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By:  Mr. Cegielski

 1) How did the geography of Latin America impact the 

development of the Mayan, Aztec and Incan 

civilizations? 

 2) Why did the Mayan civilization fall?

 3) How did the political, economic, and cultural 

characteristics of these three civilizations compare?  

Differ?

 4) How did the capital cities of theses civilizations 

serve as administrative centers?

 5) Why have the major technological and cultural 

achievements of Pre-Columbian civilizations been 

largely forgotten and misunderstood?
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Short Video Introduction to the 

Geography of Latin America
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Regions
of

“Latin
America”

Central 
America

The Caribbean

South 
America
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Map of 

Latin 

America

 Follow along 
with me to 
check your 
work on your 
map of Latin 
America!
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 First, 

label these 

countries 

on your 

blank 

map!

 5 min.

Cities

Mexico 
City

Havan
na Port-au-

Prince
Panama 
City

Santia
go

Lim
a

Buenos 
Aires

Brasili
a

Rio De 
Janiero

Carac
asBogo
ta

Label these 

cities on 

your map!

5 min.
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Topography
of

Latin
America
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Bodies
of

Water

Atlanti
c 

Ocean

Pacifi
c 

Ocean

Gulf of 
Mexico

Caribbean 
Sea

Amazon 
R.

Orinoco 
R.

Uruguay 
R.

Magdalen
a R.

Sao 
Francisc

o R.
Lake 
Titica
ca

Lake 
Maracai

bo

Rio de 
La 

Plata

Parana 
R.

Label the 

bodies of 

water in red 

font on your 

map!

2 min.

Mountains
and

Peaks

Andes 
Mts.

Sierra 
Madres 
Mts.

Guiana 
Highlan

ds

Brazilia
n 

Highlan
ds

Patagoni
an 

Plateau

Label the 

mountain 

ranges on 

your map!

2 min.
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Andes Mountains (Peru)

Llamas in the Andes
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The Sierra Madres, Mexico

Guianan Highlands, Venezuela
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Brazilian Highlands

Patagonian Region (Chile)
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Valleys
Plains
and

Basins

Amazo
n 

Basin
Mato 
Gros
so

Gra
n 

Cha
co

Label these 

valleys and 

plains on 

your map!

2 min.

Amazon Rain Forest
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Mato Grosso

Orinoco Lowlands, the Llanos
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Cattle Ranching on the Pampas

Gauchos of the Pampas, Argentina
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Deserts
Label the 

desert!

Atacama Desert
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Others

Falkla
nd 

Island
s

Cape 
Horn

Label these 

areas!

The Falkland Islands 
or Islas Malvinas
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Cape Horn

The Panama Canal
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Going Through the Panama Canal

Completed
Map

Atlanti
c 

Ocean

Pacifi
c 

Ocean

Gulf of 
Mexico

Caribbean 
Sea

Amazon 
R.

Orinoco 
R.

Uruguay 
R.

Magdalen
a R.

Lake 
Titica
ca

Lake 
Maracai

bo

Rio de 
La 

Plata

Parana 
R.

Andes 
Mts.

Sierra 
Madres 
Mts.

Guiana 
Highla
nds

Brazilia
n 

Highlan
ds

Patagoni
an 

Plateau

Amazo
n 

Basin
Mato 
Gros
so

Gra
n 

Cha
co

Mexico 
City

Havan
na Port-au-

Prince
Panama 
City

Santia
go

Lim
a

Buenos 
Aires

Brasili
a

Rio De 
Janiero

Carac
asBogo
ta

Falkla
nd 

Island
s

Cape 
Horn
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Early Human Migrations
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Origins of the 
Peoples of the Americas?

Sculpture from the Americas

Major Pre-Columbian Civilizations
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QUICK FACTS: American Post 

Classical Societies

Remained isolated

Had elaborate cultural 

systems

Highly developed 

agriculture

Large urban and 

political units
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Lands of the Mayans

The Yucatan 
Peninsula



22

The Mayans

The culture's beginnings have been 

traced back to 1500 BC.

The Height of Mayan civilization was 

between 600 and 900 AD. 

Mayan Writing

devised a complex style 

of hieroglyphic writing 

that has yet to be fully 

deciphered. 

