able to state with precision a series of historic episodes, dates, and numbers. From the reading of the Tikal stela 31, carried out by American anthropologist David Stuart in 2000, it is known that a high level military officer Siyah K’ak’, also known as “Fire Is Born” (also called “Lord of the West,” referring to his Teotihuacan origin), conquered the city on January 16, in the year 378 CE. It appears that he was one of the Lord of Teotihuacan’s lieutenants. During that time, and up to the seventh century, Teotihuacan began to exert a considerable influence through- out the Mexican valley and nearby regions. Later Tikal extended its influence throughout the whole Maya territory.

GREAT POWER

The era of fragmented city-states moved into the establishment of a type of superpower: Tikal, which attracted both allies and enemies. In the wake of Fire Is Born, new kingdoms were founded. Lords recently elevated to the throne wrote their own histories, as can still be seen in the city-state of Copán (now in Honduras).

According to the text written on the Q altar, another Lord of the West became the founder of the “Copanec” Dynasty, under the name of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’, or “Great Sun First Quetzal Macaw,” in the year 426 CE. But later a stela was decoded that mentioned the first governor who ruled from 159 CE, evidence of Teotihuacan revisionism to award themselves exclusive merit for the cities included in their area of influence. With the passing of time, the city-state of Calakmul, in the Mexican lowlands of Campeche, became Tikal’s main rival. Their clash divided the Maya and contributed to the extinction of five centuries of splendor. The kingdom of Palenque, an ally of Tikal, began to fall around 800, after being defeated by Toniná, ally of Calakmul. In this area of Chiapas, which marked the Western limit of the Maya territory, lies the tomb of King Pakal (603–683). His jade death mask was discovered in 1952 in the Temple of the Inscriptions. During the last phase of the Maya culture the population shrank quickly. They no longer wrote on the stelae and the monumental buildings were abandoned. Why? It is not known with certainty, although various hypotheses suggest a group of factors such as the depletion of resources, natural catastrophes, and internal uprisings. After the surprising fall of the southern cities, the Maya civilization headed toward its decline in the Yucatán peninsula, during the Postclassic period. Two neighboring kingdoms developed there, under the influence of a foreign people, the mysterious Toltecs, who spread the worship of Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent, known in local languages as Kukulkan or Gucumatz. The first kingdom was Chichen Itza, which flourished as a commercial and religious center from the year 1000. Around 1200 it was suddenly abandoned, possibly defeated by its successors. Later and nearby, Maypan was founded, whose fall occurred in the mid-fifteenth century. When the Spanish conquerors arrived in the Yucatán, the decline of the Maya was already taking place. Vegetation cover had swallowed up the ruins of the small kingdoms that formed this dazzling civilization. The conquest lasted 19 years, from 1527 to 1546. In Guatemala it was nearly complete by 1530. Pedro de Alvarado’s troops, with the support of the Kakchiquel people, conquered the Quiché groups (both were of Maya origin, and were rivals). The last stronghold of Maya resistance, in the Guatemalan region of Petén and led by the Itza who previously had their capital in Chichen Itza, was only subdued in 1697.
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UNDER THE FOREST

Lithograph by Frederick Catherwood that illustrates the main temple of Tulum, covered by vegetation. Catherwood accompanied John Lloyd Stephens on his exhibitions: together they began the systematic study of Maya sites.

The Maya Civilization

The Maya are one of the Native American peoples with the longest identifiable history. Over thousands of years they were spread out throughout Central America. They established centers in various cities, and also maintained wide contact (not always peaceful) with peoples in the rest of the region.
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What was the ball game played by the Maya and other Mesoamerican peoples?

The game consisted of hitting a rubber ball without using the hands or feet. There were many variants of the game. Later, hoops were installed on the lateral walls, which the ball had to pass through. While the kings put enormous bets on the game, it also had a ritual meaning because it reenacted a Maya myth. The losers were usually sacrificed, and it appears that the winners also sometimes lost their lives. Outside of important ceremonies, the game was purely recreational.

THE SEARCH BEGINS

In 1839, the history of the Maya started to come out of centuries-long hiding, thanks to a US special ambassador to Central America, John Lloyd Stephens (1805–1852). An inveterate explorer of remote lands and a travel writer, he also traveled to Egypt, Arabia, Israel, Greece, Turkey, Russia, and Poland. His affair with the Maya started one day in 1834 when he read a report about the Copán ruins (in Honduras, next to the Guatemala border) written by Colonel Juan Galindo of the Federal Republic of Central America, which contained many maps and drawings that caught his attention. The Spaniard Diego García de Palacio, a judge of the Royal Audience of Guatemala, precisely described Copán and its monuments in a letter to King Philip II of Spain on March 8, 1576. In the letter he describes what he had heard from local people: “In ancient times a great lord came from Yucatán who built these buildings, but after some years he returned to his native land, leaving them completely abandoned.” Stephens undertook the journey in his eccentric style (he bought Copán for 50 dollars), and also came across the cities of Palenque, Labna, Kabah, Uxmal, Chichen Itza and Tulum, and others. This was all described in his two books: Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan (1841) and Incidents of Travel in Yucatan (1843). His discoveries wouldn’t have been the same without the drawings of the monumental ruins set against the landscape by English architect Frederick Catherwood (1799–1854), his comrade-in-arms in the jungle. Catherwood perfected a drawing technique using a camera lucida and daguerreo-type. This Anglo-American joint venture, in particular the series of color lithographs by Catherwood, was an iconic model of excellence, and paved the way for a multitude of questions, fantasies, and mysteries. In 1838 Jean-Frédéric Waldeck (1766–1875) published Voyage Pittoresque et Archéologique dans la Province d’Yucatán Pendant Les Annés 1834 et 1836, with 21 illustrations and a map. Some 56 drawings unpublished by Waldeck himself illustrated the book Palenque, et autres Ruines de L’Ancienne Civil-isation du Mexique (1866) by the French priest Charles Étienne Bras-seur de Bourbourg (1814–1874). Starting in 1861, the archaeological photographs by Frenchman Désiré Charnay (1828–1915) added more realism to the remains of this enigmatic culture, which up until then had only been visually portrayed through drawings and etchings. Two architectural styles were revealed in Chichen Itza – those of the Maya and the Toltec – as well as proof of a coalition between the ancient peoples of Mexico and Central America, a region that would later be called Mesoamerica. Charnay’s work became a “before and after” landmark in the knowledge of the Maya and other civilizations of the region.

SYSTEMATIC INVESTIGATION

The era of romantic explorers shifted into the era of the first archaeologists. From 1881 to 1894 the Englishman Alfred Percival Maud-slay (1850–1931) carried out seven expeditions to the Maya lands. Aside from photographs, drawings, and descriptions, he made plaster casts of reliefs and inscriptions and also took home priceless objects, which ended up becoming part of his collection in the British Museum in London. He was the first to take photographs and draw a map of Tikal. However, there were still many gaps in our knowledge about the Maya. The day that the French priest Bras-seur de Bourbourg found a 1566 manuscript titled Relación de las Cosas del Yucatán, with text and drawings by Spaniard Fray Diego de Landa (1254–1579), this gap began to be filled. Three years later, in 1866, he had another lucky find in the Madrid library, discovering a Maya codex, known as the Tro-Cortesianus codex.


Alfred P. Maudslay

1850–1931

British explorer and archaeologist and the first to carry out archaeological work at numerous Maya sites. He was inspired by a lecture about the works of John Lloyd Stephens. He used scientifically exact methods in his excavations, which would later be copied by others who continued his work. He took the first archaeological surveys of Copán and Tikal, and made careful plaster and papier-mâché casts of reliefs and sculptures, and took photographs and made drawings that later had great historic value. In 1902 he published the results of his research in five volumes under the title Biologia Centrali-Americana. He also explored Palenque and Chichen Itza, and was the first researcher to study Yaxchillan, a powerful city in the Postclassic period, in Chiapas, Mexico.

PIONEER The techniques used by Maudslay during his many years in Central America built the foundation for later work by archaeologists in the region.

[image: images]

Linda Schele

1942–1998

American Archaeologist and expert in Maya art and writing. Following the line of pioneers such as Yuri Valentinovich Knorozov and Tatiana Proskouriakoff, she had a significant role in the decoding of Maya hieroglyphs. She left an enormous archive of photographs and drawings of Maya artistic works.

DECODING Schele was a renowned figure in the understanding of Maya script.




J. L. Stephens

1805–1852
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The son of a businessman, John Lloyd Stephens was born in New Jersey on November 28, 1805. He studied law at Columbia University and worked as a lawyer for eight years in New York. A medical recommendation to improve his weak state of health resulted in him traveling to various “exotic” countries. As a result of his travels he wrote numerous travel books, describing his journeys through the Old World, for which he was affectionately known as “the American Traveler.” In 1839 President Martin Van Buren sent him to Central America as an ambassador. His explorations of unknown Maya ruins in the region provoked a resurgence of scientific interest in Maya culture. Accompanied by the architect and illustrator Frederick Catherwood, he uncovered important archaeological sites, such as Palenque—where he carried out exhaustive work—Uxmal, and Copán. His books, published during the first half of the nineteenth century, were immensely popular and fanned an obsession for the exoticism of the Mesoamerican cultures. In addition to his work as a pioneer in Maya studies, he had a significant role in the planning of the Panama railroad. He died before his 47th birthday from a tropical disease during the supervision of this work.

PRECURSOR With his friend Frederick Catherwood, Stephens was responsible for the resurgence of interest in the ancient Maya culture.



“Who built Uxmal? Why is it a long way from water? Why was it abandoned and destroyed? No one can say.” J. L. S.


David Stuart

1965
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American, son of Maya archaeologists, he is one of the primary living experts on Maya civilization. When he was 18 years old he won a prize (The MacArthur Fellowship) for his work on the decoding of Maya hieroglyphs. In 1987 he published Ten Phonetic Syllables, which formed the basis for the current method of analyzing Maya script. He has worked with Linda Schele and his most recent work is Palenque: Eternal City of the Maya (2008), coauthored with his father, George Stuart. He is currently a professor at the University of Texas, Austin.

EXPERT One of the greatest authorities in Maya script, Stuart has held workshops and participated in numerous documentaries about the culture.



The Chichen Itza Complex

The most well-known Maya city. It was selected as a World Heritage Site in 1988 and as one of the 7 New Wonders of the World in 2007. It has the largest ball game court in Mesoamerica, sacred sinkholes (cenotes) used for sacrifices and an astronomical observatory (El Caracol).
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Who were the Toltecs and what was their actual connection with Chichen Itza?

The view is that the Toltecs conquered a large part of Mexico between the 10th and 12th centuries, based from their capital in Tula from where they controlled Chichen Itza. It is debated whether it was an invasion or only a cultural influence. However, new studies indicate that the influence was the other way around: Aztecs consider themselves to be descendants of the Toltecs. The mythical and ambiguous character of the Toltecs makes it hard to determine the historic truth.

Sacrifices in the Cenotes

The sacrifice of animals and bloodletting (from the fingertips and earlobes, for example) were common practices among the Maya. Human sacrifices were less frequent, and although in the last few decades numerous sites have been found where there is evidence of sacrificial rituals, they took place much less often than among other neighboring civilizations, namely the Aztecs. One area where abundant human remains have been found in cenotes (groundwater sinkholes or pits) is the Yucatán peninsula. For a long time, until approximately 1960, it was believed that the sacred cenotes of this region were used exclusively by the Maya for human sacrifice, and that many virgins had been thrown into them. Therefore the idea emerged that the cenotes formed a symbolic link with the underworld inhabited by the dead, and were, at the same time, associated with the idea of fertility. The Maya called this underworld Xibalba, and believed it had a relationship with the night. However, studies carried out by experts such as Mexican underwater archaeologist Guillermo de Anda, who for decades has been exploring the hidden remains at the bottom of the Chichen Itza Sacred Cenotes, contradict this supposition. In most of the cenotes, the remains are primarily of children (around 10 years old) and adult males, rather than women. It has also been proven that the cenotes were not only used for sacrifices: children who had died of natural causes were exhumed, the flesh removed and the remains thrown into the cenotes to reenact the myth of the Hero Twins (who later were converted into the Sun and the Moon).
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SACRED CENOTES

There are two cenotes in Chichen Itza, one was used to provide water for consumption and the other for rituals (photograph). The latter is far from the urban center and has a diameter of 197 ft.

Secret Ceremony

Guillermo de Anda states that during the Maya ceremony called Chac chac (in honor of the rain god Chac Xib Chaac) the cries of pain of the children who were going to be sacrificed resembled the croaking of frogs, who announced the arrival of rain, and consequently, the fertility of the earth. Four priests participated in this ceremony, each taking a limb with the objective of first dismembering the victim, then cutting out the heart and finally throwing the body into the sacred cenote.
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GOD OF FERTILITY

The King of Copán, with attributes of the rain god Chaac, including the characteristic “glasses.”
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KINGS OF STONE

The Q Altar in Copán is a testament in stone of the city’s kings. Its four sides show the complete dynasty lineage, with images of the 16 kings who governed during the Classic period.

A SLOW DECIPHERING

The German historian Ernst Wilhelm Förstemann (1822–1906), director of the Dresden Library from 1865 to 1887, was the first to work on the Dresden codex, before studying the Madrid and Paris codices, as well as engravings in stone. It is hard to over-emphasize this man’s achievements: he decoded the Maya calendar and deducted that it was based on a vigesimal system. He identified glyphs for the months, the numbers zero and twenty, as well as the cycles of Venus and of eclipses. The Maya appear to have had an extensive knowledge of astronomy and mathematics. In 1906 Förstemann believed that he saw, on the last page of the Dresden codex, the announcement of the destruction of the world due to a cataclysm. Modern-day epigraphists are still slowly uncovering much of the Maya history and archaeologists continue investigating the discovered cities, never stopping the search for new ones, whilst new enigmas continue appearing, waiting to be soved.

The Bonampak Murals

In the Temple of the Murals in the ruins of the city of Bonampak, there are three rooms whose interior walls are completely covered with frescos. The paintings, whose existence was known only to local indigenous people up until 1946, demonstrate the exquisite artistic achievements of the Maya people.
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In the first room there is a scene of a public presentation of a king’s heir. One of the panels illustrates a procession of musicians: those to the left are playing drums made from tortoise shells. Behind them two servants hold fans.

A Fortunate Accident

The paintings of Bonampak have been well preserved due to a fortunate event. The roof of the building where they are located was not perfectly sealed, which caused a continuous seepage of rain water. Over time, a layer of calcium carbonate was deposited over the walls, which completely protected the paintings from deteriorating with the passage of time.
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INFLUENCE

Chac Mool, a type of sculpture associated with human sacrifice found in Chichen Itza. It is of Toltec origin.


Where Did the Maya Come From?

The first significant Maya sites date back to 1000 BCE and developed in the lowlands of Guatemala and southern Mexico. The influence of Teotihuacan and the Mexican highlands framed the splendor of the Classic period.

During the Preclassic period, a first wave of people, perhaps escaping overpopulation in their home regions of origin, began to settle along the lakes and riverbanks in the jungle of Petén. It seems their only option was to settle in that uninhabited area, and it appears they made the most out of growing corn, squash, and other produce by clearing the land, removing weeds and employing slash-and-burn methods, what were then common and arguably sustainable techniques. Later they adopted other more advanced methods, such as the use of fertilizers, terracing, and irrigation. Gradually, as the population grew, they established clusters of huts in the forest. Prior to the Christian era, the culture was influenced by the Izapa culture, established in southern Chiapas and linked to the Olmec. This led them to build the first pyramids and they began to develop their distinct social and artistic styles: original ceramics, then mural paintings and sculptures. Soon they erected stelae and other monuments which showcase their system of writing.

