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Foreword

From snowstorms to drought, to the inexplicable loss of insect and animal life, it seems that we are entering a time of planetary change. Do the signs of climate change indicate the end of human life on earth as we know it? Did the Mayans have an in-depth prophetic knowledge through which they could determine our extinction almost a thousand years ago? The Complete Idiot’s Guide to 2012 is a provocative tool to what many around the world see as the groundbreaking, historic event that will take place in our immediate future. The interplay of history, anthropology, and planetary changes has captivated the imagination and skills of Synthia and Colin Andrews, two gifted writers who bring us meticulous insights into the prophetic Mayan calendar, specifically the awaited Long Count day of the Mayan calendar: December 21, 2012.

Why were the Mayans looking so far into the future? The authors have provided us with a thorough examination of the prophetic timeline past, present, and future. Some of their research includes the strange disappearance of the ancient Mayans in Central America, the five ages of the Aztec culture, the present knowledge of pyramid power, the recent UN report on climate change, as well as future possibilities of stronger sunspot cycles, a magnetic field reversal, increased gamma waves, and other astronomical events that can severely affect both our Sun and Earth.

With a comprehension of the possibilities of what 2012 has in store for us, the reader moves from the unknown to the known. The authors have provided a clear and insightful guide regarding the vast possibilities that are before us. In so doing, they also bring forth a hidden road map of positive solutions for changing our course of action that would activate a global emergence of humanity with greater dynamics of consciousness, recognizing our place in a vast and awesome universe. Thus, this book is a type of formula or Rosetta stone to alleviate our own lack of awareness and lead us step-by-step into a greater awakening so we can establish a positive side to global change.

There is a growing recognition that we are now entering an age of vast planetary change. The United Nations leaders connected with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) are now telling us that we have only ten years to reduce our production of greenhouse gas emissions or face the extinction of many species worldwide, on land and in our oceans. This dire prediction seems to coordinate our contemporary problems with the deciphered 2012 prophecy of the Mayans. Indeed, the anticipated extraordinary scientific findings and views have been brought together in this book at this critical time to challenge humanity to re-think its future in the twenty-first century.

Yet, prophecy should be thought of as a wake-up call and not a fait accompli. Let us see this prophecy as a way to change what we are doing both technologically and in our relations with one another. Let the Mayan prophecy of 2012 send a clear signal to the citizens of the world that planetary change on all levels (climate, food, water, etc.) can lead to our demise if we do not make the necessary changes. Solutions should be found that will prescribe new emissions reductions, climate-friendly technologies, as well as establish the psychological, spiritual, and consciousness balance critically needed to stabilize and harmonize planet Earth.

In reading this book, we need to ask ourselves two important questions: How can these insights for both survival and transformation be applied by me to strengthen my understanding of the larger road map of life? Am I willing to be a partner in cooperation toward positive change in my contract with all peoples on Mother Earth?

This book is a guide to the wise to emphasize the positive possibilities that can come forth from our present planetary crisis and upheavals. The time is ripe to build on the momentum that is being forged by the Armageddon scenarios depicting our immediate future. Our soul searching to find answers should necessitate and inspire us to change and take the upward path and be part of the culture of peace and goodwill that will surely follow!

—James J. Hurtak, Ph.D., Founder and President of the Academy for Future Science, an international NGO in special consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council




Introduction

You’ve heard of the enigmatic date of December 21, 2012, or you wouldn’t have picked up this book. You may even have heard that on this date the world will come to an end. Who decided this and why? Images of volcanoes, floods, and giant storms have swamped the bookshelves relating to coming events of this date. Is this really what is foretold, and why should you believe it?

To answer these questions let your mind journey back 2,000 years to the Yucatán peninsula. A civilization is flourishing in the jungle, as highly developed as the most advanced Western civilization of the time. This is the empire of the Maya. They live in urban communities with plazas and marketplaces overshadowed by commanding step pyramids and imposing palaces. Hieroglyphic writing graces steles, monuments telling of the victories and history of their society. Along with written language and developed mathematics, the Maya have done what no other culture of their time has done: created a calendar that covers the span of 5,126 years with nearly the same accuracy as the atomic clock of today.