Maya words are formed 

from various 

combinations of nearly 

800 signs.
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Mayan Glyphs

Mayan 
Mathematics

sky         king          house        child        city

Mayan Glyphs
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Mayan Drinking Cup for Chocolate

Maya Technology

 The Maya were so advanced 
in mathematics and 
astronomy that their 
calendar was the world's 
most accurate until this 
century. They could also 
predict solar and lunar 
eclipses.

 The Maya calendar was 
adopted by the other 
Mesoamerican nations, such 
as the Aztecs and the Toltec.  

The pyramid was used as a calendar: 

four stairways, each with 91 steps and a 

platform at the top, making a total of 

365, equivalent to the number of days in 

a calendar year. 
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Mayan Calendar

The Mayans had two calendars.

One was based on science and 

had a 365 day  year.

The other was religious             

and had a 260 day year.

The two were used side by side 

and when they matched up, a 

sacred year would begin.

Mainly used to know when to plant 

crops.

Also used to know when to do religious 

rituals.

Predicted this “age” will end in 

December 2012.

Uses
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Agriculture

The basis of the culture was farming, 

which included not only the cultivation 

of maize, beans, squash, and chili 

peppers, but also "cash crops" of cotton 

and cacao. 
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Mayan Cultivation 
of Maize

Chac, God of Rain -->

Mayan Underground Granaries: Chultunes
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Mayan Math

The Mayans had a very advanced 

system of math.

They used a base 20 system.

One of the first western cultures to 

understand the concept of zero.

MAYAN MATH:

Mayan Numbers
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Mayan Names For Numbers

0 xix im 10 lahun

1 hun 11 buluc 20 hun kal 400 hun bak

2 caa 12 lahca 40 ca kal 800 ca bak

3 ox 13 oxlahun 60 ox kal 1200 ox bak

4 can 14 canlahun 80 can kal 1600 can bak

5 hoo 15 hoolahun 100 hoo kal 2000 hoo bak

6 uac 16 uaclahun 120 uac kal 8,000 pic

7 uuc 17 uuclahun 140 uuc kal 160,000 calab

8 uaxac 18 uaxaclahun 200 ka hoo kal 3'200,000 kinchil

9 bolon 19 bolonlahun 300 ox hoo kal 64,000,000 alau

Religion

 The Maya worshipped many gods 

(polytheism).

 The most revered deities (Gods) were 

Itzamna and Ix Chel, father and mother of 

all other gods, and the rain god Chac. 

Kukulcan was the Mayan name for the 

feathered serpent, god of the ruling caste. 

 They believed the gods required sacrifices 

to be happy.

 A sacrifice could be an animal, corn or even 

human blood.

 Sacrifices were often performed on top of 

pyramids.
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"They should cut themselves open, that from 

under their ribs up under their armpits their 

hearts should be torn out. Before everything, 

sacrifice. By this you will obtain grace. Next, 

make holes in your ears, and likewise prick 

your elbows and knees. Offer as sacrifice the 

blood that flows from them. In these ways, 

your gratitude will be shown."

-The Popol Vuh

The Maya - Architecture

Many pyramids

Used as tombs for                           

kings

Adobe homes

Inside & out were                          

brightly painted

Outsides decorated                         

with sculptures of 

their gods
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How’d they do that?

Had no horses, oxen, donkeys, or any large 
animals.

Did not use the wheel or iron tools.

Everything was carried, carved and created 
using lots of human labor.

Chichen-Itza - Pyramid
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Chichen-Itza - Observatory

Chichen-Itza - Ball Court
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Overview of Tikal (Guatemala)
Temple of the Masks

Tikal Jungle View at Sunset

//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/12_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/11_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/10_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/9_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/8_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/7_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/6_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/5_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/4_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/3_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/2_vr.htm
//HGADMIN1/AdmShare/HG/SS Dept/Global Studies/Latin America/Powerpoint/1_vr.htm
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Tikal - Main Court

Tikal:
Temple of 
the Masks
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Tikal - Wall Mask of the Rain God

Pakal:  The Maya Astronaut
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Quetzalcoatl:
The God of Wisdom & Learning