FOREIGN AUTHORITY

Starting in 1933, the theory was embraced by some that the Teotihuacan culture during the Classic period (between 200 and 650 CE gave rise to the most powerful and influential city-state in Mesoamerica’s political history. But, in general, the theory was received with some skepticism. It was the Russian archaeologist Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1909– 1985) who interpreted “the influx of foreigners” in stela 31 of Tikal and discovered the exact date of the occurrence: January 16 of the year 378. Stela 5 of Uaxactun warned of characters with war attire and uniforms typical of highland Mexico. Thanks to the advances in reading Maya writings, American epigraphist David Stuart was able to decipher the name of the Lord of the West, Fire Is Born. Some experts believe that the city-state of Tikal, with Fire Is Born as its military commander, invaded the Maya lowlands in the name of Teotihuacan. Currently, there is no doubt about Teotihuacan influence among the Maya. The evidence of its military presence in Maya cities is indisputable. After its arrival, the Maya culture reached its peak, which lasted for five centuries. Something similar to this took place in Postclassic Maya Yucatán, influenced by the Toltecs, although here the records are much more confusing.


The Wise Sons and Daughters of Corn
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The Maya knew of many varieties of corn, including blue. Corn and its cultivation were very important in the religious beliefs of the Maya people. It was considered that undoubtedly the gods had made man from corn, something easy to relate to given that 75% of their diet consisted of said grain. American archaeologist Sylvanus G. Morley (1883–1948), author of The Ancient Maya (1946), referred to the origin of cultivating corn for the Maya people: “We do not know if agriculture was introduced in the Maya lowlands by the immigration of new settlers or if it was adopted by the ancient inhabitants of the region. However, it is realistic to assume that corn was grown in this region for nearly a thousand years before the start of the Maya civilization, sometime in the fourth century of the Christian era.”
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ABANDONMENT

Temple I at Tikal, in a photograph that shows it partially covered by the advancing vegetation of the Petén jungle, following the decline of the Maya culture.


What Caused the Decline of Their Cities?

Years ago, the decline of the Maya civilization was attributed to natural disasters or deadly epidemics. Currently, researchers lean toward a combination of factors: drought, overpopulation, depletion of resources and war.

The demise of one of the great cultures of the ancient world is a topic that continues to intrigue both laymen and scholars in the field. English archaeologist Brian Murray Fagan pointed out “how drought can destabilize a society and lead to its collapse.” Following the eleventh meeting of Maya civilization researchers, held in Mexico in November of 2001, a group of American scientists from the University of Florida, after analyzing lake sediments from Punta Laguna and Chichancanab in the state of Quintana Roo, concluded that the entire area suffered a succession of droughts between 862 and 986 CE. Marcello Canuto, an anthropologist at Yale University, stated that “the ecosystem’s capacity was stretched to the limit.” Historian David Christian says that this is a typical characteristic of the early agrarian civilizations: “When there are significant innovations, a population can grow until it exceeds the demographic ceiling. Then there is a sharp decline: the land is exhausted, famine takes with it the hungry, diseases finish off the malnourished, and wars, often organized by governments competing for scarce resources, kill soldiers and inhabitants of the villages and cities.”

ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS

American evolutionary biologist and physiologist Jared Diamond, author of Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, contemplated the decline of the Maya civilization from the perspective of an environmental crisis caused by human activity. A combination of environmental, economic and political stress. Massive deforestation produced a drought, as trees are a vital component of the water cycle, worsened by overall climate warming. After erosion of the hills caused by systematic clearing, acid soils were swept into the valley by floods, where they coated fertile soils with sterile sediment. A bleak picture: “At the beginning of 800, about five million Maya lived in the plains of the south within a territory the size of Switzerland. They ended up lacking many things – food, water, fire-wood–while the kings were fighting over the best land, and farmers did the same to keep a share of the crop.” The author of The Fall of the Ancient Maya, anthropologist David Webster, wrote: “the kings had to maintain order and prevent chaos through rituals. When they could no longer do this, the people lost confidence and the whole system collapsed.”
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What Brought on the Slaughter of Cancuén?
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In November of 2005, a team of scientists from the National Geographic Society, Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee, and the Ministry of Culture of Guatemala, discovered the skeletons of 50 people belonging to the royal dynasty of Cancuén. Archaeologist Arthur Demarest stated that “beheaded prisoners of war are often found, but not mass executions like this one.” A strange massacre: “Usually, a place would be conquered and someone would be put on the throne.” Before leaving, the invaders performed a death ritual, poisoning the water supply with corpses and tearing down the statues. Whether it was an internal revolt or an external attack, the episode reveals the fragile situation of the Maya world on the eve of its collapse.



Underwater Archaeology

This branch of archaeology has made great strides in recent decades, thanks to new technological innovations. The study of the Maya cenotes (groundwater wells characteristic of the Yucatán Peninsula) is one of the main subjects for underwater archaeology.
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What Formed the Cenotes?

Most of the three thousand cenotes in the region are aligned on the outer edge of the Chicxulub crater. This crater, with a diameter of almost 112 mi, was formed by a meteorite that fell 65 million years ago (the same one that is believed to have caused the extinction of the dinosaurs). The impact fractured the ground and allowed the formation of underground rivers and cenotes.
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MEMOIR

Scene from the Tro-Cortesianus Codex, mainly with astronomical content. It remains in Madrid.


Who Burned the Mayan Codices?

Fray Diego de Landa brutally appropriated the title of Grand Inquisitor – which he didn’t actually hold – in the Yucatán peninsula. He was the terror of the Maya in the region. He ordered their codices, which he considered to be the devil’s work, to be burned.

In 1545 a Franciscan friar named Diego de Landa arrived in the Yucatán and embarked on a journey of initiation, traveling from town to town in search of Maya knowledge. He learned their language and immersed himself completely, winning over the people who would pay dearly for trusting him. He was permitted to see and touch treasured ancient handwritten books, made of tree bark reduced to pulp, from which they formed long strips that were placed into a folding book. In these were inscribed their hieroglyphic writing and drawings. Once he was familiar with the knowledge of their world, he proceeded to eliminate it. Regarding the Maya calendar, he stated: “Whoever ordered the counting of the days, if it was the devil, did so for his honor; if it was a man, he must have been very idolatrous.” Consequently, he ruthlessly applied the methods of the Inquisition. He ordered tortures and executions at will. He was also entranced by the “astonishing height and beauty” of the temples, before demolishing them. He said about the books being burned: “These people used certain characters or letters with which they wrote their ancient knowledge and sciences in their books. We found a large number of these books with their writings, and because there was nothing that didn’t have superstition and lies of the devil, we burned them all, which amazed and saddened them.” His campaign of persecution of the Maya came to the attention of the Spanish Court, which summoned Diego de Landa and called him to account. While in Spain, the Franciscan wrote his Relación de las cosas de Yucatán, which also contained a brief description of the Maya calendar and a phonetic transcription of it converted into the Latin alphabet. Ironicly, the book became a significant source of information about a culture that the author himself had tried to eliminate.

RETURN WITHOUT GLORY

In 1573 Diego de Landa returned to Yucatán as bishop only to die six years later. Only three codices saved from destruction could be found in Europe: the Dresden Codex in Vienna in 1739, which is essentially a treatise on astronomy; the Tro-Cortesianus Codex in Madrid between 1860 and 1870, a book of predictions; and finally the Paris Codex of rituals in Paris in 1860. A fourth codex, the Grolier Codex, was discovered in Chiapas in 1965, and was exhibited in the Grolier Club of New York. It is now back in Mexico.

The Books of Chilam Balam

After the devastating loss of their codices, the Maya began to collect a good part of their historical memory in books called Chilam Balam, which some translate as “The book of revelation of hidden things.” They were written in the Maya language but using the Spanish alphabet, which they were taught by Spanish priests. There were several Chilam Balam, which were distinguished by adding the name of the town where each manuscript was made. Only a few came to be known. Among the most important are the Chilam Balam of Mani, Tizimin, Chumayel, Kaua, Ixil, Tusik and the Pérez Codex. The most interesting sections of the book were the chronicles that recorded the main facts of Maya history, especially those referring to the Postclassic period. In general, they were more or less literal translations of historic codices of which the originals were lost.

Maya Treasures

The Maya were exceptional artists: masters of color, using a unique stylization in their representations, whether in clay figures, on heavy stone stelae, or simple cups and vases. Jade, of high symbolic value, was the most appreciated and sought-after stone.

Mask of Pakal

The splendid funerary mask of the King of Palenque (Chiapas, Mexico), who ruled in the seventh century, consists of 340 pieces of carefully assembled jade. The eyes are made of pearl and obsidian. King Pakal is the only Mesoamerican ruler whose tomb –discovered in 1952– is located inside a pyramid (Temple of the Inscriptions). He was a prosperous king, who commissioned numerous constructions during his long reign of 68 years. He is well-known because the cover of his sarcophagus depicts him in a pose that some have associated with that of a modern astronaut. The only jade deposit in Mesoamerica is located in the Motagua River valley of Guatemala, a Maya area. The mask of Pakal is displayed on a wooden base and the stones have a length of between .08 in and 2.76 in. It is currently part of the collection of the National Anthropology and History Museum of Mexico, in Mexico City.
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“DAZZLING” URN

The beauty of this vase resulted in its nickname, “the dazzler.” It was found in the Margarita Tomb at Copán (Honduras). It was made in Teotihuacan style, and belonged to the wife of a king of the city. Along with the urn, other vessels were found that held offerings for the afterlife.
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JADE ORNAMENT

A delicate jade chest piece with a representation of a deity, flanked at the top by two heads. It is from the Classic period.
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RITUAL CUP

Cylindrical cup from Tikal, in polychrome pottery from the Classic period. It is decorated with a scene of members of the aristocracy.

Rulers of the Land

Terracotta figure depicting a nobleman or king sitting on a throne. It is in the style of the island of Jaina and belongs to the Classic period. The lavish elaborate headdress and clothing denote that they belong to the Maya elite. Like many ritual masks, the ceramic figures often portray vivid realism and an amazing level of detail, which has led to the theory that many of them are representations of historical figures.
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STELA

The tall and heavy stelae are characteristic of the Maya. They usually portray kings or rulers, and almost always include glyphs with historical data, which has provided a better understanding of their history. In Copán, Honduras, are some of the most elaborate and interesting types of stelae. This image, known as Stela F, represents king Uaxaklajuun Ub’aah K’awiil.
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PENDANT

Ornament made from a seashell (attribute of nobility). The image represents a warrior, probably a deity. These pendants were ornaments used by both men and women.
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ECCENTRIC

These strange figures, aptly called “eccentric,” were made of flint (like the ones in the image) or obsidian. Human profiles were carved along the outlines.

[image: images]

HEAVEN’S MIRROR

The famous observatory at Chichen Itza, with its functional and characteristic round design.


What Was Their Scientific Knowledge?

Close observation of the sky led the Maya to the peak of astronomical science. They developed an extraordinarily precise mathematical system. Their scientific knowledge has astounded the world.

Perhaps because they were an agricultural people, the Maya were obligated to record the passage of time as precisely as possible so as to develop a successful crop cycle. To do this, the priestly class observed the sky and studied the movements of the stars until they became authentic sages of astronomical science. By means of following the courses of the countless heavenly bodies that populate the sky, they observed solstices and equinoxes, and predicted eclipses using mathematical equations that to this day are outstanding. They established bases for their observations atop their temples, without the aid of telescopes or other implements beyond the naked eye. Inside the observatory was a chamber where they placed two crossed pieces of wood, providing a fixed point of observation from which they took accurate notes of the movement of the sun, moon, and planets. The wise Maya came to establish a ritual calendar of 260 days and a solar calendar of 365 days. The first was the Tzolkin, a period of twenty 13-day periods, which was used to tell people’s fortunes and keep track of the festival day of each deity. Each day name had its corresponding number.

It was not a lunar calendar, as it was not directly related to astronomical phenomena, although the Maya did have a calendar record for the moon and Venus. They composed a mathematical model for lunar computations and projections of eclipses, using the astronomical solar year as a reference. They made remarkable advances in calculating the time it takes the moon to go from one conjunction with the sun to the next, and created a very precise lunar calendar.

THE SOLAR CALENDAR

The second calendar, the solar one, was known as Haab and consisted of 19 months. In reality, it was a cycle of 18 months of 20 days and an additional month of 5 days to complete the solar cycle.

In addition, every four years a day was added to correct the six hours that each year would fall behind. They combined the two calendars which resulted in a 52-year cycle: the so called “Calendar Wheel,” whose dates were repeated every 52 years. This cycle was sufficient for the majority of the population, since it exceeded the average life expectancy. But to correct errors and maintain accurate records of periods longer than 52 years, they devised the “Long Count.”

Observing the sky

The dazzling Maya civilization observed both the sky and the earth. Like many other ancient peoples, the Maya found familiar forms in the shapes that seemed to be outlined by the stars. The Pleiades constellation was seen as a form with rattles taken from a rattlesnake. Gemini was considered to be a turtle. At first glance, the North Star commanded their attention due to its apparent immobility and they associated it with Xaman Ek, the monkey-faced god of travelers, forever in the sky.
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Did they Know the Precession of the Equinoxes?

Due to the law of gravity, Earth rotates on its axis like a giant wobbling spinning top, resulting in a shift in the axis of rotation, which creates changes at the start of the seasons. An equinoctial cycle lasts slightly less than 26,000 years and the coincidence of this number with the Maya “long count” system has been noted, since the sum of five eras of these people equals one equinoctial cycle. Most researchers of the Maya, however, do not consider this knowledge possible among the Maya and attribute the fact to mere chance.



Records in Stone

The Maya developed the only complete writing system in ancient America. This means they could graphically represent spoken speech in its entirety. Their system was logosyllabic: a combination of logograms (signs that represent words or ideas) and phonetic symbols (representing syllables). In addition to narrating the history of their kings, much of Maya writing—in books, the stelae, and reliefs--records astronomical events. This became very useful in the early days of deciphering the Maya writing system, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1906, the German historian Ernst Förstemann discovered many numerical coincidences related to the planet Venus in the Dresden Codex. These early studies, in turn, made it possible to recognize the advanced knowledge in astronomy that was achieved by the Maya.
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CREDIBLE CHRONICLE

The glyphs tell of the ascent to the throne of the son of King Pakal, K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II, shown at center flanked by his parents.

The long count consisted of a series of basic measures: a day (k’in), a 20-day month (winal), a year of 18 winals (tun), 20 tuns (k’atun) and 20 k’atuns (b’ak’tun), totaling 394 and a quarter years. In turn, 13 b’ak’tuns made a cycle of 5,125 years (piktun), which was considered a complete era. Thus, they gave themselves enough time to set a date for any event. The Maya calendar system representing the passage of days was more accurate than the Julian system, the modification of which took place in the sixteenth century with the adoption of the Gregorian system, used today. The Maya calendar was even more accurate than the Gregorian.

