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One of the exciting new features about our study unit is that we are finally able to expand our horizons even a bit more. 
It's not that the archaeological history of the old world wasn't enough, and scores of great articles were written on the 
subject. But it's always nice to be able to write about something completely and utterly different in the field of 
archaeology. I'm excited presenting the Mayan civilization as such a place. 
 

 
The Mayan world at its peak in the Classical period 

 
The Mayan civilization is now thought to be so advanced that it is 
considered one of the five cradles of civilization, with the others 
being the Fertile Crescent, the Indus River, the Yellow River, and 
the central Andes. While the timeline for the Mayan civilization 
doesn't really begin until about 1500 BC it can be said that there 
is evidence of agricultural practices around 6000 BC, hence the 
fact that this can be considered a cradle of civilization. 
 
The Mayan civilization developed in a region is familiar to most. 
It stretches from southern Mexico into the Yucatán Peninsula of 
Mexico, down into all of Guatemala and Belize, the northern half 
of El Salvador and the western quarter of Honduras.  

 

 
 
Most of the terrain in that area would be a north flat plain that is still very dense 
with vegetation, and a hillier area in the south with dense forests and vegetation. 
 
The history of the Mayan civilization we divided into three principal periods: the 
Preclassic, the Classic, and the Postclassic periods. One can say that before all this 
there was an Archaic period, and as the name implies, this simply means the oldest 
known period, which starts our archaeological journey. 
 

 
Guatemala, Mayan Stele at 
Quirigua, issued Sept 1, 1921, 
Scott #172 

 

 
Mexico, Maya Sacred Crossing, issued Dec 12, 2012, Scott #2809a-b-c. 
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Belize, Mayan Sites in Belize; Atun Ha, Xunantunich, Cerrds, Lamanai  issued Nov 14, 1983,  Scott #s 680-83 

 
Stages of Mayan Civilization 

Archaic Before 2000BC Initial Foragers 

Early Preclassic 2000BC - 1000BC Pioneer Farming Settlements 

Middle Preclassic 1000BC - 300BC Expansion Across Lowlands 

Late Preclassic 300BC - AD250 N. Belize Centers Reach Height 

Early Classic AD250 - AD600 Power Shifts to the Interior 

Late Classic AD600 - AD900 Height of Maya Civilization 

Terminal Classic AD900 - AD1000 Collapse of the Classic Maya 

Early Postclassic AD1000 - AD1250 Re-focus of Populations 

Late Postclassic AD1250 - AD1521 Competition Among Centers 

Spanish Invasion 1521 + Disease and Depopulation 

 

 

 
 

The Preclassic start from about 2000 
BC all the way up to about AD250. 
Early settlements actually seem to 
begin in modern-day Belize at 
around 2600 BC, and by 1800 BC 
there are establishments around the 
Pacific Coast. It seems by then 
agriculture was the principle method 
of food acquisition, and thus 
sedentary communities begin to 
appear. The main city at that point 
was Nakbe in central Guatemala. In 
the late preclassic period, the city of 
Mirador, also in central Guatemala’s 
lowlands grew to about 6 mi.². And 
in what is to be a recurring theme 
with the Mayans, around the first 
century many of the cities started to 
collapse, and it can only be 
speculated as to why. 
 
 
<< Belize FDC,  June 2, 1975, Scott #s 
365-69 

 
But these cities and this 
era isn’t the Mayan 
civilization that most 
really know about. The 
era of monuments that 
are seen now on postage 
stamps, or travel 
brochures to Central 
America belongs to the 
classic period. The 
classic period went from 
around AD 250 to 1000. 

 
 

     
A better view of Belize 1975 Scott #s 365-69 depicting Mayan Artifacts 
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Guatemala, Hacha,  
issued 1953 

. 

. 
This is the Mayan civilization that people think about. This is the period of great 
urbanization, when the great cities were built that people tour in droves to this day. 
Recent evidence by taking satellite pictures have shown that as many 20 to 25 million 
people Mayans lived in this vast region at any one time, with 80 to 90% of the Mayan 
civilization buildings roads and monuments being covered up by the jungle. Giant cities 
numbering well over 100,000 people populated different areas of the Mayan Empire, and 
a complex network of roads connecting them together.  
 

 

 
 
How did all of this begin?  It seems that from the 
Valley of Mexico armies from the great city of 
Teotihuacan invaded Tikal, a Mayan city in the 
lowlands of central Guatemala, and started a new 
regime there in AD 378. This rubbed Tikal’s rival 
city, Calakmul, another powerful city in the 
Guatemalan basin, the wrong way. 
 