At a time when London was a lonely Roman outpost amidst Celtic warlords, when Europeans still believed the sun revolved around the earth, the Maya had made tremendous astronomical advances. Without telescopes or modern equipment they deciphered the night sky. They understood advanced astronomical concepts; tracked the movements of stars, planets, and the Milky Way galaxy; charted celestial alignments and calculated celestial events over epic spans of time. Without any way of confirming it, they knew through calculation that a full cycle through the precession of the equinoxes took approximately 26,000 years!

One way the Maya used their astronomical calculations was to observe repeating cycles and make predictions. Many of the predictions recorded in early codices, or books of knowledge, are only now unfolding and are being confirmed by today’s NASA science.

The date of 2012 comes from modern interpretation of the Maya Long Count calendar. Beliefs about what will happen in this time frame range from catastrophe to transformation and evolution into a higher spiritual reality. Some predictions are foretold in Mayan holy books such as the Popol Vuh and Chilam Balam. However, current understanding of the books of the Maya are colored by our own cultural biases. No one can speak for the Maya except the Maya Elders, and only a few of the Elders are talking at this time.

The year 2012 has become the focus of many end-of-the-world predictions. These predictions eerily match many of the trends of the times we’re in. This book will explain the predictions, the controversies, and the hope of the changing of the ages. Shall we take a journey back to the times of the Maya?




How to Use This Book 

This book is divided into six parts. Each part provides vital insights preparing you for the next part. Consider you are starting on a journey into the land and mind of the Maya. Let your imagination embrace the many concepts you will encounter.

Part 1, “The Timekeepers,” introduces you to the history, beliefs, and sacred texts of the Maya. It takes you through the development of their math and astronomy and into the creation of the calendars. It provides the essential foundation for understanding how the predictions work and why they’re so intricate and exact.

Part 2, “Cosmic Treasure Hunt,” takes you into the mystical workings of the Mayan calendars, through the movements of celestial alignments, and into the codes within the Mayan pyramids. It provides the answers to why December 21, 2012, is the end date, what astronomical changes could happen, and what the significance of a changing age is.

Part 3, “Predications of 2012,” takes you into the predictions themselves. What will happen in 2012? Will the world end? The actual calendar predictions and Mayan prophecies are revealed. They are compared to other end-time predictions from the Bible, the Hopi, Nostradamus, Edgar Cayce, and New Age visionaries. Past prophecies are examined for accuracy and incongruence. This part ends with the perspective expressed by different Mayan Elders of today.

Part 4, “2012: Signs of Change,” looks at the world today for evidence of the fulfilling predictions. World events, climate change, and changes in people’s awareness are examined in the light of 2012. You might be surprised at what this part reveals.

Part 5, “Transition,” helps prepare you for the challenges of what’s to come. You’ll learn how to identify the changing times in your personal life; simple preparedness for storms and crises; and skills for inner empowerment. This part supports an easy and graceful transition.

Part 6, “After 2012,” explores the awakening the Mayans predict for the coming golden age. It lets you see what the future may hold for you. Is there another calendar cycle? What do the prophecies say about it?




More Mayan Magic 

Throughout this book we add four types of sidebars to help enhance your understanding of the text:

Celestial Connection

Check these boxes for intriguing links to different cultures, scientific facts, or interesting insights.
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Codex Cues

These boxes give you a little extra direction into interesting ideas.
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Cosmic Caution

These boxes contain cautions for when taking something too far could be dangerous, as well as common misconceptions.



def•i•ni•tion

Check these boxes for definitions of unusual or unfamiliar terms and expressions.
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Part 1

The Timekeepers

To fully appreciate the significance of 2012 and the Mayan calendar, you may want to know more about Mayan history and culture. Don’t worry; we won’t submerge you in too many facts and figures!

The hardest element for most people to grasp is the unique worldview of the Maya. They saw humans as an integral part of an interactive, living galaxy. This worldview was fertile ground for the development of hieroglyphic writing, mathematics, advanced architecture, and the formulation of prophecy. The accuracy of their prophecies allowed them to prepare for disasters such as the coming of the Spanish; to protect themselves and their holy records; and to plan for a future time when once again their knowledge would rise. That future time is now and their knowledge is again coming to the forefront.
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Chapter 1

The Mysterious Maya

In This Chapter ◆ The remnants of Mayan knowledge
◆ Origins of the ancient Maya
◆ The Mayan lifestyle
◆ Theories on why the Maya vanished
◆ Other people in the region
◆ The Maya among us


 

Prior to hearing about end-of-the-world predictions for 2012, how much did you know of the Mayan people? How much do you know now? Probably not a lot. You’ve almost certainly seen pictures of their pyramids and you might have heard something about their advanced mathematics and astronomy. However, for most of us, the Maya remain shrouded in romantic mystery.