MATHEMATICAL CALCULATIONS

The accuracy of their mathematical calculations is striking. Being related to astronomical observation, arithmetic kept no secrets from Maya scholars. Since ancient times, probably between the fourth and third centuries BCE, they developed a vigesimal numeric system starting at 0. It is still unclear whether the Maya were the inventors of the concept of zero, or if this knowledge was inherited from the Olmecs. In any case, the first written record of it by the Maya precedes its first historical appearance in the Old World (which was in India) by several centuries. When writing their numbers they used bars and points for values 1 and 5, respectively. Zero was represented in the form of a shell. There was also another way to write numbers, in the form of human heads to represent numbers 1 to 13 and zero. All these signs changed value according to their relative position. That is: the 5 in the first position had the same value, but in the second position, above, it was 20 times more. In graphical representations, counting went from left to right and from top to bottom. Apparently, the wise Maya could determine their chronology by choosing, as a starting point, a date of seven baktuns prior to their actual beginning. Perhaps this marked a major event, such as the creation of the world or the birth of one of their gods.

The Cycle of Venus

The planet Venus was of significant interest to the Maya, who seem to have referred to it as the “great star” and the “Wasp Star.” Maya astronomers made a calculation of 584 days for the synodic period of Venus, though they realized that was a slightly excessive number. In reality, it is 583.92 days. But in order to coincide with complete lunar months, they regarded Venus as the morning star for 240 days, invisible in its superior conjunction for 90 days, evening star for 250 days, and invisible in its superior conjunction for 8 days. The picture below shows the Dresden Codex, which includes accurate data on the cycles of Venus and the Moon.
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The unit for recording dates in this initial series was the day. Through the vigesimal numerical system, they were able to set any date in the chronology with extraordinary precision. In the middle of the Classic period, the recording of the long count fell into disuse (an initial sign of decline) and was replaced by another simpler and shorter method. Archaeologist Sylvanus G. Morley noted: “This simplified method indicates only a specific time period and the date on which it ends. The ten hieroglyphs that are needed to express the date 9.16.0.0.0 in the initial series are reduced to three. Although it was not calculated for a period as long as the initial series, an end date for a time period accurately indicated the day within a period of 19,000 years.” He concluded that “toward the end of the Postclassic period, the Maya chronological system suffered another shortening, so radical that precision could only be attained within a period no more than 256 years.” It was the “short count” or “k’atun count” system.

Maya Blue

Besides being expert astronomers and mathematicians, the Maya accomplished technical advances in many other areas. They acquired a unique color, called Maya Blue, combining palygorskite clay with indigo leaves, mixed with copal resin. The resulting color is extremely resistant to chemical agents. In 1993 it was discovered how to reproduce the color, but only in 2008 did we know exactly how the Maya performed the preparation, which was also a symbol of sacrifice and regeneration.
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The Splendor of Copán

Copán, one of the most prosperous and powerful cities of the Classical period, was a populous metropolis at its peak, with people constantly coming and going, and artistic displays that are among the most beautiful and outstanding of all Maya art.
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ABSOLUTE SOVEREIGN

The king, dressed in clothing that emphasizes his superiority, watches a ball game.

The King’s Feast

The center of Copán (in what is today Honduras) is located on an artificially modified hillside. The city was founded at the beginning of the fifth century CE, although there had been significant settlements there previously. One of Copán’s kings at the height of its splendor was Uaxaklajuun Ub’aah K’awiil, shown in this illustration from behind, as he watches a ball game with his family. His servants offer him food and drink, and shade him with a parasol. The ballcourt was commissioned by the king himself in the year 738. Not long after that, Uaxaklajuun’s long reign of 43 years came to an end, when he died at the hands of a rebelling vassal.

Who Was the “Red Queen”?

In 1993, a tomb was discovered in Temple 13 at Palenque that held the remains of the most wealthy buried female among the Maya. She was called the “Red Queen,” because her bones were covered in red pigment. It is believed she was the wife of the founder of the Copán dynasty.


Did They Predict the End of the World?

The apocalypse supposedly predicted by the Maya was set on a date in their calendar that coincided with December 21, 2012. Although there were no catastrophes on that date, one Maya cycle of 5,125 years ended.

The doomsayers struck a goldmine with the Maya calendar that suddenly came into the spotlight of public attention for setting a date for the end of the world. Colombian architect Fernando Malkun apparently assisted in this with his television documentary, filmed in 1999, whose title did not pose questions: Owners of Time—The Seven Maya Prophecies. Malkun offered plenty of material for entertainment and otherwise. The sixth prophecy spoke specifically about the appearance of a comet that would crash into the Earth. The seventh and last prophecy did not go unnoticed, which asserted that the Sun would send out a gigantic radiant burst that would destroy our planet. One variant of the apocalyptic catastrophe was offered by Jose Argüelles, famous for his book, The Mayan Factor (1987), in which he developed his own calendar, based on the Maya calendar. According to Argüelles, the cycle change would be traumatic, but would also be the opportunity to achieve a change of consciousness toward greater spirituality.

ACADEMIC SKEPTICISM

The Foundation for the Advancement of Meso-american Studies, created in Florida in 1993 affirmed that, except for the mythological significance and cyclical character of the date December 21, 2012, there was no proof of an announced catastrophe, although it involved the end of a “long story” for the ancient Maya. The Spanish professor of anthropology Miguel Rivera Dorado, a specialist in Maya culture, said, “In the complex world view of this civilization, the time in which they lived would be the fourth world or fourth stage of humanity. Each of these worlds ended abruptly, with great catastrophes, and gave rise to the next. That fourth world, according to the Maya calendar, ends in the year 2012. It would not, then, involve the end of the world itself, but rather the end of a cycle, which would bring cataclysm and death.” The cycle that ended on December 21, 2012 was a date of enormous significance for the ancient Maya civilization: it marked the end of the fourth world that was created 5,125 years and 133 days earlier, according to their annals, in August of 3114 BCE. Although we weren’t witness to any catastrophes and equally, even though the ancient civilization for which this date was important no longer exists, current Maya believe that the date has great significance.

Times of Change

The winter solstice in the northern hemisphere (where the Maya civilization was located) of the year 2012 has past. American astronomer and anthropologist Anthony F. Aveni added his voice over the catastrophic predictions, addressing this subject in his book, The End of Time: The Maya Mystery of 2012. According to Aveni, the father of archeoastronomy, the Maya believed time was cyclical, which coincides with a mythical conception of time. The apocalyptic beliefs of Judeo-Christian tradition, on the other hand, are based on a linear concept of time. The Maya conceived time in great cycles that ended and began with significant changes during the transition periods. Thus the fear associated with the end of one cycle and the beginning of another, as in 2012. However, Aveni noted that Maya inscriptions related to the prophecy should be understood more as a mechanism to preserve political power and stability than as a literal prophecy.
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FINAL JUDGMENT?

The god Kukulkan (or Quetzalcoatl), representation of Venus and creator of humanity, in his morning star form, rises out of the jaws of the earth serpent.
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Who carved the crystal skulls?

The last Indiana Jones film and the approach of the year 2012 renewed interest in the crystal skulls, mysterious objects made of rock crystal (see photo above). Supposedly of Aztec or Maya origin, a dozen of them are known to exist, some preserved in prestigious museums. For many years, how they were made was a mystery, considering the rudimentary tools of the Mesoamerican people. While some asserted that they had mysterious powers, or that they had to be united in order to avoid catastrophe at the end of 2012, science has determined that they were made with modern methods in Europe, and during the nineteenth century. The most famous was supposedly found in a Maya ruin in Belize by the daughter of the adventurer F. A. Mitchell-Hedges, who to this day maintains that it is authentic.




Alternative Hypotheses

Could Kukulkan Have Been a Viking?

In Popol Vuh, the K’iche’ Maya book of creation, Kukulkan is mentioned by the name of Gucumatz, and is described as a god creator of the universe. The Aztecs referred to him as Quetzalcoatl (“feathered serpent”). The Spanish priest Diego de Landa said that among the Maya there was a story that Kukulkan had left on a “magic raft of snakes,” promising that he would return someday. In time, this return took the form of a prophecy which led the Aztecs to believe that Hernán Cortés was Quetzalcoatl. The Swedish-Mexican professor Gustavo Nelin, author of the book The Saga of Wotan: Vikings in Mexico during the 10th Century (1989) believed he had discovered the true identity of Kukulkan. According to Nelin, he had been the captain of a Viking ship that, pushed by a maritime current, had been diverted from its original destination (Greenland). The ship had been part of Erik the Red’s fleet in 985, and its captain, who the Maya had seen as Kukulkan, was Ari Marson, a relative of Erik. The name of the lost Viking ship (remember the ferocious figureheads on Viking ships?) was “Dragon’s Head,” which Gustavo Nelin postulates was how the mythical idea of the Feathered Serpent arose.

Was There Any Connection Between the Africans and the Maya?

There has been a hypothesis regarding the Mesoamerican people being of Egyptian origin. Other theories have been put forth that link their origins to black Africa. In 1862, the Mexican Explorer José Maria Melgar y Serrano discovered the first Olmec colossal head. Due to the apparently negroid features of the sculpture, he believed this civilization was of African origin. Although some later scholars (such as Russian Leo Wiener or British Ivan van Sertima) have delved into this hypothesis, there is no consensus on this in the scientific community today. There is also some controversy surrounding the marimba (a musical instrument similar to a xylophone). It has been the national instrument of Guatemala since 1978, and numerous Guatemalan researchers, such as the folklorist Marcial Armas Lara, defend the Maya origin of this instrument. The predominant opinion is that it was of African creation, and arrived in the Americas with the first slave ships during the seventeenth century.
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The support for both sides is conjecture, and it is not clearly established that there is a connection between the origins of both instruments.

FEATHERED SERPENT

One of the first representations of the Feathered Serpent, in Teotihuacan. Its similarity to Viking imagery has been noted.

Did the Maya Inherit Their Culture From Asia?

The similarity between the Egyptian pyramids and those in the Americas gave rise to extreme hypotheses of cultural diffusionism (the idea that similar inventions have a similar historical origin). In the first half of the nineteenth century, French explorer Jean-Frédéric Waldeck believed he saw figures of elephants in Maya pillars, and postulated that the Maya had an Asian origin. This hypothesis was supported in the early twentieth century by Australian anatomist and archaeologist Grafton Elliot Smith. In his 1885 book, The Ancient Cities of the New World, the photographer and archaeologist Désiré Charnay put forth the theory that the Toltecs were of Asian origin, based on similar cultural traits of these peoples and similarities to artistic expressions of Asiatic peoples such as the Chinese, Japanese, Malays, and Cambodians.

Did They Have Contact with Extra- terrestrial Beings?

The figure carved on the sarcophagus of King Pakal in Palenque, in a fetal position and with various strange adornments, led many people to associate it with an astronaut. In 1966, the Frenchmen André Millou and Guy Tarade believed they had discovered in this magnificent engraving a pilot with a helmet, flying a space ship. Swiss Erich von Daniken popularized this hypothesis in his book Memories of the Future. He considered the stone figure to be another example of extraterrestrial colonization of our planet. About the same carving, the Mexican-American professor José Argüelles suggested that the Maya were a “galactically informed” civilization. This visionary, author of The Mayan Factor (1987), had heard from the mouth of a Maya wise man that the earth’s solar system was the seventh that the Maya had mapped and navigated, which convinced him of their extraterrestrial origin. “They came here at a specific time and made their observations, leaving behind information about the nature of the galactic pathway our planet Earth has taken since 3113 BCE,” Argüelles observed. The mission of these masters of time and galactic engineers, who incarnated on various planets, was one of systematizing and transmitting the synchronization code: the tzolkin.
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SPACE TRAVELER?

The figure on the cover of King Pakal’s sarcophagus resembles, according to some, the position of an astronaut.

Did They Ban the Use of the Wheel?

During his expedition of 1880–1882, Désiré Charnay discovered Aztec toys with wheels, but his finding was not taken seriously by scientists. Years later, when the veracity of his discovery was confirmed, the question arose as to why they had not been used for agriculture and architecture. An explanation was proposed that in Mesoamerica there were no draught animals and the terrain was unfavorable, so the wheel was not very useful. There are also less conventional theories. Some suggest the Maya’s inability to translate the use of the wheel in toys to a much larger scale, or the impossibility of using the invention because of a religious prohibition due to the supposedly eminently sacred nature of the wheel. According to the American explorer, historian, and anthropologist Victor Wolfgang von Hagen (1908–1985), there was a mental block that prevented them from using the wheel. There was some type of order or condemnation, foretelling that catastrophic results could come about with technological progress. This idea would also have been what led them to abandon the large urban centers at one point in their development to disperse into the forest and regress to a prior survivalist state that would not harm the ecosystem.

Did They Make a “Sound Recording” of the Quetzal’s Song?

Across from the north stairway of the Kukulkan pyramid (in Chichen Itza), the sound of applause causes an echo that sounds like the quetzal, the sacred bird associated with the deity to which the pyramid is dedicated—Kukulkan or Quetzalcoatl (translated as “feathered serpent”). If this were a coincidence, it would only be an anecdote, but the sound expert David Lubman considers that the Maya could have encoded this sound on purpose in order to produce an echo effect like the one heard. What is surprising is that nearly one thousand years after its construction, erosion has not diminished that sound. This sound, which would be a type of Maya “recording,” is probably related to the idea, not just of the Maya but also of other ancient cultures, that the echo is the voice of spirits and gods.
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JUST A TOY

Toys have been found in many areas of Mesoamerica, such as this jaguar, which shows that the wheel was known in the pre-Columbian era.

Did the Maya Descend from the Atlantans?

During the second half of the nineteenth century, some of the first archaeologists who researched the Maya ruins proposed the hypothesis that the Maya and other Mesoamerican peoples were descendants of the inhabitants of Atlantis, the lost continent mentioned for the first time by Plato in his dialogues Critias and Timaeus. These archaeologists include Charles Étienne Brasseur de Bourbourg (who discovered the writings of Diego de Landa in Madrid and translated the Popol Vuh into French), and a young Edward Herbert Thompson, who in 1879 at 22 years of age wrote an article (“Atlantis: Not a Myth”) defending the theory of the origin of Atlantis. At that time, Thompson had not yet visited any Maya archaeological sites. Later he would make significant excavations in Chichen Itza (a territory acquired in 1894), and would repudiate his early idea that linked the Maya with the Atlantans. However, these ideas inspired the American politician and writer Ignatius Donnelly, whose first book, entitled Atlantis: the Antediluvian World (1882), started a wave of popular interest in the matter, which still has followers today. The scientific community currently believes, however, that Atlantis is a purely mythical continent.

What Is the Origin of the So-called K Codex?

Outside of the scope of science, there are references to “seven Maya prophecies” and a “K Codex” where they were compiled. The source of information regarding said prophecies is a book written in 2001 by a Brazilian journalist, Alberto Beuttenmüller, titled 2012: The Maya Prophecy. This work, presented as a “non-fiction novel,” describes the discovery of the K Codex by a group of travelers in the ruins of Palenque, not long after the arrival of the Spanish to the region. The apocalyptic prophecies speak of several diverse cataclysms that would have occured at the end of 2012, unless humanity paid attention and straightened its course.

NATIVES OF ATLANTIS?

Seventeenth century map (with north at the bottom), showing Atlantis. Early studies of the Maya revitalized the idea of the existence of this “lost continent.”