   
Mexico, Teotihuacan, issued Oct 12,   Mexico, Teotihuacan, issued 
2010, Scott #2699a                             Dec 16, 2010, Scott #2727a-e 

 

       
Belize, Mayan Artifacts, Incense holder, Cylindrical vase, Tripod vase, Sun God Kinich 
Ahau issued Nov 30, 1984, Scott #741-4 

 

Suddenly, two groups are trying 
to consolidate power in the 
area. Each of them has their 
allies, and each of them 
network out in order to have 
better communication and 
transportation in their particular 
kingdoms. Because of that, the 
entire area began to be built up 
in a way that was more 
conducive for Empire building. 

At one point, in 648, the king's brother from Tikal was actually captured by the King of Calakmul.  This actually 
changed the power struggle in the area, because from that point on most of the outlying allies of Tikal switched over to 
Calakmul. 
 

 

<< St. Vincent of the Grenadines, 
UNESCO anniversary. Mayan Ruins at 
Copan, Honduras. Issued March 24, 
1997, Scott 2395e.  The stamp is digitally 
cut out of a souvenir sheet. 
 
 
>>  UNESCO (France), Temple at 
Tikal, Dec 6, 1986, Scott 2O37 
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Honduras. Mayan Temple at Copan,  
issued March 1, 1939, Scott #C91 

 

. 
In the southeast area of the empire, Copan was the most important city. Most 
archaeologists believe that Copan also was founded by powers from 
Teotihuacan, and they started empire building in and around AD 425. Copan 
was considered an ally of Tikal, but that ended disastrously in 738.  The 
captured Lord of Copan was decapitated in a public ritual by a former vassal 
who pledged allegiance of to Calakmul.  The Calakmul Empire advances. 

 
It seems that classic Mayan society was a 
social organization based upon rituals. 
These rituals dictated who ruled, and who 
could do what.   Therefore, society was 
not primarily an economic system; but in 
order to consolidate power, economic 
systems had to be and were made. 
However, the focus of civilization seems 
to be on these religious-based rituals as a 
means of controlling the eyes ears, hearts, 
and minds of the subjects. 
 

 

 
Honduras, Maya Carvings, Carving on Temple, Stele of King, Large Stele,  
Small Carving,  issued June 19, 1998, Scott #C1026-9 

 

 

 

 
Guatemala, B'aktun Mayan Calendar, booklet of 9 different, 
September 24, 2012Scott #662-670             

 
Commemorative cover from Honduras celebrating the end 
of the long cycle (Oxlajuj Baktun)... "The dawn of the Maya" 

 
But something happened around 880. It seems that 
Mayan civilization quickly fell apart. Numerous reasons 
have been giving for this, and a multitude of historians 
and archaeologists all have their own theories. Some 
blame warfare, as it has been discovered in the last half-
century or so that the Mayans were actually very war-
like people. Others blame drought.  Some point to 
prolonged drought in the area and speculate that since 
agriculture in this area is difficult enough to do, this 
could push people to starvation. Still others thoughts 
that simply the Mayans had outgrown the 
environmental capabilities of the land around them. 
Even if no other problems could be had, many authors 
believe that they became too numerous. 



(cont’d pg 6) 
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Whatever the reason changes happened quickly. Since rulers held power because of ritual obligations and privileges and 
not because of any technical expertise or economic decision-making prowess, adaptations to new situations couldn’t be 
done. Rituals and ceremony simply continued, it appears, whatever the cost might be. Therefore, in about 50 years, 
many of the great cities in the south and central areas of Guatemala (called the Petén) were simply abandoned. People 
moved north. Cities in the northern Yucatán Peninsula like Chichen Itza continued to be inhabited, but even they 
ultimately declined in population. By around  AD 910, its seems the area of the Petén had been almost completely 
abandoned. 
 

 
Mexico Chichen Itza, issued July 13, 2007, Scott 2543a-e 

 
 
Unfortunately, 
leadership in the 
northern areas wasn't 
much better.  Even 
with changes at 
Chichen Itza replacing 
rule by one person to 
an elite counsel, it 
seems that even in the 
north, abandonment or 
the relative decline of 
many its cities became 
all too commonplace. 

 
Then comes the postclassic period, starting around  AD 1000. More migration occurs. It seems that people started 
congregating around water sources, which is one of the reasons why droughts are traditionally thought to at least play a 
role in the classic period’s decline. Other lands in the entire Mayan region are not so quickly resettled. Chichen Itza by 
the 11th century had declined dramatically, and in the southern lowlands mass immigration to water sources continued 
as well. Finally, in the 12th century, the city of Mayapan grew in power in the northern Yucatán Peninsula. 
 