There are many reasons for this mystique, not the least of which is our inability to entertain the advanced nature of their civilization. For example, it’s hard for us to consider an ancient culture having a sophisticated concept of time, where time wasn’t seen as an unchanging constant but was seen the same way modern-day quantum physics sees it—as a dimension whose properties can expand and contract. It was the Maya’s fascination with time that opened the door to the insights for the 2012 predictions.




Lost Knowledge 

Although the ancient Maya had a sophisticated writing system and kept records of historical events, religious practices, calendar interpretations, and more, we have almost no original books to learn from. They were lost along with many sacred items of the Maya when the Spanish arrived in the 1500s. Spanish conquistadores invading South America destroyed as many of the Mayan sacred books as they could find. Only three complete books and a fragment of a fourth were saved from the fires and have been available for study by Western scholars. For many years it was believed these books, called codices, were the only remnants of preconquest Maya knowledge. The truth is that many books were saved by the Mayan people and hidden for centuries by the elders and holy people.

def•i•ni•tion

The Maya recorded their history in books of paper made from the inner bark of wild fig trees. Mayan paper was developed around the same time as papyrus paper was developed in Rome. The books are called codices (or codex, singular) or folding books because of the way they were folded, wrapped in hides, and stored in record rooms. Modern excavations occasionally turn up more books, ruined by humidity and weather.


 

The loss of such valuable documents to Western study has made it hard to decipher the hieroglyphic language of the Maya, a feat still not fully accomplished. In fact, significant breakthroughs didn’t occur until the 1970s, with major translations happening in the 1990s.

Also, Western scholars study ancient manuscripts with a biased eye. Everything we know is based on interpretation through the lens of our own culture. What the Maya  mean and what we think they mean can be two very different things. It’s good to keep this in mind when you read about Mayan mythology. The traditional interpretations may be far from the true Mayan meaning. Until the Maya elders themselves come forward to share their knowledge in the future, you and I will never truly know their history and depth.

So what do we know about ancient Mayan civilization? Who are these mysterious people?




The Ancient Maya 

The ancient Maya lived in Central America, south of the Tropic of Cancer and north of the equator. The region they occupied is referred to as the Maya Area and is still inhabited by the Mayan people today. The Maya Area is loosely divided into three zones:◆ Southern Maya highlands, including the mountain terrain of Guatemala and southern Mexico
◆ Southern (or central) Maya lowlands, which are north of the highlands and include parts of Mexico, northern Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador
◆ Northern Maya lowlands of the Yucatán peninsula


 

The land they inhabited ranged from fertile plains to the high mountain ranges of the Sierra Madre; from jungles and swamps to volcanic plateaus. Fragile ecosystems required advanced agricultural practice, and the key limiting natural resource was water.

Visitors today are struck by the presence of massive stone monuments rising out of the denseness of the misty forest, silent tributes to a lost civilization. In this place, time is said to move to a different rhythm and belong to a more complete reality. It’s easy to get caught up in a mythical and magical view of these people, and yet they were not so different than we are today—occupied with farming, trading, and building intricate communities. They were involved with politics and wars, struggled to maintain good relationships with neighbors and fair systems of trade and government. People suffered loss and illness, death, and calamity; performed religious ritual; and labored to understand the complexity of the world they lived in.

The Maya Area included parts of Southern Mexico, the Yucatán, northern Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador.
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Roots of the Mayan People 

Even the origin of the Mayan people has an element of the mysterious. The first people to inhabit Central America were believed to have arrived around 10000 B.C.E. However, radiocarbon dating of bones found near Mexico City show that huntergatherers lived in the region as early as 21000 B.C.E. Anthropologists believe the tribes  came from the north after crossing the Bering Strait land bridge between Siberia and Alaska. Settlements formed between 7000 and 5000 B.C.E. and farming of corn, squash, and other wild plants began. By 5000 B.C.E. selective breeding of corn had turned it into a staple crop, and by 2000 B.C.E. people lived in villages and cultivated cotton for clothing. In Europe at this time, people were also starting to live in villages and grow crops. Pottery was showing up worldwide. The first four classic civilizations appeared in Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, and China. It appears the Maya, although unknown, were the fifth of the “first civilizations.”