To See and Visit
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OTHER PLACES OF INTEREST

COPÁN

HONDURAS

The city reached its zenith during the Classic period. Its art is highly refined. The main buildings include the Temple of Rosalila, the Q Altar, and numerous pillars, many of which represent kings. It has been a World Heritage Site since 1980.

CANCUÉN

GUATEMALA

Although this city in the Petén basin is of less importance than Tikal or Calakmul, it contains one of the largest palaces of the Maya legacy. In 2005, a series of royal tombs linked to the fall of the Maya civilization were discovered in Cancuén.

CALAKMUL

MEXICO

One of the largest Maya archaeological sites. Located in the Petén basin, it rivaled Tikal during the Classic period. It has a large number of buildings, and its pyramids are among the highest built by the Maya.

BONAMPAK

MEXICO

In the Maya language, its name means “painted walls.” The significance of this archaeological site does not lie in important buildings, but rather in its splendid murals, painted in vivid colors. There is a reproduction of the paintings to scale in the National Museum of Anthropology and History in Mexico City.

EL MIRADOR

GUATEMALA

A large archaeological site, also in the Petén basin, that includes some of the tallest building complexes of the Maya culture, including the El Tigre and La Danta pyramids. The city stands out from other Maya centers because its enormous pyramids are from the Preclassic period.

UXMAL

MEXICO

Located on the Yucatán Peninsula, Uxmal flourished during the Postclassic period. Among its numerous buildings, the Pyramid of the Magician stands out, because it is the only Maya building with rounded sides. It has been a World Heritage Site since 1996.

MAYAPAN

MEXICO

Founded during the Postclassic period, near Chichen Itza, it held supremacy in the Yucatán peninsula until just prior to the arrival of the Spanish in the Americas. The main buildings are very similar to those at Chichen Itza.

PALENQUE

MEXICO

Located in the state of Chiapas, this Classic period city is small in comparison with Tikal. Its fame is mainly due to the tomb of King Pakal, found in the Temple of the Inscriptions. A World Heritage Site since 1987, Palenque is one of the most studied Maya archaeological sites.

Chichen Itza, Tourist Epicenter

THE CITADEL

On the Yucatán Peninsula, in Mexico. Along with Tikal, it is one of the most well-known cities of the ancient Maya civilization and one of the most visited locations in all of the Americas. Its age of splendor dates to the Postclassic period. It has characteristics that reflect Toltec influence. The pyramid known as “The Castle” is its most emblem-atic building. Its sacred cenote is one of the most explored by Maya archaeologists.

ACCESS AND ATTRACTIONS

Tourists generally arrive at Chichen Itza by airplane or bus from the beaches of Cancun (112 miles, or 180 km, away), or from Cozumel (155 miles, or 249 km). Both Cancun and Cozumel have their own Maya ruins. In addition to archaeological tourism, the Yucatán peninsula is famous for its beaches and the possibilities it offers for scuba diving, as well as for its biodiversity. A visit to the ruins of Chichen Itza takes around three hours.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Chichen Itza is the second most important archaeological tourism site in Mexico. It is located in the State of Yucatán, and is 75 mi from its capital, Merida. The climate is warm, and it generally rains in the summer. Keep in mind that during the equinoxes (particularly on the spring equinox), Chichen Itza is full of tourists wanting to see the “descent of the serpent” on Kukulkan’s pyramid, which has not been open for climbing since 2006.


Grand Tikal
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Located in the Petén basin, in Guatemala, Tikal (right) was one of the most significant and characteristic city-states of the Maya. Its only source of water was the rainwater collected in the deposits. Its peak of splendor occurred during the Classic period, and it has some of the highest and best-preserved pyramids from ancient Mesoamerican civilization. It was declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1979.
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The Amazon: Rainforest of the Natives

The Amazon jungle represents one of the last bastions of untouched nature on the planet, a region that has remained virtually uninhabited for thousands of years because of unfavorable environmental conditions impeding permanent human settlement. This image was the observation of the first European scientists to travel through this region in the 18th century, who recounted stories of traversing vast areas with few signs of human occupation. Anthropologists and naturalists subsequently confirmed this idea up until the beginning of the 20th century.

However, the few documents available that discuss the Amazon, written by Spaniards and Portuguese during the 16th and 17th centuries, speak of large settlements made up of thousands of people, located along the length of the Amazon River and its major tributaries. And at the end of the 19th century, the first archaeological expeditions to the Amazon River estuary and the Central Amazon seemed to corroborate the accounts of the conquistadors.

How is this explained? The indigenous peoples of the New World, including those in the Amazon, had very low levels of immunity against most of the diseases brought by the Europeans and rapid dissemination of these diseases caused the disappearance of groups who had probably never even seen a white man. In addition, rocky outcrops are relatively rare in the Amazon. As a result, earth was the raw material primarily used by the ancient peoples of the Amazon jungle to build homes, irrigation canals and structures on religious sites. To the untrained eye, it would have been difficult to differentiate natural formations from artificial structures made of dirt, for example, embankments. The difficulty increases when these structures are covered by tropical forest growth.

Archaeologist today know that the image of the Amazon constructed by scientists up until the mid-20th century is the fruit of a combination of factors: local populations extinguished very rapidly as disease spread during the 16th and 17th centuries, tropical growth during the 18th and 19th centuries that covered areas that had been previously occupied, hiding structures and other signs of human occupation and, finally, the Rubber Fever at the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century was a difficult time for indigenous peoples, who were often used as slave labor. As a result, the nomadic lifestyle and widely dispersed villages of these peoples described by scientists had became natural. This way of life was an adaptation to the current historical conditions, rather than an adaptation to the ecological conditions of the Amazon.

The last 30 years have seen a radical revision of this knowledge base. In nearly every area of the Amazon jungle investigated by archaeologists, evidence of past human occupation has been found, even in areas now covered in forest that appears virgin. Today it is known that the Amazon has been occupied for around 14,000 years, the same length of time as other parts of the South American continent, by various peoples with different forms of social and political organization, from nomadic hunter-gatherer groups to permanent, hierarchical settlements that created extremely refined stone and ceramic objects. Perhaps the greatest treasure bequeathed to us by these ancient peoples, ancestors of the tribes found in the Amazon today, is their sophisticated knowledge of the rich and complex environment surrounding them. Archaeologists have worked to understand, to some degree, how this natural world has been transformed. To these researchers, the Amazon biome, its history and its development over the centuries only make sense if you take into consideration the combination of natural factors (animals, plants and minerals) and human contributions affecting its development. This task is made all the more urgent by the fact that the Amazon, its natural resources and its native peoples are under threat from uncontrolled occupation.

Eduardo Neves

Archaeologist and historian. He is a professor at the Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at the University of Sao Paulo and is the author of Arqueología de la Amazonia (Amazonian Archaeology, 2006) and The Unknown Amazon: Culture and Nature in Ancient Brazil, 2001.
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DANGERS

Indiscriminate mining, uncontrolled logging, and extensive agricultural exploitation place the Amazon’s ecosystem in great danger.
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XINGU VILLAGE

Aerial view of a typical Xingu village, arranged in a circle on the banks of the Xingu River, a tributary of the Amazon, in Brazil.


The Lost Cities of the Amazon

The Amazon, one of the least explored areas on the planet, is beginning to reveal its secrets. Recent research appears to confirm the existence of civilizations that would have included thousands of people.

Until very recently, it was believed that the impenetrable jungles flanking the largest and widest river in the world only provided sustenance to small hunter-gatherer tribes. But over the last few years, indications that these lands once sheltered thousands of people, including complex, structured societies that inhabited its vast area for hundreds, maybe thousands, of years, have begun to come to light.

NEW EVIDENCE

Scientists and researchers such as Anna C. Roosevelt, head of the Anthropology Department at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago; Brazilian Eduardo Neves, who received a doctorate in Archaeology from the University of Sao Paulo; Colombian anthropologist Augusto Oyuela-Caycedo, from the University of Florida; and German Michael Heckenberger, from the same institution, have explored and studied places as remote as San Martín de Samiria, in the area surrounding the Ucayali River in Peru; the banks of the Madeira River in northwest Bolivia; Manaus, in the center of the Brazilian Amazon; the territory of the Xingu, in southern Brazil (near the river of the same name); and Marajó Island, in the Amazon estuary. In all of these areas, evidence has been found indicating the presence of an advanced culture that would have been capable of supporting thousands of people in an area where the land had been considered very infertile, incapable of supplying the resources and food necessary to build a complex society.

In San Martín de Samiria, Augusto Oyuela-Caycedo found the remains of fruit orchards that had been exploited by man, agricultural activity and mounds of earth enriched with carbon, phosphorus, and calcium; these could have provided food for 5,000 people, and were dated to 900 CE using Carbon 14 dating. In northern Bolivia, American, Finnish, and German archaeologists have also found mounds of fertile soil, raised fields, large roads, and water canals built between 1200 and 1300 CE, as well as the remains of villages that could have housed 2,500 people. In this area, deforestation has made it possible to see many enigmatic geoglyphs: large shapes and linear or geometric structures, often circular or rectangular, but sometimes triangular or polygonal, only visible from above, that are similar to the lines in Nazca, Peru, and indicate ancient human activity. In Manaus, in addition to the remains of orchards that were subject to intense exploitation, Eduardo Neves found soils fertilized artificially with plant carbon, human waste, and other organic materials, as well as the remains of what would have been a large plaza and other works that date from 970 to 1440 CE. Near this location, in Painted Rock Cave, some 6 mi from the Amazon River and at the midpoint of the road between Manaos and Belém, Dr. Anna C. Roosevelt made discoveries in 1992 that revolutionized the theory of human population of the South American continent: she found some 30,000 pieces, stones and fossils, that, when put through rigorous study, revealed the existence of occupants in the cave between 10,000 and 11,200 years ago.

Along the Xingu River, one of the Amazon’s Brazilian tributaries, Michael Heck-enberger found and has studied in depth what seems to be networks of trenches, embankments, roads and canals, as well as the remains of a civilization that, according to the researcher, already existed in the year 800 CE, well before the arrival of the Spaniards in the New World. And finally remains of ceramics have been found on Marajó Island, where building foundations and evidence of advanced agriculture capable of feeding more than 100,000 people have also been found. All this evidence adds weight to the theory that the Amazon has long been inhabited by one or several cultures, with developed, well-structured societies that have proved able to “dominate” the abundance of nature around them and provide food and accommodation for thousands of people who lived in wooden buildings raised in urban centers, connected by large avenues.

DISCREPANCIES

However, not all researchers are in agreement with this theory. Betty J. Meggers, director of Latin American Archaeology at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington and author of the book Man and Culture in a Counterfeit Paradise (1971), asserts that the Amazon is not and has never been at all suitable for sustaining large groups of people. Meggers believes that the theories to the contrary are based largely on well-intentioned though improbable hypotheses rather than on scientific evidence, and has publicly accused certain archaeologists of abandoning theories assumed to be true until now “to promote their own professional careers.” Although to other scientists, such as Brazilian Eduardo Neves, the recent discoveries “are giving new meaning to the evolution of the Amazon,” which has ceased to be a “black hole” in South American history.
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EL DORADO

Illustration from 1599 showing the mythical city of El Dorado, located on the banks of the imaginary Lake Parime, near the Essequibo River in Guyana.

IN SEARCH OF “EL DORADO”

The search for cities in the Amazon, however, is not new. In fact, to locate El Dorado, the mythical and fabulous kingdom whose streets are supposedly paved in gold, Spaniards and Britons have both undertaken explorations that have become part of the era of great expeditions. In 1535, Spaniard Sebastián de Belalcázar sought El Dorado in the area southwest of the northern Andes, near Colombia, as did Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada, who searched the Muisca territory a year later. However, the most famous of these expeditions was the one led by Gonzalo Pizarro and Francisco de Orellana in 1541. Pizarro was then the governor of Quito, and the group set out from there heading east. After dividing into two groups, Pizzaro and his men returned to Quito, while Orellana was ordered to continue the trip in search of provisions via the Napo River. Orellana continued onward with a group of fifty men, and came to the convergence of the rivers Trinidad and Napo. Pushed by the currents, he then entered the Amazon River, which he named, and reached the river’s estuary in 1542. Gaspar de Carvajal, a Dominican missionary who traveled with him, went down in history as the author of the account of this expedition. In the work titled Relación del nuevo descubrimiento del famoso río Grande que descubrió por muy gran ventura el capitán Francisco de Orellana (Account of the Recent Discovery of the Famous Grand River, Which was Discovered by Great Good Fortune by Captain Francisco de Orellana), in addition to providing information of great interest about the rituals, customs, utensils and military tactics of the natives they met along the way, the friar spoke of “shining cities,” “canoes holding dozens of warriors,” “straight, well-traveled avenues,” and “very fertile lands.” Gaspar de Carvajal’s testimony was written off over the years and described as the fruit of the fantasies and exaggerations of someone hoping to attract followers to Peru. However, recent discoveries in the Amazon corroborate the missionary’s 16th-century account: there were, effectively, large, straight “avenues”; communities populated by hundreds, maybe thousands of people; and very fertile ground (recent discoveries include “terra preta,” artificially enriched black earth). But were there cities? Maybe there were, though they were not built of stone. It could be that Gaspar de Carvajal saw, from the river, large buildings of wood that seemed to overlap one another behind large palisades.
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EXPEDITIONS

In the 16th century, several Spanish conquistadors launched expeditions to the eastern slopes of the Andes in search of El Dorado.

Remnants of Civilization

Since the 1960s, the Amazon has been the object of fruitful archaeological expeditions. These expeditions have resulted in the discovery of deposits, sites and agricultural techniques proving, for many archaeologists, the existence of a civilization in the Amazon River basin.
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Was This a Native or Imported Civilization?

The finding of fertilization procedures similar to those used in creating terra preta in the Moxos Plains in Bolivia seem to support those advocating the endogenous origin of the Amazonian civilization. The fact that the largest deposits of terra preta coincide with the expanses of the cities of Santarém and Manaus, linked to the Tapajós and Manaus Indians, who spoke Arawak, seems to confirm it. The Mojo people, in Bolivia, were also of Arawak origin.

PAITITI: A LEGEND?

Another site sought in the mountain plains of southeastern Peru, northern Bolivia, and southwestern Brazil is Paititi, a fantastic city or kingdom that has been described in many ways and whose etymology and significance fail to create unanimity. It is said that, during the time of the Inca empire, the jungle through which the Madre de Dios River passes was called Antisuyo, and its inhabitants were called the Antis (thus the name Andes). It is also said that a sovereign from Cusco had conquered the various Amazonian tribes in this area, forcing them to pay tribute in gold. An Inca legend tells that the Andean god Inkarri founded a city equal to Cusco in the jungle ten days travel from the Inca capital well before the arrival of the Spaniards. It is also said that after the arrival of the conquistadors in 1533, Prince Huascar and some Inca priests transferred enormous riches to Paititi, converting this city into the last bastion of the Inca civilization after the fall of Vilcabamba and the execution of Túpac Amaru. Another version places Paititi much further east, on today’s Bolivia-Brazil border, an area that was inhabited by the Mojo tribe for centuries; in their language, Arawak, paititi means “white and shining.” It is in this area of the Bolivian Amazon (the Moxos plains) that geoglyphs have recently been found, as have canals and walls, attributed to an ancient confederation of Amazon tribes.

