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Review Questions for Olmec and Maya (from text)

As always, know the meaning of each term that appears in bold print. Also, most of the following questions can be answered in short statements.
Olmec
1. What is Olmec? Where are the sites of San Lorenzo, La Venta and Tres Zapote located? What activities/achievements at places such as La Venta point to the development of social/political complexity? What is significant about the use of basalt at La Venta?

2. What do Michael Coe and William Sanders have to say about the Olmec? What functions did La Venta and San Lorenzo appear to have played?

3. What are some of the widespread Olmec stylistic motifs? What explanations have archaeologists offered for the meaning of the Olmec horizon? What do the authors of your text feel is possibly the most reasonable interpretation?

Maya

4. What is surprising about El Mirador?

5. What are stelae? Why are they so important to our understanding of the Maya? Why do we think that the Maya deliberately defaced some stelae? What other civilization does this type of act remind you of?

6. What is tlachtli? [How was it portrayed in the video on the Maya?]

7. Describe swidden (slash and burn) farming. What kinds of intensification methods were used by many Maya farmers in the lowlands to supplement it? What is a chinampa and why is it so significant?

8. Briefly explain the significance of Tikal. At its maximum, about how many people may have lived there? By A.D. 830, what percentage of the population was still residing at Tikal?

9. How has Palenque’s distinctive layout and architecture been interpreted?

10. When does Mesoamerican writing first appear? What are the three types of elements associated with Mesoamerican writing? What principal theme do epigraphers (what is epigraphy?) associate with Maya inscriptions? What is the Long Count? What is the base of the Maya number system? How did the Maya represent numbers? What were the three symbols and what did each represent?

11. What is the Calendar Round? What is the Sacred Almanac – what are its components and what was its primary function? What is the Vague Year? What is significant about 52 years in the Maya system? How did the Maya view time?

Review Questions for Olmec and Maya (from class)

1. How were sites linked through regional networks in the Preclassic period? What are the major cultural developments of this period?

2. In what period does the “Maya world” emerge? What sort of connection is there between Olmec and Maya?

3. In our study of ancient Mesopotamia, special significance was attached to the widespread distribution of certain types of pottery. What does the spread of Chicanel pottery signify? 

4. In what period does Maya civilization reach its peak? Is Maya civilization homogeneous in this period? How did individual Maya states interact with one another? What evidence points to strong connections with Téotihuacan at places such as Tikal and Uaxactun?

5. Early reconstructions of Classic period Maya population sizes and distributions relied heavily on ethnohistoric information based on the 16th century Maya of northern Yucatan. As a result, a figure of less than 15 people per sq. km. was accepted as reasonable for the prehistoric Maya. What kind of archaeological evidence showed that this figure was unrealistic? In the case of the Maya at Copán, what population densities were reached during the Classic period?

6. What implications do the revisions in question 5 have for the old assumption that long-fallow swidden agriculture would have been adequate for Classic period Maya?

7. What is the basis of the Settlement Model used at Copán? That is, what kinds of data does it employ in its estimates of population? What does this model say about the growth of population at Copán? How did it increase? What was its peak? How was the population distributed over the landscape?

8. What is the basis of the Soils Model used at Copán? Answer the same questions as asked in number 7 for this model. What does this model say about the type of agriculture used in each key period and the areas of the Copán valley that were being farmed? What were the consequences of the intensification strategies used by the Copán residents? What sorts of environmental degradation occurred and why?

9. What exactly did the “collapse” at Copán really consist of? What happened around A.D. 820? What happened to the population between that date and A.D. 900? A.D. 900-1000? A.D. 1000-1250?

10. What was the fate of the king of Copán? Of the nobles? Explain the following statement: When their prosperity declined, the people of Copán would probably not have asked the question ‘What is the matter, but rather who is the matter?’.

11. Given that the Soils Model demonstrates that the Copán valley would always have been able to support several thousand people, why was the area effectively abandoned? What, most likely, happened to the former residents?

12. What technological innovations (agroengineering) seen in other Maya polities – innovations that would have allowed a larger population to be sustained longer at Copán – were apparently NOT used by its residents?