Celestial Connection

Interestingly, the Mayan pyramids are older than the Egyptian pyramids, although people often think it’s the other way around. Actually, Stonehenge was built in England in 2800 B.C.E., while the pyramid at Cuicuilco in Mexico was built in 2750 B.C.E. and the Great Pyramid in Egypt was built in 2560 B.C.E. It’s amazing that early civilizations seemed to erupt all across the planet in the same general time period!


 

Indications of a single Mayan language, called Proto-Maya, existed at this time. Later this language would develop into several distinct dialects.

Let’s explore some theories about the roots of the Maya.


The Maya and the Olmec 

The Olmec are considered the first Mesoamerican civilization, followed closely by the Zapotec. Both are credited with developing the basics of writing and mathematics, which were later perfected by the Maya. However, there is substantial disagreement among historians.

Some argue the Maya arrived independently of the Olmec/Zapotec, developed side-by-side, and cross-fertilized culture, ideas, mathematics, and astronomy. This theory is based in part on the vast differences between the abilities, artwork, and traditions of the two cultures. If the Maya evolved from the Olmec, they underwent a huge leap forward with no known stimulus. Recent excavations at an early Mayan site called Cival suggest that Mayan civilization developed much earlier than previously thought and independently of the Olmec. The disagreement doesn’t end there. Many alternative historians don’t believe the Maya arrived by the Bering Strait land bridge at all.


Conquistadores’ Theories 

The Spanish conquistadores were the first to argue a more exotic origin. They were awed on their arrival at the Aztec city-state of Tenochtitlán, what is now Mexico City. Although amazed by the structures and the clearly advanced culture, they were truly stunned when further exploration revealed the more elaborate ruins of the Maya. They assumed the supremacy of the older Maya ruins, compared to later Aztec cities, indicated a slowly devolving society. Was there an earlier advanced culture that started Mesoamerican civilization? Did their knowledge slowly disappear with time? Searching for an explanation, they decided the Maya were one of the Lost Tribes of Israel.

Celestial Connection

Ten tribes of Israel were lost from Biblical record following the destruction of the Kingdom of Israel by Assyrians in 722 B.C.E. They were thought to be dispersed across the continents where they continued to keep and teach the tenants of Judaism. Of course, they could equally have been destroyed or absorbed into Assyrian culture. Theories as to where the Lost Tribes ended up are boundless. At different times Japanese, Celts, and Native Americans have been considered Lost Tribes. The Book of Mormon refers to Native Americans as one of the Lost Tribes despite the absence of connection between their languages, traditions, or genotype.



Mayan Legends 

Another popular theory of the origin of the Maya comes from the Maya themselves. They refer to their arrival in Central America as the end of a migration from their destroyed homeland, named Aztlan. Could Aztlan be Plato’s lost continent of Atlantis?

The origin of the story of Atlantis started with Plato between 350 and 300 B.C.E. He claimed the existence of a continent named Atlantis in the Atlantic Ocean off the Coast of Gibraltar. The inhabitants were an advanced civilization that dispersed when the continent was destroyed and sank under water. Many cultures around the world share this basic story. The legend survives in different forms with names such as Atalaya in the Canary Islands, Atlaintica in Spain, Attala in North Africa, Aztlan among the Maya, and Azatlan among North American Indigenous people.

The legend claims many Atlanteans escaped and colonized different civilizations. A theory that the Maya came from Atlantis was promoted by the famous prophet Edgar Cayce. While in a trance in April 1939, he claimed the breaking up of Atlantis  resulted in the emigration of Atlanteans to colonize the Incas in Peru, the Maya in the Yucatan, as well as the Egyptians. (You’ll learn more about Cayce and his predictions in Chapter 11.)

This theory is favored by those who are struck by the fact that these cultures developed advanced hieroglyphic writing styles and designed massive pyramid structures. Proponents remark on the ruins off the coast of the Bimini Islands as evidence of a network of past civilizations now underwater.

def•i•ni•tion

Hieroglyphic writing is a system of writing that uses pictures to represent words or concepts. A hieroglyph is a symbol used in hieroglyphic writing.