EUROPEAN SOURCES

Some written accounts exist. One of these is by the Jesuit missionary Andrea López, who, around 1600, wrote of the existence of a large city, rich in gold, silver and jewels, located in the middle of the jungle “near a waterfall called Paititi by the natives.” Another, from 1618, is also attributed to a Jesuit, Blas Valera, the presumed author of Exsul Immeritus Blas Valera Populo Suo, which includes two engravings depicting the city of Paititi from the jungle and from the mountain. Both accounts were found recently: the first was found by Italian archaeaologist Mario Polia in 2001, in an archive in Rome; the second was found in 1999 by Italian scholar Laura Laurencich Minelli.

Researchers have not ruled out the existence of Inca cities built much further into the jungle than is generally accepted. It is known that whoever raised Tahuantinsuyo, the ancient Inca empire, maintained an active presence in the western Amazon, and that ties between the coast, the mountains and the jungle were stronger than many scholars imagined. Paved roads entering the jungle are numerous, and many more are discovered regularly. This does not stop others from believing that, like Juan Álvarez Maldonado, who explored the Peruvian jungle in 1568, Paititi was nothing more than the name of a large river: the Amazon. Another of the mythical lost cities of the Amazon is the one cited in Manuscript 512, a Brazilian document from the 18th century, which British explorer Percy Fawcett searched diligently for and baptized “Z.” The document describes the city without naming it. Fawcett lost his life while searching for it.
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Martti Pärssinen

1956

A Finnish historian, archaeologist, and anthropologist, Pärssinen is a specialist in Inca civilization. Director of the Ibero-American Institute of Finland and a professor at the University of Tampere, he has undertaken numerous expeditions exploring the Amazonian limits of the Inca empire and has also studied the geoglyphs discovered in the Brazilian state of Acre, which he maintains could be the remains of pre-Colombian agricultural societies established in the Amazon region.

INCAS. Pärssinen believes that the limits of Tahuantinsuyo reached further than historians had previously believed.
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Augusto Oyuela-Caycedo

1969

Having earned a doctorate in Archaeology in the United States, this Colombian professor teaches at the University of Florida and is an expert in the ecological history of the Upper Amazon region, shared by Colombia, Peru and Brazil.

ECOLOGY. His findings have contributed to the questioning of the belief in the unaltered historical continuity of the Amazon Jungle.



Michael Heckenberger

A specialist in the historical evolution of tribal societies in the Amazon, this anthropologist and archaeologist from the University of Florida has studied in depth the Kuikuro, denizens of the Upper Xingu, a tributary of the Amazon River in Brazil, as heirs of an ancient agrarian culture developed deep in the jungle. Michael Heckenberger maintains that complex societies existed in the Amazon region before the arrival of the Europeans. As an anthropologist, he has described the hierarchical systems at the heart of the Kuikuro people and their regional integration systems, facilitated by the construction of trenches, avenues and bridges. The author of works such as The Enigma of the Great Cities, Heckenberger maintains that, in accordance with archaeological findings, between the 9th and 14th centuries, the inhabitants of the Upper Xingu made up a complex demographic network ten times larger than that of today, and built urban structures that were regular and interconnected.

INNOVATOR. Heckenberger is one of the leading exponents af the new current of investigation that defends the existence of a level of urbanization in pre-Colombian Amazonia comparable to that of medieval Europe.

1963
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Denise Schaan

1962

A specialist on the ceramics of Marajó Island, this Brazilian archaeologist has made new finds concerning the Marajó culture. Involved in the review of Amazon civilization, she has also studied the geoglyphs at Alto Purús, which, in her opinion, were ritual centers.

CIVILIZATION. In her works, Schaan states that the Marajó culture was not an isolated phenomenon in the Amazon basin.



“They may not have had the technical or social command of the Romans or Incas, but the Amazon peoples were as capable of innovating as any other people in the world.” Michael Heckenberger
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Eduardo Neves

This Brazilian archaeolo-gist and historian is known for his research on human occupation of the Amazon in ancient times. A professor at the Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology belonging to the University of São Paulo and the Federal University of the Amazon, he has written two books, Arqueología de la Amazonia (Amazonian Archaeology, 2006), and The Unknown Amazon: Culture and Nature in Ancient Brazil, (2001), as well as many articles about his archaeological activity (mainly carried out in the Manaus region in central Brazil), which have contributed to the revelation of the existence of the Amazon civilization.

1966

TERRA PRETA. Neves is of the opinion that the fertility of the terra preta is the result of human action and that it could have sustained a complex pre-Colombian Amazonian society.

Amazon Urban Planning

In contrast to theories maintaining that the indigenous peoples of the Amazon jungle did little more than survive the Stone Age, archaeological discoveries demonstrate that they created advanced, hierarchical social structures, as is apparent in the organization of the Upper Xingu territory.
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Why Didn’t They Create Larger Urban Centers?

Some archaeologists, such as American Jonathan Haas, a collaborator of the Field Museum in Chicago, believe that city size was defined by natural conditions. “The jungle landscape does not favor centralization of production,” he states. Other researchers feel that city size was more likely constrained by boundaries set for reasons of political balance between indigenous leaders. The fact that the largest urban centers are equidistant seems to confirm this theory.

The Fawcett Myth

In 1925, for the eighth time in his life, British Colonel Percy Fawcett entered the Amazon jungle. On this particular occasion, he was searching for the ruins of a lost city he called “Z,” mentioned in Manuscript 512. At the end of May, the explorer mysteriously disappeared in the confines of the Upper Xingu.
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EXPLORER Percy Fawcett (in the center of the photograph) with members of his expedition to the sources of the Rio Verde, in 1908.

Final Images

This is one of the last photos taken of the expedition to the lost city of “Z.” The photograph shows one member of Fawcett’s canoe exchanging information with passengers in another canoe, crewed by the native Kalapalos, the last tribe to see the explorer and his companions alive.
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CEREMONY ILLUSTRATED

El Dorado, illustrated by De Bry, in the German edition of The Discovery of Guiana by Sir Walter Raleigh.


Did the City of El Dorado Exist?

El Dorado, the mythical city of gold, has never been found. Nonetheless, numerous accounts from the 16th century bear witness to its existence. Could the remains found in the Amazon be linked to this city? The mystery continues.

The legend of El Dorado took shape in Peru during the time of the first Spanish conquistadors; the natives spoke to these explorers of a place where gold was so common that the inhabitants disregarded it.

This fantastic place, located somewhere in central Colombia, was connected with specific sacred ceremonies in which the natives offered gold objects and large emeralds to their gods; explorers have searched Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela for this city. Thus it is told by Juan Rodríguez Freyle (1566-1640) in 1636 in his book Conquista y Descubrimiento del Nuevo Reino de Granada de las Indias Occidentales del Mar Océano [Conquest and Discovery of the New Kingdom of Granada of the West Indies Sea], known as “El Carnero” (The Sheep), a chronicle of the history and customs relating to the colonization of the New Kingdom of Granada. In this book, Freyle tells of how an important person among the Muisca or ChiBCEha people was literally covered in gold dust, though in another version, directed to the then Governor of Guatavita, he states that “in Lake Guatavita, they make a raft of reeds [...] remove the heir’s clothing [...] smear him with sticky sand, and sprinkle everything with gold dust, so that he is completely covered with this metal. They put him on the raft, which is tied, and place a great pile of gold and emeralds at his feet to be offered to their god [...] The golden native presents their offering by throwing all the gold and emeralds at his feet into the lake....”

In relation to this, we must mention the 1969 finding of a ceramic vessel containing the famous Muisca Raft in a cave in the municipality of Pasca. This votive figure made of gold by Muisca artisans alludes to the legend of El Dorado and represents the act of investiture for the tribe’s leaders, held in Lake Guatavita. The raft measures 7.7 inches by 4 inches (19.6 cm by 10.2 cm), and has a central figure wearing a large headdress with various secondary figures. Made between 1200 and 1500 CE, it is displayed at the Gold Museum in Bogota.

SIMILAR RITUALS

This ritual was not only celebrated here, but in other places as well. In fact, more than a century earlier, another gold piece very similar to this raft was found in the Siecha Lagoons in the Colombian municipality of Guasca in 1856. Thus it seemed that this area, inhabited since pre-Hispanic times by the Muisca people (in their language, the word Siecha means “the son’s house”), was the true location of the El Dorado offering, though today it is believed that each tribe held this ceremony in a lake or body of water within their own territory.


What is the Famous Manuscript 512?

In 1753, an expedition of bandeirantes (explorers from colonial Brazil), led by Francisco Raposo and Joao Silva Guimaraes, entered the jungle covering what we now know as Bahia, in Brazil, in search of the famous Mines of Muribeca. They did not find the rich mine, but found instead a lost city, whose cyclopean and Greco-Roman architecture was described in an account later submitted to the viceroy. The document disappeared until 1839, when it was found by accident among the files in the court library in Rio de Janeiro. It was given to the Brazilian Historical and Geographical Institute, which was responsible for revealing it. Placed in the “Manuscripts, Rare Works” section in the National Library in Rio de Janeiro, the document was first listed under its current title in 1881 in the catalogue pertaining to the Brazilian History Exhibition.



European Greed

El Dorado not only escaped the Spanish conquistadors, but other European adventurers as well. Germans Nikolaus Federmann, Georg von Speyer and Philipp von Hutten were among the first explorers attracted by the myth in the 16th century. Employed by the Welsers, financiers of the always indebted Charles I of Spain, they took part in expeditions to the territories of New Granada in search of the fabulous city of gold. Between 1535 and 1538, they explored what is now Venezuela and Colombia with no success.

The myth of the city of gold has also seduced enemies of the Spanish Crown. At the end of the century, in 1595, British aristocrat and military man Walter Raleigh, in the service of Queen Elizabeth I, explored what is now Guyana and eastern Venezuela with his crew. He had heard that El Dorado could be found in an unexplored jungle region at the head of the Caroni River, a tributary of the Orinoco. Despite his tenacity, he also failed to find the fabulous city, but upon his return to England, he wrote The Discovery of Guiana, an account of the journey in which he made exaggerated claims about his discoveries. The book, more than any prior text, helped to spread the myth of El Dorado throughout Europe.
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LOCATION OF EL DORADO

Map belonging to Walter Raleigh on which he indicates the location of El Dorado.
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SAILOR AND WRITER

In addition to being a Naval Ensign who fought against the Invicible Armada, Raleigh was a celebrated writer and poet.

An engraving of the Siecha raft was published for the first time in the book El Dorado by Liborio Zerda (1830-1919), which appeared as a serial in 1882 in an illustrated periodical from Bogota and awakened scientific interest in the piece worldwide; the piece was finally acquired by a German institution. Unfortunately, the gold raft, which weighed 6 oz and was linked to Freyle’s accounts by Zerda, was lost upon arrival in the port of Bremen, when the ship transporting it had a fire.

Interest in finding El Dorado has remained constant throughout history. In the 16th century, explorers attempted to drain Lake Guatavita to reach the treasures it was believed to hold in its depths. Today, there remains a large trench on one side of the lake that some historians date to 1580. According to the conclusions of a team of divers who explored the lake in 1990, it had in fact been drained between 1900 and 1906. No gold objects were found, although some objects were found in colonial times in the Siecha Lagoons, which had also been submitted to various drainage processes.

EXPEDITIONS

A large number of expeditions can be connected to the search for El Dorado. In the 16th century alone, from Diego de Ordaz’s expedition in 1530 to Domingo Vera’s expedition in 1596, Spaniards made at least a score of attempts, including Gonzalo Pizarro’s in 1539 and the three expeditions led by Pedro de Silva in 1566, 1568 and 1570. The British also sought the legendary city. The first attempt was by Sir Walter Raleigh, who sailed up the Orinoco to the interior of Guyana in 1595; he found some gold objects, though he had no luck finding the legendary kingdom. The city of El Dorado was finally equated with Paititi and the lost city described in Manucript 512. In 1913, British consul O’Sullivan Beare, who searched for the legendary silver mines of Muribeca, claimed to have seen the city of gold from a distance on the right bank of the San Francisco River, some 12 days by horse from Salvador, in Bahia. Beare told his story to British Colonel Percy Fawcett, who, in 1921, organized an expedition to the western part of Lençóis, toward the Sincora Mountains and Orobó in western Brazil. Fawcett found petroglyphs and inscriptions similar to those described in the manuscript (and to those on a statuette from the Xingu area given to him by a friend, the writer H. Rider Haggard, author of King Solomon’s Mines, which he interpreted as Atlantean), but did not find a single trace of what he called “the lost city of Z.” He similarly failed to find the lost city on his last expedition to the Upper Xingu in 1925, from which he did not return.
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MUISCA RAFT

This fabulous example of indigenous goldsmithing, made of gold and emeralds, lends truth to Juan Rodríguez Freyle’s account of the gold offerings made by the Muisca chiefs in Lake Guatavita.
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SAME MODEL

Kayapo village next to the Iriri River, a tributary of the Xingu. The Kayapo were part of the Xinguana culture, and their towns follow the same pattern.


Was There a Great Civilization in the Amazon?

Experts still do not know if there were one or several civilizations, though the opinion that a notable culture inhabited the Amazon in ancient times is ever more prevalent.

The deforestation of large areas of the Amazon, as well as the use of satellite photography and the technology associated with GPS location systems, is assisting in the confirmation of the theory that this area of the planet was home to an advanced civilization. Until very recently, the Amazon was considered by the western imagination a virgin jungle, with impenetrable vegetation and wild, mysterious animal life that was often dangerous. This jungle was a place possessing an infinite water network and populated by tribes installed in the Stone Age, peoples with very simple societies that struggled to survive on what little nature offered. Our developed societies recognized in the indigenous peoples of the Amazon great knowledge of the natural world surrounding them, but denied them the attributes of civilization: centralized governments, urban centers and an economy that was more than simple subsistence.

But things are changing. As affirmed in 2009 by archaeologist and anthropologist Michael Heckenberger in Science magazine, “hidden under the tops of the jungle trees are the signs of a complex pre-Colombian society.” Heckenberger, who has worked among the Kuikuro (the most numerous people in the Upper Xingu in north-central Brazil), a community that is part of the Caribe subsystem alongside other groups speaking various dialects of the same language, has excavated a network of cities and villages connected by ancestral “highways” that once sustained a population “maybe 20 times larger than today’s,” according to this researcher. Based on his calculations, the Kuikuro’s ancestors could have constructed walled urban centers in which up to 50,000 people may have lived, and the organization of these cities indicates a regional planning system. These communities were grouped into towns of about 150 acres (60.7 ha), spread throughout the jungle, and were surrounded by high palisades, as communities in ancient Greece or Medieval Europe were. For Heckenberger, though these are not the cities of stone that we understand today, they are still urban centers. In fact, his team has created maps of hierarchical groupings of towns, all of which have a central ceremonial site and several large satellite villages established in very precise positions in relation to the ceremonial site, demonstrating a high level of integration.


The Xinguana Culture
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Cities built in the shape of large circles with broad avenues leading to the exterior is one characteristic of the natives inhabiting the Upper Xingu. Despite the fact that the tribes making up the so-called Xinguana culture belong to various linguistic families, most speaking Caribe or Tupi-Guarani languages, they share similar social systems, beliefs, and rituals. Findings based on the oral tradition of the Kuikuro have allowed archaeologists to speculate that this tribe is the heir of those who built Kuhikugu and its regional framework, which dates to the 5th century, and that other tribes subsequently adopted this model. However, based on the success of the urban model, the possibility that the tribes of the Upper Xingu created a federation in the past, designed to cooperate in matters of food and defense cannot be ruled out.