Prompt: Explain the political, environmental and economic

Factors which led to the downfall of the Mayans.
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Downfall

Insufficient food supply, earthquakes, 

pestilence, invasion by outsiders, 

internal rebellion or a combination of 

these factors have all been suggested as 

possible causes for the fall of the 

Mayan eminence. What appears certain 

is that by 900 AD the Maya's numerous 

ceremonial centers had been 

abandoned. 
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Lands of the Aztecs

I. Postclassic Mesoamerica, 1000-1500 C.E. 



Mayas ( classical Mesoamerica) collapse 
around 700 CE

 Toltecs follow

 Empire in central Mexico

 Capital at Tula, c. 968

A. The Toltec Heritage

Rule extended to Yucatan, Maya lands, 
c.1000

 Commercial influence to American 
Southwest

 Possibly Mississippi, Ohio valleys

B. The Aztec (Mexica) Rise to Power

 Toltec collapse, c. 1150

 Caused by northern nomads?

 Center  of civilization moves to Mexico 
valley

 Lakes used for fishing, farming, 
transportation



 Aztecs in, early 14th century

 Begin as mercenaries, allies of various 
tribes

 1325, found Tenochtitlan ( lake islands)

 Dominate by 1434
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Mythology

According to an Aztec 

myth, the white-faced 

Quetzacuatl - their most 

important god-founded 

the capital city of 

Tenochtitlan 

He is the god of 

intelligence and the god 

of creation.

The Codex 
Mendoza :

The 
Founding

of
Tenochtitlan
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Aztec Codex
(15c Manuscript)
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Aztec Math

Aztec Writing

Tenochtitlan:  The “Venice” of the Americas
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Aztec Chinampa or Floating Garden:
15ft. to 30ft. wide

Tenochtitlan - Chinampas
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Aztec View of Tenochtitlan

Aztec or 

European 

view?
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C Aztec Social Contract

 Became hierarchical  

society

 saw themselves as 
people chosen to serve 
gods

 Sacrifice increased

 Source of political 
power- fear

 Moctezuma II 

Head of state and 
religion
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D. Religion and the Ideology of Conquest

Spiritual and natural world seamless

 Hundreds of deities and complex 
mythology

 Three groups

Fertility: agriculture, water

 Creator gods: God of sun and sky

 Warfare: draw power from sacrifice

ex. Huitzilopochtli

Aztec tribal god

Identified with sun god

Sacrifice increased to an 

unprecedented scale

 Motivated by religion or terror?

Cyclical view of history
–Believed world would be destroyed and created again 
and again

Aztecs Sacrifice Neighboring Tribes to 
the Sun God

http://www.time.com/time/europe/photoessays/aztecs/5.html
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Heart Sacrifice
on an Aztec Temple Pyramid

Wall of Skulls, Tenochtitlan
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Sacrificial Statue, Tenochtitlan

Aztec Sun Stone -- Calendar
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Aztec Sun Motifs

The Aztecs Were
Fierce Warriors

http://napa.diva.nl/~voorburg/aztec.html
http://home.freeuk.net/elloughton13/_vti_bin/shtml.dll/aztecs.htm/map
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Aztec Gold

E. Feeding the People: The 
Economy of the Empire

Agriculture

Chinampas, man-made 
floating islands

 High yield

 Farming organized by 
clans

Also took goods as tribute

Markets

Daily market at Tlatelolco 

Controlled by pochteca,
merchant class

 Highly regulated markets

( necessary b/c Aztec pop. 
Reached 20 million)
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II. Aztec Society in Transition

Society increasingly hierarchical



A. Widening Social Gulf

Calpulli ( clans)

 Transformed from clans to 
groupings by residence

Distribute land, labor

Maintain temples, schools

Basis of military organization

Noble class develops from some 
calpulli 

( identified by clothing, etc) 

Military virtues give them status ( death 
in battle = eternal life)

Serf-like workers on their lands

Social gaps widen

 Imperial family at head of pipiltin

Calpulli of merchants



52

Women in Aztec Mexico

Can own property

 death in child birth = eternal life

 No public roles b/c of limited  
technology

 no milling technology 
meant women spent hours daily 

grinding maize

Elite polygamy

Most peasants monogamous

A Tribute Empire

Speaker

One rules each city-state

Great Speaker

 Rules Tenochtitlan

Subjugated states could remain 
autonomous

 Owe tribute, labor

Ruins of the City Center, Tenochtitlan

Q. What brought 

about the end of 

Aztec 

Civilization?
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Lands of the Incas

Between 1200 

and 1535 AD, 

the Inca 

population 

lived in the 

part of South 

America 

extending from 

the Equator to 

the Pacific 

coast of Chile. 
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INCAS!
III. Twantinsuyu: World of the Incas

 Tihuanaco, Huari (c. 550-1000 C.E.)