An Additional Theory 

Theories on the connection between ancient Egypt and Mesoamerica were not limited to the Atlantis theory. Many alternative historians believe there were cultural dispersions from Egypt and other old-world communities to Central America. These historians believe that ancient Egyptians traveled by boat across the Atlantic Ocean, where they influenced the Mesoamerican cultural trends. This theory is a little hard to accept once you realize that the Mayan pyramids are older than the Egyptian pyramids.




The Life of the Maya 

The history of the Maya remained hidden in the jungles for centuries. Abandoned ruins doled out their secrets slowly to dedicated explorers. Today advanced mapping and aerial surveillance allows discovery of lost structures previously concealed. Many new sites have been excavated in the last five to ten years. Two recent discoveries show pyramids, plazas, and complex writing much earlier than previously thought.

San Bartolo in northern Guatemala was discovered in 2001 by modern grave robbers and excavated in 2004. Cival, in the Peten basin of Guatemala, was discovered in the 1980s and excavated in 2001. These sites have helped reframe our understanding of the extent and completeness of the early Maya. Add to this the advances in deciphering the hieroglyphic language, and for the first time we begin to get a clearer picture of these ancient people.


Limited Sources 

Regardless of the scientific advances, keep in mind the limited sources of information we have. In addition to the three surviving codices are two holy books translated into Spanish by Mayan scribes in the late 1500s. These books, the Popol Vuh and Chilam Balam, have been invaluable in understanding Mayan thought. However, a lot of what we know comes from inscriptions on monuments, funeral tombs, buildings, and murals in the temples. (See Chapter 2 for more on these books and the surviving codices.)

Imagine what would happen if all evidence of present-day American culture disappeared except for a couple of books and what was written on gravestones, public buildings, churches, shrines, and monuments. What would future explorers think excavating Washington, D.C., and deciphering the Jefferson and Lincoln Memorials, the lists of soldiers lost in World Wars I and II, Vietnam, and Korea? After reading our tombstones in Arlington Cemetery what would they think of our beliefs of the afterlife? We can all agree they would not have a complete view of our culture!

So what do we know about the ancient Maya? They farmed squash, corn, beans, cocoa, and other crops, which they both consumed and traded in the huge central plazas of their towns and cities. They grew cotton and developed a textile industry that spun and dyed thread used to weave clothing, bags, and ceremonial objects. They built elaborate roads, temples, astronomical observatories, and palaces.

They were both artists and scientists, but they never developed the wheel or used metal tools. They used obsidian, a very hard glass created from prehistoric volcanic lava, for spears and knifes. Even though they did not use metal tools, they mined copper, gold, silver, and jade, with which they made valuable art pieces and treasures. Mayan artwork is considered the most sophisticated in Mesoamerica.


Mayan Communities 

The Maya lived in cities and villages that were related but there was no central government. Each region spoke its own dialect of the Mayan language. Every city was governed by a king who claimed descendance from a different god in the Mayan pantheon. Most of the time the kings were also shamans, or holy men, and served to open portals to the gods via ecstatic states (you’ll learn more about portals in Chapters 2 and 3). The Maya still believe the material world is the result of spiritual forces, so the role of the king was essential. He not only had access to knowledge and wisdom for science but also was key to the survival and supremacy of the people. When things went wrong, there were no scapegoats; it was the king’s responsibility to make things right.

Wealth was controlled by a powerful elite class and supported by the work of the peasantry. The Maya engaged in warfare as well as trade with neighboring city-states and other tribes. They were fierce in battle, as we know from the war monuments! Kings did not plan wars and send young men to battle. They led the battles themselves, and if they lost, they were sacrificed so the people could continue. It’s also thought that the Maya settled disputes in the ball courts as an alternative to war. Ball courts were stadiums where ball games were played. At the end of the game, the losing (and occasionally, even the winning!) teammates were often sacrificed.

Mayan centers were large with huge populations. The Guatemalan ancient city of Tikal had an estimated population of well over 50,000 people. It covered six square miles and had more than 3,000 buildings. There were huge palaces boasting hundreds of rooms, multiple plazas, and miles of wooden huts. (And this at a time when London was a lonely outpost of the Roman Empire!)

As the population grew in the larger centers, producing enough food in the fragile thin soils became difficult. Extensive agricultural projects existed using terraced growing fields and advanced irrigation systems. Because of the fragility of food production, the Maya limited war activity to the dry seasons so agriculture would not be interrupted.