At this time, at least 20 population centers have been identified in the Upper Xingu region, although since the majority of this area has not been studied, there could be many more. Radiocarbon dating of the areas excavated suggests that the Kuikuro’s ancestors had begun to modify the jungle and low-lying areas some 1,500 years ago. In addition to the enormous circular areas, the remains of trenches that once contained palisades, and areas dedicated to horticulture and fruit growing where Heckenberger has worked (which he has named “garden-cities”), more than 200 enormous avenues, large irrigation canals, and livestock enclosures have been found along the Bolivia-Brazil border, as well as the remains of dikes and artificial lakes that could have been used for aqua-culture, all of which demonstrate important human activity. Satellite images reveal, in effect, a complex framework of towns, cities, avenues, and structures that until now have remained hidden under the dense layers of vegetation of the Amazon jungle. Denise Schaan, of the State University of Pará, in Belém, who has studied the area, says, “there isn’t a week that goes by that we don’t find new structures.” Schaan here refers to “geoglyphs,” a series of geometric figures of large proportions that cover extensive areas and are only visible from the air found in northern Bolivia and western Brazil. It is very probable that these geoglyphs, formed of trenches and ditches more than 33 ft wide and 6.5 ft deep, and the remains of the “garden-cities” found in the Xingu area are not directly related, but they demonstrate that large areas of the Amazon were densely populated before the arrival of the first European colonizers.
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RITUAL DE INICIACIÓN

Grabado francés que lleva por título “Asamblea de francmasones para la recepción de los maestros,” que reproduce un momento de dicha ceremonia.

AGRICULTURAL TECHNIQUES

Finally, other elements make researchers consider a productive social organization in the pre-Colombian Amazon region. One of these findings is the existence of plots of terra preta, an extremely fertile soil, in a jungle where the soil is generally very poor; these plots have been artificially enriched with plant carbons organic matter, and various nutrients. It is believed that the total area covered by this fertile soil could be as high as 23,200 square miles (60,088 sq km), and although it appears throughout the Amazon, it is particularly abundant along the banks of the Amazon River and its mouth, especially on Marajó Island, which was inhabited by an ancient culture of which very little is known about.

Marajó Culture

The large island of Marajó, located in the Amazon estuary, is one of the greatest archaeological mysteries of South America. Between the ninth and fifteenth centuries, it was the cradle of an advanced culture of which little more remains than its abundant, sophisticated ceramics. On this island, which is the same size as the Netherlands and is flooded for half the year, this mysterious people raised artificial mounds which served as their dwellings before they disappeared forever, seemingly before the arrival of the Europeans.


Kuelap
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The fortified enclosure of Kuelap, built by the Chachapoya, lies between the Andes Mountains and the Amazon Jungle. This people, of Andean origin, enlarged their territory between the 8th and 15th centuries, moving into the jungle and progressively modifying the landscape through controlled burning. The Chachapoya culture is still being investigated, and some researchers have not ruled out the possibility that they acted as the bridgehead for Andean culture in the western Amazon until they were conquered by the Inca in 1480.



Marajó’s Ceramics

In the Amazon estuary, on the fluvial island of Marajó, an indigenous culture distinguished by its sophisticated ceramics flourished between 400 and 1500 CE. The discovery of this culture in the 19th century commenced investigations of the then unknown Amazon civilization.
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Burials and Cemeteries

The people of Marajó Island practiced secondary burial: after the body rotted away, the bones of the deceased were cleaned and placed in an urn. This custom underwent various modifications over time. According to archaeological findings, burial in the family plot was common during the classical period (700-1100). This changed during the period of decadence (1100-1300), when cremation and common graves in cemeteries, as shown in this photograph taken in 1921, became the norm.
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Did They Enrich the Soil in the Jungle?

A new enigma perplexes researchers. They have found several plots of extremely fertile soil in the Amazon basin. This soil is “terra preta”: a rich mixture of nutrients created by man.

Terra preta (black earth) is completely different from the unproductive red or yellow soils that predominate in this region. These plots contain a large amount of plant carbon (up to 9%, where other soils have no more than 0.5%), a high percentage of carbon (more than 13-14% of organic matter), and a large quantity of fragments from ceramics, animal bones, fish spines and turtle shells, as well as human and animal excrement, which, to some researchers, clearly indicates human origins. Some samples have been dated between 800 BCE and 500 CE. This soil ranges from 20 in to 6.5 ft (51 cm to 2 m) deep, much deeper than other Amazon soils, which usually do not exceed 8 in (20 cm) deep, and has very specific characteristics: it is very fertile, it is highly resistant to decomposition, and it has an elevated capacity for retaining water and nutrients, for which reasons it has today become the object of research by various programs working on sustainable agriculture. Recent experiments have demonstrated that the productivity of this terra preta, without additional fertilizer, is superior, some 40% better than the best fertilized soil found today.

AGRICULTURAL SOCIETIES

Although it was described at the end of the 19th century by researchers James Orton (1870), Charles Hartt (1874) and Herbert Smith (1879), terra preta was ignored until the prestigious Dutch soil specialist Wim Sombroek took up residence in Manaus in 1996 to direct an ecological project financed by the World Bank. He later founded an association for the study of this soil. Regardless, the biggest questions remain unanswered: who created this mixture, rich in phosphorus, carbon, partially burned ashes and biomass from land and water plants? How was it used, as the vast majority of these plots coincide with human settlements, past and present? Was it “invented” intentionally to improve soil fertility, or was it a casual “discovery” or an involuntary product of human settlements? Researchers cannot agree on the answers to these questions, though it seems evident that the nearly 23,000 square miles (59,570 sq km) of soil found along the middle and lower courses of the major Amazonian rivers confirm the existence of an agricultural society capable of feeding thousands of people.

How the Soil Is Examined

Soil analysis enables soil to be tested for its fertility. This agricultural technique has also become a useful instrument for Amazonian archaeology, since it enables the productive capacity of the terra preta and its capacity for nourishing groups of people to be calculated.

Composition Analysis

To know the composition, the fertility and the state of health of the soil, its physical, chemical, and biological properties must be analyzed. After the soil sample of ground is taken in the field, its properties are defined in the laboratory. Among the physical parameters that are analyzed are the structural stability, humidity retention, texture, porosity; the chemical parameters measured are the level of acidity (pH) and the proportion of carbon, salt, metals and other elements; and biologically, the presence of organic material and the activity of the microbial fauna and earthworms. All this data serves to determine the condition and the ability of the soil analyzed to provide and retain the necessary nutrients for the crops being cultivated.
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OXISOL, THE AMAZONIAN SOIL

Oxisol is the type of soil native to the Amazon rainforest. It is a clay-like soil absent of nutrients and organic material. The intense tropical rains have washed the nutrients out of the Amazon soil and its apparent fertility is owed to the rainforest biomass. It contains high levels of iron oxide and aluminum, which gives it its characteristic reddish or yellowish tone. Terra preta is an oxisol converted to fertile soil.

SAMPLING PROCEDURE
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TOOLS

Few procedures for sample-taking require tools as simple as those needed for soil analysis. Just a shovel and a bucket are sufficient. For more sophisticated extractions a borer or extraction apparatus can be used. The only absolute requirement is that the utensils used must be clean. Any former use with products such as fertilizers could contaminate the samples and invalidate the results of the analysis.

EXTRACTION

Sample extractor, straight shovel and machete are the extraction instruments most used for obtaining soil samples.

DEPOSIT

Just as with the extraction tools, the bucket must be clean. A tape measure is fundamentally important to archaeological exploration of the soil.

TRANSPORT

New plastic bags, cardboard boxes or burlap sacks, identified with the soil data are used to transport the sample.

[image: images]

In the Laboratory

After registration, samples are dried, then crushed in a mortar and sifted. The samples are separated and subjected to different chemical analyses. The pH is determined by the potentiometer; the phosphorus by using certain solutions; by flame photometry, the sodium and potassium count; by a complex-ometer, the calcium and magnesium. Other methods are used to measure the presence of nitrogen and organic material.
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Analyzing age

Understanding the past from specific soils is the geologists work. But in the case of soils with anthropogenic origin, such as the terra preta, the investigation is transferred to archaeologists. The presence of organic material, such as coal, allows for the dating of sites using carbon 14. Stratigraphic signaling of the sites also helps to identify their history. The presence of ceramic facilitates the process of thermoluminescence dating.
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TERRA PRETA STRATUM

The presence of carbon and nutrients darkens the upper layers of soil.
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MEASUREMENTS

An archaeologist measures the depth of the strata of terra preta from which the samples are being taken.
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FAZENDA COLORADA

Discovered in the Branco River (Brazil), the Fazenda Colorada geoglyph is one of the most complex, since it unites three geometrical shapes.


Who Made the Acre Geoglyphs?

In the Brazilian region of Acre, deforestation has led to the discovery of various strange symbols cut out in the earth, similar to the Nasca lines. Their meaning is unknown, but it proves the existence of an advanced culture.

Up until now, 210 of these geoglyphs have been classified, such as those described in his time by Alceu Ranzi, geologist and palaeontologist of Acre University, who in the mid 1980s discovered these from a plane while flying over this Brazilian region near the Bolivia-Peru border. In this zone of the Upper Purús river, a tributary of the Amazon, Ranzi first observed a double circle seemingly recorded in the earth, which led to later investigations and the discovery of other strangely perfect geometric forms: long straight lines, rectangles, squares, spirals, and even included what seem to be zoomorphs or anthropomorphs. Some of these structures had already been discovered in 1977 by Brazilian archaeologist Ondemar Dias, although only since tree-felling has become widespread in the rainforest has it been possible to see their dimension and importance from the air.

Professor Ranzi, along with Martti Pärssinen from the Finland Ibero-American Institute and Denise Schann from the University of Pará, published an investigation in which the existence of a complex pre-Colombian society in the western zone of the Amazon was proposed; Ranzi felt that the perfect symmetry of these designs “clearly speaks of their symbolic significance.” According to this team of scientists, the understanding of geometry and size of the geoglyphs – which in some cases reach 980 feet (299 m) in diameter – prove the existence of a settled and organized society, capable of carrying out cooperative works. No one knows if the figures outlined in the earth had either a ritualistic, defensive logistical or purely administrative nature, were messages for the gods or outlines of ceremonial locations, but by their importance and size, it has been estimated that the society constructing them was made up of at least 70,000 people. The drawings are made of trenches from 3-13 feet (0.9-4 m) deep excavated out of the earth, and the ditches are reinforced by walls on both sides. In many cases they are connected to each other by roads. Even though in some of them remains of ceramic and stone utensils have been found, in others there has been absolutely nothing, which adds even greater mystery to their use. Some analysis using carbon 14 dating has shown some of the organic remains found in the geoglyphs date back to the 13th century, although it is believed that those who built them could have inhabited the Amazon up to one thousand years previously.


enigmas

Were the Incas the Geoglyph Creators?

Even though there is no agreement on the date the geoglyphs were created, archaeologists do not discount the theory that it was the work of the Andean communities located in Acre during the period of the expansion of the Inca Empire. In fact, it is possible that the Inca leaders sent detachments of colonists to settle in the jungle, coming from Cusco or other corners of the empire, such as the Pacific Coast, where the geoglyphs are found in abundance. As with their heir predecessor, the Huari Empire, it is possible that the Incas also began to use the jungle to harvest coca. Upon confirmation of modern theories about the presence of an Amazonian “civilization” between the 12th and 14th centuries, it cannot be discounted that the Incas (pictured here, a current representation of an Inca warrior) would have placed military posts on the eastern border to prevent the risk of invasion.
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PROTEIN

Fish was the main source of protein and calories for the Amazon populations.


What Caused the Decline of This Civilization?

After two millennia of existence, the Amazonian cultures disappeared in a relatively short period of time. Sicknesses brought by the European conquistadors decimated the region’s population.

Evidence accumulated during the latest decades shows us that the history of human occupation in the Amazon is much more complex than was originally thought. A number of interesting discoveries have been found spanning a vast area in the lands from the West of Brazil and its borders with Colombia, Peru and Bolivia, to the mouth of the Amazon river, together with the island of Marajó and also the territories situated at the borders of some of its most ancient tributaries: ancient water channels, mounds and elevations to protect from floods, remains of what appear to be fish farms, large avenues, orchards, fences, acres of terra preta, stone and ceramic utensils, stone roads and geoglyphs whose dating puts us between the years 900 BCE and the 15th century of our era. There is much circumstantial evidence. However, archaeologists and anthropologists do not presume to affirm anything conclusively. The most probable conclusion is that there was not only one, but rather several civilizations and cultures that inhabited the Amazon until the arrival of the European conquistadors, and that in the so-called “flood plains,” close to the rivers, or on firm ground, traditions, cultural influences and different evolutions would have developed.

MORTAL EPIDEMICS

It could have been precisely the arrival of the Europeans to the Amazon that caused the disappearance of the ancient cultures inhabiting the area. The greatest population density in this area of the planet would have been from the 12th to the 15th century CE, and despite the enormous distances and vastly different geographical surroundings and environmental characteristics, it could have been the diseases brought by these “foreigners” that caused the rapid disappearance of these cultures. Navigating the Amazon river, the colonizers could have easily accessed the territories of the Tapajó Indians, located in the central part of the region, but also remote areas, such as the Alto Xingu watershed area, more than 621 mi to the south. In the latter, archaeologists have found indications that a rapid population decrease took place in the 16th century. It is very probably related to the contagion of infectious disease brought by the Europeans that would have caused such an impact on a population which by nature, after having lived in the rainforest for centuries, didn’t have the necessary defenses to face these sicknesses.


enigmas

Was There a pre-Colombian Food Crisis?

The end of the supposed Amazon civilization or civilizations still leaves many questions without answers, and not all point to the conquistadors as the cause of their downfall. For example, if, as has been presented by some archaeological discoveries, the Amazon reached a high level of demographic concentration between the 12th and 15th centuries, it is also possible that this would have triggered a food shortage which would have weakened their structure even to the point of dissolving it. This could then have provoked wars among tribal federations and would have fostered anarchy. It is also logical to think about the undesirable effects on the following generations: weakened by the scarcity of food, they would not have been able to face the sicknesses brought by the Europeans. Perhaps the stories of cannibalism told by the Europeans were a by-product of a serious social crisis taking place immediately prior to their arrival.
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TWO SEASONS

Much of the island of Marajó is covered by water during the rainy season.


Alternative Hypotheses

Is El Dorado a Main Center for Extraterrestrials?

According to the believers of the The Great White Brotherhood, a type internal government supporting a planet ruled by extraterrestrial beings, Paititi or El Dorado are two of the names associated with a lost Amazonian city that existed hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago, even though it was beneath the earth. In its palaces and gardens adorned with the statues of gold, the Ancient Masters continued their craft, generation after generation, and with whom would have resided “the last Inca.” There are those today who claim that this is the city recounted in the tales of the Machiguenga Indians, who affirm the existence of an “all-knowing” ancient civilization. The “first guardians” of ancient Andean beliefs would have resided there. They, aside from watching over the annals of ancient and vanished cultures, would protect the sacred solar disc that was previously found in the Qurikancha Inca temple and which was transferred to this subterranean city to save it from the greed of the conquistadors.

Was City “Z” Hidden in Atlantis?