 After 1000, smaller regional states 

 Chimor (900-1465) 

 North coast of Peru

A. The Inca Rise to Power

 Cuzco area

 Quechua-speaking clans (ayllus)

 Huari

 Control regions by 1438, under Pachacuti

 Topac Yupanqui

 Son of Pachacuti

 Conquered Chimor

 Rule extended to Ecuador, Chile

 Huayna Capac

 Furthers conquests of Topac Yupanqui

 1527, death

 Twantinsuyu (empire)

 From Colombia to Chile

 To Bolivia, Argentina

B. Conquest and Religion

"Split inheritance“ : Power to successor, Wealth, land to male 
descendants

 Result is continual conquest

Religion

 Sun god supreme and he is Represented by ruler (Inca)

 Temple of the Sun at Cuzco

 Local gods survive
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C. The Techniques of Inca Imperial Rule

 Inca

 Rules from Cuzco

 Governors of four provinces

 Bureaucracy

 -Local rulers (curacas)

 Unification through : 

 -Quechua language

 -Forced transfers of people



 Military

 System of roads, way stations 
(tambos), storehouses

 State

 Redistributive economy

 Building, irrigation projects

 Gender cooperation

 Ideology of complementarity of sexes

 Also seen in cosmology

 Inca's senior wife links state to moon

Incan Government

 The Inca society was arranged by a strict 
hierarchical structure. 

 The Highest Level was the Sapa, high priest or 
ruler, and the army commander at the top. 

 The temple priests, architects and regional army 
commanders were next. 

 The two lowest classes consisted of artisans, army 
captains, farmers, and herders. 

 Farmers provided most of the food for the rest of 
the population. They had to pay tax in the form of 
gold, which were distributed to the higher classes. 
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 III. Twantinsuyu: World of the Incas



D. Inca Cultural Achievements

 Metallurgy

 Knotted strings (quipu) 

 Accounting

 Monumental architecture 
( machupichu) 

 E. Comparing Incas and Aztecs

 Similarities

 Built on earlier empires

 Excellent organizers

 Intensive agriculture under state      
control

 Redistributive economy

 Kinship transformed to hierarchy

 Ethnic groups allowed to survive

 Differences

 Aztecs have better developed trade, 
markets, greater human sacrifice

Inca Agriculture

The Inca developed drainage systems, terrace 

farming and canals to expand their crop 

resources. Potatoes, tomatoes, cotton, peanuts 

and coca were among the many crops grown 

by the Inca. 

Llama were used for meat and transportation. 

There was more than enough resources 

available for everyone. Increased subsistence 

levels led to a growth in the Inca population. 



57

Incan Digging Sticks

Incan Terrace Farming
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Over 100 Different Types of Potatoes 
Cultivated 

by the Incans

Produce from a Typical Incan    
Market
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Maize in Incan Pottery
& Gold Work

Incan Ceramic Jars

Peanut Potato Squash

Cacao God Cacao Pod
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Inca Technology

The Incas had an incredible system of 
roads. One road ran almost the entire 
length of the South American Pacific 
coast.

Since the Incas lived in the Andes 
Mountains, the roads took great 
engineering and architectural skill to 
build. 

On the coast, the roads were not surfaced. 

The Incas paved their highland roads with 
flat stones and built stone walls to prevent 
travelers from falling off cliffs. 

Cuzco: Ancient Capital of the Inca
(11,000 ft. above sea level)
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Machu Picchu

Machu Picchu
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Incan Suspension Bridges

The Quipu:  An Incan Database



63

Incan Mummies

Inca Gold & Silver
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