Historical Eras 

Historians divide Mayan history into three eras:◆ Pre-classic (2000 B.C.E. to 250 C.E.). The is the period of development when writing, ritual, astronomy, and architecture evolved. The calendars were designed in this period, recording events as far back as 600 B.C.E. Key archeological sites from this time period are Nakbe, El Mirada, Cival, and San Bartolo, all in the Peten region of Guatemala. This is considered the cradle of Mayan civilization and the center of the pre-classic era.
◆ Classic (250 C.E. to 900 C.E.). Mayan civilization reached its peak in this era. It was established as the dominant power in the region with advanced science, art, and architecture. The center of the civilization shifted north and the cities of Palenque, Tikal, and Calakmul were key centers of power. By 800 C.E. the lowland cities began to collapse, leading to the downfall of Mayan supremacy.
◆ Post-classic (900 C.E. to 1521 C.E.). By the beginning of this era the Maya were abandoning their cities in the southern lowlands. Chichen Itza in the Yucatán peninsula became the strongest Mayan center and ruled the northern regions, commanding many essential trade routes.





Vanishing Act 

When the Spanish conquistadores explored the Maya Area looking for gold and treasure, they were disappointed. They describe entering massive cities, walking down paved streets alongside incredible temples and pyramids; all eerily empty. What happened? At first, famine or plague was assumed, but there were no vast gravesites or other signs of immediate, massive death. It was as if the people had simply disappeared.
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Cosmic Caution

A common misconception is that the Mayan civilization was destroyed by the Spanish. Actually, Mayan centers were being abandoned 500 years before the Spanish arrived.


The exodus occurred during the last 100 years of the classic Maya period, around 800 C.E. It started with the collapse and abandonment of the southern lowland communities such as Tikal. Theories are grouped in three general camps: social/ political upheaval, environmental collapse, and climate change. There is evidence to support all these theories, and the reality might be some combination of all.


Social/Political Upheaval 

People may have voluntarily left the cities, perhaps due to information from the prophecies. Prophecies for this time period, as written in the Chilam Balam, describe a period of hardship when Mayan knowledge would need to be hidden. Many believe the Maya simply went underground to protect their culture from war or invasion with greater warrior societies like the Toltec.

Although destruction by warfare was a popular theory, there is no real evidence to support it. Usually victors take over and inhabit the cities they win in battle. This clearly did not happen here.

Another theory is revolution against the elite class, or even wars among the ruling class. At the end of the classic period, there was an unprecedented increase in urban construction followed by the complete cessation of building, then abandonment. Steles, the stone pillars with hieroglyphic inscriptions, and monuments were vandalized.

The theory is that social stress, increased war, and decreased trade along with a food shortage caused the ruling class to fight against each other and caused people to lose faith. If the king and his ruling class could no longer balance the universe, why build for them and work the fields? There is some evidence that after the ruling class was driven out, members of the population maintained the cities for a short period before they also abandoned them.


Environmental Collapse 

The most accepted version is environmental. As the population in the great cities grew, it became harder and harder to provide food. The lands were overfarmed, deforestation occurred, and the depleted soils stopped producing. Add a little drought and the result is disaster. A 2004 NASA study seems to support this theory. NASA researchers studied the layers of sediment around major cities from the time of the abandonment. Pollen trapped in the sediment was from weeds only, indicating the trees were gone.


Climate Change 

Finally, there was a substantial drought during this time period initiated by climate change. Water was already a limited commodity needing careful management. A series of droughts may well have been the turning point for the Maya.

We may never know the true circumstances, but the end result is that Mayan culture disappeared from the forefront of the Mesoamerican scene before the Spanish came in the 1500s.




Spanish Conquest 

The Spanish conquest of the Americas rightly starts with Christopher Columbus. The stories he brought to Spain of the riches, animals, and resources in the “New World” sparked the imagination of Hernando Cortés Pizarro. Setting sail from Spain in 1505, Cortés landed in Hispaniola where he lived for several years. In 1519 he sailed to Cuba to claim it from the natives for Spain. In February 1519 he sailed for the coast of Yucatán. With 11 ships, approximately 500 to 600 soldiers, and 16 horses he landed at Tabasco on the northern coast of the Yucatán peninsula.

Celestial Connection

You probably know that Christopher Columbus was looking for a new trade route to India and Japan when he discovered the Americas in 1492. Instead of finding India, he found what are now the Bahamian Islands. He named the first island he landed on San Salvador, despite the fact that the inhabitants had already named it Guahanal. Columbus did not actually reach South America until his third voyage, in 1498. Many men from his first voyage stayed and settled throughout the islands. The main island inhabited by the Spanish was Hispaniola, now Santa Domingo.