One of the reasons that Colonel Percy Harrison Fawcett began the expedition in 1925, from which he would never return, was the search for the city “Z,” as he called it, the city described in 1753 by the monk J. Barbosa in his famous Manuscript 512, found in the National Library in Rio de Janeiro. It is the description found in this document that so completely captivated Fawcett’s interest. In it he speaks of colossal walls such as those at the Saksaywaman fortress (near Cusco) and of a grand central plaza with a black monolith in the center, very tall, and at the peak of which is found the statue of a man pointing north. He also speaks of a grand entrance with three arches and strange inscriptions. Such inscriptions were also found on a statue given to Fawcett by a good friend of his, fantasy novel writer H. Rider Haggard. Fawcett was convinced that such signs were recorded by the Atlanteans, and he left to search for this particular Atlantis in the middle of the Amazon.
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SOLAR DISC

It is said that the vibrations of the sacred Inca sun disk could provoke earthquakes.

Does a Tunnel Exist from Cusco to the Amazon?

Some legends and ancient stories hold that in South America there is a veritable labyrinth of tunnels, constructed in times prior to the Incas, and which connect an indeterminate number of incredible cities inside which marvelous treasures are preserved. The hypothesis further claims that the tunnels, some of which were excavated and later closed off, begin in the city of Cusco, exactly in the location of the basements of the Santo Domingo convent, built on top of the ancient Qurikancha (Temple of the Sun of the Incas). From the center of Cusco, which in the Inca language means “navel of the world or earth” tunnels lead to the four directions of the empire: southwest to Atacama; northwest to Quito; southeast to Lake Titicaca; and to the northeast the road to the great Amazon rainforest.

Do the Acre Geoglyphs have Geomantic Powers?

According to one of the many theories, the Acre geoglyphs, situated on the route from Rio Branco to Xapuri between the Acre, Iquiri and Abuna rivers in northern Brazil, would have been related to control over a magic capable of restoration in times of great difficulty and the equilibrium between the cosmic forces and nature on earth. The theory takes into account the abundant representations of circles and squares in the ground of this region, some of which are inserted one into the other. It is maintained that the meaning of the circle is symbolic of the totality of the universe and perfection. The circle also represents absolute attributes, as well as occurrences of natural phenomena and is identified with the heavens. For its part, the square is identified with the earth, with the four cardinal directions and the four seasons.
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GEOGLYPH

A circle inside a square, a double geoglyph found near Rio Branco, in Acre.

Did Fawcett Stay With the Indigenous Peoples?

The disappearance in 1925 in the middle of the Amazon jungle of British colonel Percy Harrison Fawcett, traveling with his 21 year old son Jack and his son’s friend Raleigh Rimell, gave rise to all kinds of speculation and theories. One of these theories about the mysterious disappearance states that the well-known explorer for the Royal Geographic Society of London stayed in the Amazon to live with the indigenous people. This idea has its origin from a trip made in 1933 through Mato Grosso by an envoy of the Church, Monsignor Coutoron, member of the Salesian mission in the area. When his group found themselves at the Kuluene river, he states that they found three white people whose features matched those of Fawcett’s team. According to this theory, Jack Fawcett married several Indian women and had children.

Did an Earthquake Bury the City of Paititi?

The lost city of El Dorado, Paititi or Muribeca, did actually exist, although according to some theories it was completely buried, engulfed by a giant earthquake. In fact, since in the famous Manuscript 512 there is a description of “an ancient city, uninhabited”; it is said that “we walked among the ruins of the city”; and speaks of what “seemed to be a great temple destroyed by a devastating earthquake.”
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PERCY FAWCETT

This British explorer conducted various expeditions into the Amazon.

Was the Amazon Rainforest Always so Dense?

The fact that the Maya cut down a great quantity of trees and that these geoglyphs appeared in the Amazon precisely when it was being deforested has made some investigators think of the possibility that, when indigenous cultures arose to reside in the Amazon basin, perhaps the jungle was not as extensive or as dense as it currently is, or that, pure and simple, its inhabitants cut down or burned great areas of it for unknown reasons.

Was the “Terra Preta” a Dumping Site or a Cemetery?

The characteristics of the so called terra preta, its great fertility, its high carbon content and the fact that in its compostion there are numerous traces of organic material, as well as its special division into plots, has led to the theory that the inhabitants of ancient Amazonian civilizations could have buried dead people and animals in these places to make the land there more fertile. Another fact to take into consideration and which coincides with this hypothesis is that, to date, there have been no cemeteries or places of burial of any kind anywhere near the ancient cities and populations found in the Amazon.
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CHARCOAL

Charcoal is a fundamental ingredient in terra preta.


To See and Visit
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OTHER PLACES OF INTEREST

BELEM DE PARÁ

PARÁ, BRAZIL

The capital of the State of Pará, in northeastern Brazil, holds the Paraense Emílio Goeldi Museum, the oldest institution of the Amazon dedicated to the investigation and diffusion of the nature and culture of the zone. Among other collections, it contains an important sample of ceramics, highlights of which are the pieces from the island of Marajó. Also in this area other places can be seen where cultivation still takes place with terra preta.

ACRE GEOGLYPHS

ACRE, BRAZIL

Since the 1970s and up until now, more than 300 geoglyphs have been discovered in this state of the Brazilian Amazon. As with the Nasca lines in Peru, the major way to observe them is from the air. To do this, the most direct way is to contact travel agencies in Rio Branco, capital of the state, to hire an excursion that has an average duration of an hour. In addition, since 2011, observation towers have been under construction to facilitate views of the geoglyphs.

ISLANDS OF MARAJÓ

PARÁ, BRAZIL

Belem is the most convenient departure point for accessing the island of Marajó, using the network of regular river transport – the most used – or by renting small planes or air taxis. The island, which in reality is a system of river islands, is unique in that during the rainy season almost half of its area is flooded. The most important city on the island is Breves, which is almost a 12-hour boat ride from Belem. The most touristic city of the island is Soure, four hours from Belem, popular for its beaches and buffalo breeding. There is also an important archaeological excavation zone near Lake Arari, located in the central part of Marajó. On the island, visitors can purchase ceramics and baskets that are hand crafted according to ancient Marajó tradition, visit farms or bathe in the river or ocean beaches.

EL BENI TRENCHES

BOLIVIA

In this region in northern Bolivia, more than 50 geoglyphs have been found in circular, square, and octagonal shapes. The latest hypothesis states that these “trenches,” as they are thus identified in the Andean country, would have served as roads, canals, paths, dikes or lakes. El Beni is characterized by a savannah interspersed with “islands of forests.” During the rainy season these green zones are separated from each other.

SAN MARTÍN DEL TIPISCHA

PERU

Nestled in the Pacaya Samiria National Reserve in the middle of the Peruvian Amazon, this indigenous community is accessed by navigating the Amazon from the city of Iquitos, capital of the province of Loreto. Some years ago an ecotourism project began, and depending on the time of year it is possible to participate in some of the investigations that take place in the area.

MATO GROSSO, Brazil

XINGU NATIONAL PARK

With more than 7 million acres (2.8 million ha), this park was created to preserve nature and protect the more than 5,000 indigenous people of 14 different ethnicities living in it. The park, one of the largest in the world, occupies the northern part of the state of Mato Grosso and is highlighted by its enormous biodiversity, its landscapes and the crystalline waters of the Xingu river, which, unlike the Amazon, is one of the few of the region that does not possess the typical ochre color.

CUIABÁ

The modern capital of Mato Grosso – located in the geodesic center of South America – it is the major point of departure for exploring this zone surrounded by three large ecosystems: the Amazon, savannahs (closed) and the marshlands. The Cuiabá airport maintains multiple connections with the rest of the cities in Brazil, especially with Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, which in turn communicate with the rest of the world.

INDIGENOUS VILLAGES

Not all indigenous villages are accessible to tourists. In fact, access to the park itself is very controlled. One option is to arrive at Barra do Garças, 300 miles (483 km) from Cuiabá, where some villages not within the confines of the park can be accessed. However, there are specialized travel agencies that have all the necessary permits to take groups of tourists to some of the villages inside the park where they can stay overnight.


Serra do Roncador

Barra do Garças rests at the foot of the Sierra Azul, one of the branches of the Serra do Roncador. It is believed that British explorer Percy H. Fawcett disappeared there while he searched for the Lost City of “Z.” The area is very popular among mystical groups and it is even said that the lagoon known as “The Portal,” in the center of the mountain range, leads to Atlantis, because despite its crystalline waters, no life has ever been found inside it.
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Glossary

AGRARIAN Relating to cultivated land.

ANTHROPOMORPHIC Having human characteristics.

ARCHEOASTRONOMY The study of the astronomical knowledge of prehistoric societies.

CAMERA LUCIDA An instrument through which rays of light are reflected by a prism to produce an image on a sheet of paper from which a drawing can be traced.

CATACLYSM A sudden violent upheaval.

CELESTIAL Relating to the sky or heavens.

CODICES Ancient manuscript texts in book form, plural of codex.

CONQUISTADOR Soldiers and explorers of the Spanish and Portuguese conquest of the Americas.

CYCLOPEAN Related to a type of ancient masonry made with massive irregular blocks.

DAGUERREOTYPE An early type of photograph created with an iodine-sensitized silvered plate and mercury vapor.

EMBANKMENT A wall of earth or stone built to prevent flooding.

ENIGMATIC Mysterious or difficult to understand.

EPIGRAPHY The study and interpretation of ancient inscriptions.

ESTUARY The moth of a large river where the tide meets the stream.

ETYMOLOGY The origin of a word and development of its meaning.

FLUVIAL Related to a river.

HOMOGENEOUS Of the same kind, alike.

INVETERATE Having a particular habit or activity that is long-established and unlikely to change.

LINGUA FRANCA A language that is adopted as the common language between the people of a country or region.

MONOLITH A large single upright stone block, often serving as a pillar or monument.

MULTIFOLD Many and various.

NOMAD Someone who travels from place to place with no permanent abode.

PALANQUIN A covered human-powered wheel-less vehicle used for transporting one person, consisting of a large box carried on two horizontal poles by four to six people.

PALISADE A fence of wooden stakes or iron railings set in the ground to form an enclosure.

POSTULATE Suggest or assume the existence, fact, or truth of something.

PRECESSION The slow movement of the axis of a spinning body around another axis due to torque acting to change the direction of the first axis, such as gravitational influence.

REPUDIATE To refuse to accept or be associated with something.

REVISIONISM The practice of revising one’s attitudes to a previously accepted situation or point of view.

SAGE A profoundly wise person.

SARCOPHAGUS A stone coffin typically adorned with a sculpture or inscription.

THEOCRACY A form of government in which a deity is the source of all authority.

VERACITY Accuracy or conformity to facts.

VIGESIMAL Relating to or based on the number twenty.

ZENITH The time at which something is most powerful.
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Index

A

Acre geoglyphs, theories of their origins, 80–81, 87

Africa, possible Maya connection to, 44

Amazon rainforest, theories about earlier civilizations in, 50–51, 54, 56, 58–59, 62–63, 67, 70, 72, 82–83

apocalypse, theories about Maya prediction of, 42–43

Asia, as progenitor of Maya culture, 45

astronomy, 9, 13, 20, 21, 23, 32, 35, 36, 38, 39, 43

Atlantis city of “Z” as part of, 86, 91 Maya as related to people of, 47

B

ball game, 17, 20, 40

Bonampak murals, interpretation of, 24–25

C

Cancuén, 29, 48

cenotes, 20, 21, 22, 30, 31, 49

Chac chac ceremony, 22

Chichen Itza complex, overview of, 15, 17, 18, 20–21, 22, 37, 46, 47, 49

Chilam Balam, 33

Classic period, of Maya culture, 8, 14, 16, 17, 26, 34, 35, 39, 40, 48, 49

Copán, 14, 17, 18, 19, 34, 35, 40–41, 48

corn, symbolic importance of to Maya culture, 27

crystal skulls, who carved them, 43

Cusco, and tunnel to Amazon, 87

E

El Dorado, search for, 56–57, 60, 68–69, 86, 88

equinoxes, 20, 36, 37, 49

extraterrestrials as inhabitants of El Dorado, 86 Maya contact with, 45

F

Fawcett, Percy, 59, 60, 64, 65, 69, 86, 88, 91

G

Guimaraes, Joao Silva, 67

H

Heckenberger, Michael, 54, 56, 61, 62, 70, 72

K

K Codex, origin of, 47

Kuelap, 73

Kuhikugu, 62, 63, 72

Kukulkan, 15, 43, 44, 46, 49

L

languages, variety of Maya, 16, 17

M

Marajó, 54, 56, 59, 61, 73, 74–75, 82, 90, 91

mathematics, 9, 13, 21, 23, 35, 26, 38, 39

Maya Blue, 39

Maya civilization, overview of and reasons for decline, 13–15, 18, 22–23, 28

Maya codices, theories about who burned them, 32

Mayapan, 17, 49

Maya people, origins of, 26

Maya treasures, overview of, 34–35

N

Neves, Eduardo, 51, 54, 56, 61

O

Orellana, Francisco de, 57, 59, 62

Oyuela-Caycedo, Augusto, 54, 60

P

Paititi, 60, 69, 88

Pakal, mask of, 34

Pärssinen, Martti, 60, 80

Postclassic period, of Maya culture, 13, 15, 16, 26, 33, 39, 49

Preclassic period, of Maya culture, 13, 14, 16, 26, 49

R

Raposo, Francisco, 67 “Red Queen,” 41

S

sacrifices, 17, 20, 22, 25, 39

Schaan, Denise, 61, 72

soil analysis, methods of, 78–79

solar calendar, 16, 36, 38, 39

sound “recording,”46

Stephens, J. L., 18, 19 Stuart, David, 14, 19, 26

T

Tayasal, 17

terra preta, 59, 60, 61, 72, 77, 78, 79, 82, 89, 90

Tikal, 14, 15, 16, 17, 22, 26, 34, 48, 49

tourist sites, 48–49, 90–91

U

underwater archaeology, methods of, 30–31

V

Venus, cycle of, 9, 23, 36, 38, 39

Vikings, 44

W

wheel, Maya ban on use of, 46

writing, Maya system of, 9, 13, 14, 17, 26, 32, 33, 38

X

Xingua, 72

Z

“Z,” lost city of, 59, 64, 86, 91



[image: image1]


OEBPS/images/page042.jpg





OEBPS/images/page040.jpg





OEBPS/images/page044.jpg





OEBPS/images/page043.jpg





OEBPS/images/page038.jpg





OEBPS/images/page036.jpg





OEBPS/images/page039.jpg





OEBPS/images/page039-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page035-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/page035-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page035.jpg





OEBPS/images/page034-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/page034-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page035-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page034.jpg





OEBPS/images/page030.jpg
Extraction of Remains

Oustolowsmourtsof
acygen il acon
 haict et
chasiogalremans
owelpresenadinthis
ndhen Nevarhaoss.
oo esractd theyneed
Tobelaptinsneniron
meotsimbrto tati
hch ey were furd
fownaspreventve

ROAD TO THE NDERWORLD

presenation. Thenits
ecessarystabian”the
hjctthtie o sy ro-

cassls00 toprevntis

TotheMaya of Yucat th cncte wae theanrance

Accessories

T tasks thtmustbe caried it
ondrwaterby th wchslogsteqie
specfic saptations tooperateinan
enironmentwith et chactars
s thana pical udocrarchancogica
it Thse e scne f th mcasary.

tcls ansgunticske:

AwoTATOR
Recordig onsite
s st Specal
pensandiaminated
paperareusadtor
taingotes

ascar
Remies e sud-
ments) thataretoo
lrgetobecaried
bythedvacare
slewtadby atfting
Py

oA,

oo
Apertaiegidatiows fo the
sacionig of e arcone-

ogic steandsysematiat
ewingas walssrverog
Wi akthr skechesa pho-

Underwater
Robot

Inordr toacces artinplaces
whch e G comtrench .
smalremoteycperatedundena:
terveice ROV} s ved e

of tevaices mastoftensed
forteserchinthecontesis he
Trigge i (bwlow, Wichis eq-
pped withtwohalgen ampsof
TS0 watsaach, i vidao
camerathatcaptresimages i o
a4 feetomay

VBnCLE w6831
MAXDAUM SUPPORTED
DEPTH 455 FT

coupmesson
Consstof s ong ube which tkes
thowata mdremores ased





OEBPS/images/page034-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page032.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Isg‘érets
sfHistory

The Secrets of Early:
American Civilizations

The Decline of the Mayas and fhe
Lost Cities of the Amazon

edErico P eval ang Albert Cafiagueral





OEBPS/images/page027.jpg





OEBPS/images/page026.jpg





OEBPS/images/page029.jpg





OEBPS/images/page028.jpg





OEBPS/images/page022.jpg





OEBPS/images/page022-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page024.jpg
u The musciansontherigh, dussadin_ batdescones room2)andthe later
cantrallypaced rummer separa- room e trumpeterswith fetiecoloradrobes ply maracasmade ictory celabaton (com 3. cldg.
Fpecsssion ments Fom gourd,The oter rooms how baody  sscrfces





OEBPS/images/page023.jpg





OEBPS/images/page020.jpg
SOsre
(Templeof the
Hin Prest)

Chichen Itza

This Maya city was established
between 435 and 455 CE. Around the
fourth century it was considered

RedHouse

one of the most important
political centers of the Maya.
and around the fifth century
it was the main Yucatdn
center of power.