Military Conquest 

The remnants of the once mighty Maya lived primarily in the Yucatán. Their large cities like Chichen Itza and Mayapan had already fallen through warfare with neighboring tribes. The region was fragmented into 16 city-states, each independently governed although they shared the same belief systems. The Maya initially received Cortés with friendship and presented him with gifts, some freely and others to forestall conflict. One way or the other, Cortés received the gift of 20 women. He took one of them, named Malinche, to become both his mistress and interpreter. Malinche has been the subject of much dispute. Many see her as a traitor to her people. She was born into a noble Aztec family but when her father died she was put into slavery. She ended up a slave in the Yucatán, where she learned the Mayan language in several dialects. Her ability to interpret for Cortés allowed negotiation that saved thousands of lives, making her essential to the success of Cortés’s campaign to conquer the Aztec. She eventually converted to Catholicism and gave birth to Cortés’s son, the first “Mexican.”

[image: 007]

Codex Cues

It is said that the Aztec and Maya welcomed Cortés into their cities, believing him to be the return of the white god Quetzalcoatl, the Great Plumed Serpent God of Mesoamerica, whose return was anticipated. However, modern historians disagree. Documents that suggest this have been influenced by the Spanish and may even be entirely of Spanish origin.


In 1519, Cortés invaded the Aztec capitol of Tenochtitlán. He destroyed the city, rebuilding it as Mexico City in 1521. By the end of 1521, after many betrayals and brutal massacres, the Aztec empire fell.

Conquest of the Maya was more difficult because there was no single political center to overthrow. Each Mayan city-state fiercely resisted the Spanish and each had to be overcome one by one. In the end it was not Cortés who subjugated the Maya. A member of his original war party returned with his own army. He waged war with the Maya through three separate campaigns between 1527 and 1546. It would take over 150 years before Itza, the last Maya strong-hold, fell in 1697.


Missionary Conquest 

The worst damage to the Maya was done by the missionaries who traveled with the conquistadores. Diego de Landa, a Franciscan missionary, decreed the destruction of the Mayan holy books. Landa cared for the Mayan people and interceded on their behalf with the Spanish conquistadores. Unfortunately, he was convinced Mayan religious practices consisted of devil worship and he ordered the burning and destruction  of all Mayan books and idols. The only known books that survived the destruction are the three and a half we mentioned earlier in this chapter.

In 1566, Landa wrote a book describing the customs, hieroglyphs, temples, religious practice, and history of the Maya, colored by his own religious bias. In addition, many Mayans learned Spanish and translated the creation stories and prophecies as well as some of the original codices. This was done to preserve them, as anything written in the Mayan language was sure to be destroyed. Two of these books, the Popol Vuh and  Chilam Balam, have become cornerstones in understanding Mayan beliefs.

Some of the codices written in Spanish actually describe the Spanish conquest from the Aztec and Maya perspective. However, the accuracy of post-conquest codices and translations are questionable simply because the contents seem to have been tampered with by the missionaries. Undoubtedly the Maya wrote and hid books still to be revealed.




The Neighboring People 

The Maya were not the only people living in the region. Mesoamerica was a richly populated place with many different tribes contributing to the greater culture of the region. The best-known friends, enemies, and relations to the Maya were the Olmec, Zapotec, Teotihuacanos, Toltec, and Aztec. Each group offered something unique to the whole of Mesoamerican culture—some good, some bad. They cross-fertilized each other with ideas, advances, tradition, and legends. The Olmec and Zapotec are credited with starting the style of hieroglyphic writing, astronomy, and even the calendars that the Maya later perfected. This, of course, is hotly disputed! Here is some brief info on these key cultures.


Olmec 

The Olmec established the region’s first major civilization. They lived along the central coast of the Gulf of Mexico, just west of the Yucatán Peninsula, in the swampy jungle river basins. Later they expanded into the highlands of Mexico, Mexico Valley, Oaxaca, and Guerrero. The height of their influence was between 1500 and 600 B.C.E. The Olmec used stone in sculpture and architecture, traveling to distant mountains to quarry it. Their colossal stone heads remain one of the mysteries of the ancient world. The male heads stand about nine feet high and weigh several tons. The Olmec may have developed the earliest known writing system in the Americas, but the symbols are not related to other hieroglyphic scripts like the Maya’s, indicating other scripts derived separately.