Untedstotes

E p—
7 TEY ek

<
R icwogn Market

BallGame

Contofis Groupa aThousand

e Gromet

Kukulcan Pyramid

Location: Dimensions
B eleventhcentury
Oemation. Mo/ 20" toward

geograpnicalNiontn.

Relation to the sun

One ofthe pyramid's most

autstandingaspects s its

position in relation to the sun

and how the equinoxes and

solstices of the solar year are.

indicated with great precision.

Winter slatice Summersolstics Equinox

Decamber 21 (daywith | June21 (doy with SEatember 21 (day when thehaursf sulghtare squal
e east rurs o themost hoursof Tathase af duines)

Cnignmeyen) | sugntintheyesd

midsfteron ight andshadow play o1

h ke o ace o gaigh o oot
e
o, € Gadigtne
¢ e

£l Castito
(Rulcin

Pyrama)

Templeof
thewaniors

ird thattne
Vaya seievedto
Sapiycreatie
force.

TheGrest
Balcont

Stone Calendar The Temple

Atemos forrlgiosriats o
The Maya had advanced Smonte v s

mathemalicaland sstronomical elved ratoffenngs vere o
knorledge. The Kukulean e th tenple othe gl ‘=
pyranidisa oodexampleofthis ‘s becmtoarve Ewog
knowledge. Maya 353 featnered serpent). 20 -

Shine Statueol Lverty  GrestPyramid  Pyramidof theSun  Kukucan Pyramid.
w ] Ut AGiiae e vt
- St o N

The pyramid s four
staircases eachwitn 91
Steps, which together with
theupper platformof the
temple sddsuptothe
numberofdaysine yean 365

|

Decorated
Panele

Theintalorpyramid
The exsting Kkilcan pyramidinas ke the utside pyramicthe mnerane s
buiton topof snotherwhighas — nineblods anda temple. Howeves ithas
erected around he fothcentiy.- onlyonesetofsteps, ontsnorthfoce.





OEBPS/images/page019.jpg





OEBPS/images/page014.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The Secrets of Early
American Civilizations

The Decline of the Mayas and the

Lost Cities of the Amazon

Federico Pugidevall and Albert Caaguerdl

I:::l Cavendish

Square

New York





OEBPS/images/page015.jpg





OEBPS/images/page091.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Title


		Copyright


		Contents


		The Marvelous Culture of the Maya


		The Enigmatic Decline of the Maya


		Where Did the Maya Come From?


		What Caused the Decline of Their Cities?


		Who Burned the Mayan Codices?


		What Was Their Scientific Knowledge?


		Did They Predict the End of the World?


		Alternative Hypotheses


		To See and Visit


		The Amazon: Rainforest of the Natives


		The Lost Cities of the Amazon


		Did the City of El Dorado Exist?


		Was There a Great Civilization in the Amazon?


		Did They Enrich the Soil in the Jungle?


		Who Made the Acre Geoglyphs?


		What Caused the Decline of This Civilization?


		Alternative Hypotheses


		To See and Visit


		Glossary


		Further Reading


		Index








OEBPS/images/page010.jpg





OEBPS/images/page012.jpg
A
A






OEBPS/images/page019-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page016.jpg
The s Golfof
The firstsignificant Maya settlements
date back to 1000 BCE, in the EI
Mirador basin, north of Petén. Most
ofthe cities were built during the
Classic period, and thereare still
‘many monuments standing.

Many People, One Or

Today there are 7 million Maya peaple living in Guatemala, Mexico,
Honduras, and Belize. The Maya race originated more than four thousand.
vears agoin the center of Guatemala, and from there dispersed throughout
Mesoamerica. In ime, different peoples came about, each with their own,
language, myths, and cultural expressions. There are now more than 31
Mayan languages, the most important ones being Kiche' and Yucatec.

remsms Citasand Prids

Toe Mesoareicapeaples re ko o o maestic rarids it ey bt WATNG

o Mo e eviece ot ecelen r et Sk e Chssc . s crestedtremo:
(o Howeyer th rgest mruments r framt Preclai e snd 31 "~ preckssi it

Found i th iy of EIMEador. Tne Ls Danta pyramiais 19  (72m) ghand s & Infre-Cotumbian Aorca:

brgerabim a0 e pramidof Ko o koown 2 Crecps i Egt. 115 o Cassic @ odemcits T retrgtons e

e gt ol A i e G et o et caces

e o g e o, e e ot riten e

- S — vers st it
g s orger

saedt s eleved trat i
s Csssc Cralt ws
i e ngs francs
Scross e entre sreaof
Viayenniarcs.

PyamidoftheSun  TemplelV  ElTigre
Eaet Gutenaia Moco s Gukenss  Gusemas
oz o) 268 a6 20mein 1son(sse)

The Maya Periods
Archacologists distinguish threelong phasesin Maya hisory: the
Preclassic (the period of establishment), the Classic period (with the
greatstNourshing of the cultur), and the Postclasic perod.

noonce amoonct rance
mesengopsciansomd | Eompeesatpctios Tt
runters appear i the Yocatinand civlization i the Gl of Teotinuscanis bl 140 il
T et Tt Cmitks | faerlogle  Tetetikpenine
S s oot o et e P i PR
L e e i il
e L Rl Sl gl SeCoulin Tl
Seemiiee, e e fhaton it L
popaimiatas g e v pemyae e
l o | o 1 5 l
saasii . -tz p— 10 o
A : Debgree  Tetigaoen jrv—— ot MY TP Tttt DeSpubha e
[ e W Beews et | Dot i T CL R e Dmegiete Jeimaate
s S, e ottt e T e e s A W
pate ol M et T Sy nestionatmetl | Syl Bimeriitols il
o P ke f e,





OEBPS/images/page090.jpg





OEBPS/images/page018.jpg





OEBPS/images/backcover.jpg
P b The Secrets of
Ancient Tombs.
Tonkhamon's Tomb on Ancint Tombs

The Secrets of Early
American Civilizations
Tho Dcln o the Mayas an th ost s o tho Amazon

The Secrets of
Early Christianity
Tho Doad S Scrll th Shroud of Trn, anl thr Christion Mystories

The Secrets of
the World's Seas

Atants, theLegend ofte Lost Continet, an the Bermuca Trangle





OEBPS/images/page008.jpg





OEBPS/images/page079.jpg





OEBPS/images/page079-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page081.jpg





OEBPS/images/page080.jpg





OEBPS/images/page089.jpg





OEBPS/images/page088.jpg





OEBPS/images/page084.jpg





OEBPS/images/page082.jpg





OEBPS/images/page087.jpg





OEBPS/images/page086.jpg





OEBPS/images/page070.jpg





OEBPS/images/page072.jpg





OEBPS/images/page072-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page078.jpg





OEBPS/images/page078-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page079-1.jpg
o S s
@ ORGANICWASTE

CHARCOAL

P

ceraMC

TERRA MULATA






OEBPS/images/page074.jpg
Funerary Urns

Thoarp it
oo e
Deet thorac
e ey s
v oo s,
ey e o
v ———
S esrsh v

e o
gt e ke
s, Wi o
e ety st
pemrp, e bae

veuorATURSS

Decorated Dinnerware

T el s
e ey e .
i kel
el
Jeryrdme i
e o e
e ot e
o T i
g e o

ey o et e e
s o i, bl ad rbng.
e e e, g
et i b .
e g s Sy
gy g s e
et povet s o
o s s howk ox s
o ot ol et
o e e b s ok

ot h ot gt -
o Maode i e
e oo T e o
e ad o werv e,
@y were o ekt
o sy T showed
rchnogts o conde it ey
v
i aret o el

fr—
Jercipetiii]

et i

e etin
om Akl sorrouoraTe
Samoum coabad Purepsragnthgeo-
i) meviormaos yeion
ey ey

Marajé Thong

e . st e
e combt M
i s e s
s, e, it
3 o sty e
‘e oy O e .57 o) k.
e corrs o hg il
ks 1 rmes whers e cords
kg 04 by wre

Bo et s v b .
e e e oo et i s






OEBPS/images/page073.jpg





OEBPS/images/page078-1.jpg
bl

1 For sample extraction,
anareas selectedfora

homogenous sample and
aprocedure s established, for
‘exemple,every 20 steps ina
zigaagpattem.

xon
Sl e
‘area where the sample-
St
7 P
S
S

SuBSAMPLE

The sdes of the sample

are removedand an

extract approximately
2inis leftandput intoa bucket
Approximately 6-8 of these are
takenperacre.

et thena 22-pound (1

kg)portion s removed, placed.
inabagand sentto the labora
e e






OEBPS/images/page076.jpg





OEBPS/images/page061-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page060.jpg





OEBPS/images/page068-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page066.jpg





OEBPS/images/page069.jpg





OEBPS/images/page068.jpg





OEBPS/images/page062.jpg
Circular Cities

The first inhabitants of Mato Grosso came from the west about 1,500
years ago. Before the arrival of Europeans they already coexisted ina
complex urban system of interconnected centers that was remarkable
for ts circular cities, protected by high palisades of logs, which may

well be the ‘walled cities’ that Francisco de Orellana referred to in 1542.

Types
Inthe area studied,

three types of centers
were found: cities and
ceremonial centers; towns
or villages: and centers
without any buildings.

Orientation
The centers are connected
together by aseries of
paths. The main paths run
cast-west, with secondary
paths going north-south.

J

Avenues
The main*avenues” that are ~
preserved measure 2bout
65 ftwide, but somemay
havereached 130 ft.

SOUTH AMERICA

AMAZONIA

Michael Heckenberger was the
first to number the deposits
found in the Upper Xingu. X11,
for example, corresponds to
Kuhikugu, the best preserved.

AMAZON

1 X33

(Kuhlku[\’l)

The Kuikuro
Itis believed that the
Kuikuro, one of the tribes
of Mata Grosso, who

are descendantsof the
Caribs, once occupied
Kuhikugu. The ceramic
remains found seem to
support this theory.

Kuhikuguy, the best preserved
Ofall the cities, Kuhikugu has provided the most details about the
way of lifeof the ancestors of the tribes that now inhabit the Mato
Grosso. It reveals that the largest expansion of the indigenous

population of Upper Xingu took place between 1200 and 1400 CE.

Extension
Today, the remains of about 20
population centers have been
locatedwhich, f they were
put together, would occupy an
area similar to that of Belgium
and would house about 50,000

inhabitants.
il
// _

BRAZIL \
/ Fertile soils

The garden and grounds
showthat these

tribes were

able tomake

the Amazon s oil

more fertile and
productive.

Chief’s house

Central Square
Hornes

References

— Avenues

® Citiesthatwere
also ceremonial
centers

© Mediumsized
towns

® Centerswithno

Powerful families Protection

| g8 Se10) / oplligescfiany ki ‘The most nfluential families of  The presence of fences is still
N WL the tribe were distributed tothe  unexplained. What did they protect
i X3 (%) ] %S, north-eastand south-westof  the inhabitants from? it was from
Extended 4 kil 8", S the city, with the chief always rivel tribes, why leave the side open
area ; / in the center. Their houseswere  to the lagoon without protection, asin

larger than others. Kuhikugo?
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Findings in the jungle
Conquerors, explorers and adventurers have,
ventured into the Amazon in search oflost
ities, built by acivilization tht disappeared
‘without leaving any trace n history. The
archacological remains found in recent years
are, for many archaeologists,evidence that
there was a complex, developed civilization

that learned to!ive with and even dominate 4

the forest.

PACIFIC
OCEAN

o

San Martin de Tipishca

“This isone o the lager towns.
of thenearly one hundred
settlements nthe Pacaya
‘Samiria National Reserve. Semi-
domesticated it trees have
been found and ails enviched
by men unil 900 CE. It could
have housed 5000 people.

El Beni, Bolivia
Aschaeologicalworkin this
egion of northern Baliviahas
discovered paths,high ground
for cultivation and chamels built
in'iversaround 1200 CE. It is
estimated that between then
06 1600 CE, the population
may have reached 25,000.

e Magrified >

Tajilo

Locatedin the state of Mato
Grosso, BraziL this park was
created toprotect various
indigenous tribes and houses
the remains of a seriesof
intercomectedcircular
cities, which re some of the
mainevidence of an ancient
civillzationin theregion.

Cachinbo ®

o

Marajé Istand
Important findings of pottery
shards were discoveredon the
vorkds largest iver iland. The
pottery’ unique stye, compared
with other cramic styles found in
the Amazon, suggests thatit was.
akey urban conter that may have

Housedup to100.000 people.

;‘Vf

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

Marsjolstand

The expeditions
>

Orellana
Francisco de rellana(1511-46)
discouered the Amazonby charce n
1542, because hewas unable tonavigate
. theNapoRiverinEcuador.Foreight
% month he sailedthrough the Amazon
;) itslf andits ributaries. comingunder

[ attad fomvarous tibes
y (_,v. e
-
Fawcett

Soldir and explore Percy Harisan
Fawcet(1867-1925) made eight
expeditions to South Americabetween
18060041925, t wes duringthese
trals thathe ecameabsessed withthe
lostcity ofZ whichwes supposed tobe.
thesiteof hugebuldings.

Jequié
».

DeContasRiver

A
oSS o Conmiies
?

-]

Geoglyphs
Deforestationin Bolivia and
Brazil uncovered geoglyphs
made up of geometric shapes tp
10328 eet (100 m) wide. Many
arcinterconncctedby rosds. and
itis believed they were traced
outby a sophisticated culture.
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