Zapotec 

The Zapotec lived in the highlands of Oaxaca, Mexico, and might have been the first to create a hieroglyphic writing system. The Zapotec language probably originated more than 6,000 years ago but is still spoken by approximately 300,000 people. They built the first plaster-style houses and created the first political system of the region. Their capital, Monte Alban, housed about 30,000 people at the height of its power. This was the first true city-state in Mesoamerica.


Teotihuacanos 

Teotihuacanos are the people who inhabited the city of Teotihuacán, northeast of present-day Mexico City. The city was founded in 200 B.C.E., although it was built on a site inhabited since 1000 B.C.E. The Teotihuacanos had close contacts with the Maya during the early classic period (about 300 to 900 C.E.), especially at Tikal in Guatemala. At its peak in 600 B.C.E., Teotihuacán was one of the largest cities in the world. It covered an area of eight square miles and had a population of over 100,000 people! It had two great pyramids, the Pyramid of the Sun and the Pyramid of the Moon, built between the first and second centuries C.E. The Pyramid of the Sun is one of the largest structures ever built by indigenous people.


Toltec 

The Toltec arrived on the scene after the decline of some the great cities like Teotihuacán. They established their empire in the central valley around 900 C.E. They brought the rise of militarism to Mesoamerica, using their superior military force to dominate the neighborhood. Their capital city was Tollan (also known as Tula), northeast of Mexico City.

Tollan had three large pyramids, one dedicated to Quetzalcoatl. However, the story goes that Quetzalcoatl became fed up with their bloodthirsty ways and abandoned the city, taking his followers to Chichen Itza. Chichen Itza then emerged as the power in the north. The Toltec declined in the 1100s as northern tribes invaded the central valley and eventually sacked Tollan.


Aztec 

The Aztec empire was founded by the Tenocha, the Nahuatl-speaking people of the Valley of Mexico. They built great cities with complex social, political, and religious  structures. Their capital, Tenochtitlán, was an island city built on reclaimed swamp-land. It is the site of present-day Mexico City. Tenochtitlán was possibly the largest city in the world at the time of the Spanish conquest. It featured a huge temple complex, a royal palace, and numerous canals. The name Aztec derives from the name Aztlan, the legendary Atlantean homeland of the Mesoamerican people.




The Maya of Today 

Despite the long campaign against them, the Maya did not disappear. Although there are few full-blooded Maya left, many Mayan descendents still live in the same villages and cities of the original Maya Area. Some still practice the old beliefs, although most do not. Most practice a blend of their older beliefs with Catholicism. Although everyone speaks Spanish, many still know the original Mayan language, including the elders who hold the Mayan knowledge.

Elders still follow the teachings of the past. There are 440 tribes within the Maya, and each one has an elder. These 440 elders make up the Mayan Council. The elected president of the Mayan Council is Grandfather Alexhandro Cililo. The prophecy of the Maya exists in the form of calendars that record cycles of time.

Celestial Connection

The Maya of today are doctors, lawyers, farmers, architects, artists, and more, and in general occupy all levels of the social strata.


 

In the Mayan prophecies, it is said that the Mayan knowledge would have to be hidden during a time of suppression. Then a time will come when the knowledge will be revealed to restore balance on Earth. There are still five prophetic calendars that have only been seen by the Mayan people. Elders who hold these sacred documents meet each year to determine when and what should be revealed. The next revelation about the Mayan prophecy will be told by the Mayan elders in a planned release in the near future. You’ll hear more from the Mayan elders in Chapter 14.

 

The Least You Need to Know ◆ Destruction of the Mayan codices, or books, limits our knowledge of their culture.
◆ The origin of the ancient Maya is steeped in mystery.
◆ The Maya were an advanced society in Central America with highly developed language, writing, architecture, and astronomy. Their culture thrived from 200 B.C.E. to 900 C.E.
◆ Historians believe the Maya vanished due to social/political upheaval, environmental collapse, climate change, or a combination of all three.
◆ Neighboring people to the Maya were the Olmec, Zapotec, Teotihuacanos, Toltec, and Aztec.
◆ The Maya people have not disappeared; many descendents still live in the original Maya Area, and some still practice the old beliefs.
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