 
Honduras, Mayan artifacts, April 28, 1978, Scott #C615-8 

 
 
This area grew in power for about 250 
years. But for reasons that are not 
completely understood, Mayapan was 
abandoned as well. It is believed that 
warfare, disease, and even natural 
disasters such as drought may have 
taken its toll yet again.  

 
When the Spanish arrived in 1511, they noted that there is no completely one dominant capital, but they did report 
wealthy coastal cities and thriving marketplaces. Even in states of relative decline, it seems that life for the Mayans 
would go on and that independent cities and areas might do very well for themselves. One such Mayan empire, the 
K’iche’, carved out a small kingdom in the heart of Guatemala and the neighboring Pacific coastal plain. However, with 
the arrival of the Spaniards, things would change forever. 
 

(cont’d pg 7) 
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<<  Belize issued 1978-79, Scott #432 

 
Philately-  What is perhaps most surprising is 
the lack of representation of the Mayan culture 
on stamps of the area.  Sure, they are depicted 
on stamps of Belize, British Honduras (which 
became Belize in 1973), El Salvador, Honduras, 
and Guatemala, but the lack of the number of 
stamps is surprising.  In this area, we have a 
cradle of civilization with a vast number of very 
sophisticated archaeological site, and for each of 
these countries, it may be years between any 
depictions on their stamps. 

 

 

 
<<  British Honduras, issued Feb 14, 1938, Scott #115 

 
Furthermore, the entire area was very slow to embrace putting representations 
of the Maya on stamps at all.  The first such representation seems to be a 
British Honduras issue of 1938 with George VI and a simple representation of 
Mayan figures on a 1 cent stamps.  Despite the fact that 12 different stamps 
were issued in that series, this was the only one to have a Mayan theme. 

 

  
A Maya man and Maya ruins are depicted on Honduras currency. Obverse at left and reverse at right. 
 

Several reasons may play a role in the dearth of Mayan representation in Central America, and why they are now a bit 
more popular than in the past.  First, in these traditionally economically disadvantaged area, many of the stamps 
depicted economic progress.  Most of the British Honduras series of 1938 do just that. 
 

     
British Honduras, Mayan Jade Carvings, issued May 22, 1972, Scott #296-300 
Seated jade figure, Dancing Priest, Head of Sun God, Priest on Throne & Sun God, Figure & Mask 
 
 

Secondly, it was not 
until after World War 
II that Mayan 
scholarship really took 
off.  While some of the 
bigger sites had been 
known for ages, 
scholarship went to the 
next level then, and 
only then was there 
greater understanding 
of what the buildings 
and sites represented. 

 

 (cont’d pg 7) 
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Thirdly, with increasing nationalism around the globe and in Central America after World War II, it became increasingly 
popular to tout and advertise what made a local area truly different.  Obviously, Mayan architecture and artifacts are 
very distinct, and so inclusion in stamps would become more of an advertising piece for the countries of Central 
America.  
 

 
An American FDC, this shows how many American view the Mayan culture 
(e.g.- a doomsday authority), franked with United States, Year of the Dragon, Jan 
23. 2012, Scottt #4623 

 

. 
 
 
A final and perhaps most compelling 
reason is money.  With increasing 
knowledge comes increasing interest 
and archaeological tourism begins to 
take off.  Central America is no 
exception, and with close proximity to 
the US, it stands to reason that more 
visitors come to the sites, bringing 
their money with them.  Suddenly, 
putting these sites on an occasional 
stamp seems worthwhile. 

 
In future issues, I hope to go into some details about the Maya, instead of this general overview.  However, I hope to 
expand on other great sites of the New World, such as the Incas, Olmecs, Aztecs and yes, some of the great sites of 
North America. 

 

Albania;  Butrint &  Gjirokastra 
by Caroline Scannell 
 

Albania has been inhabited since prehistoric times.  In this short article we will cover only two sites, Butrinto and 
Gjirokastra, which were both named World Cultural Heritage Sites. 
 
Butrint has been a Greek colony, a Roman city, then passed into Byzantine administration and was briefly occupied by 
the Venetians.  The present archaeological site is a repository of ruins representing each period in the city's 
development.  
 

 
Albania, Lake Butrint, issued 
Sept 1, 1930, Scott #250 

 

The city is considered as one of the most important archaeological sites in Albania. 
On the strength of the immense wealth of cultural, historical and natural value with a 
considerable history, Butrint was declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1992 
and further a National Park in 2000. 
 
In the 3rd century AD, an earthquake destroyed a large part of the town. Excavations 
have revealed that the city had already been in decline. However, the settlement 
survived into the late antique era, becoming a major port in the province of Old 
Epirus.  The first modern archaeological excavations began in 1928 when the Fascist 
government of Benito Mussolini's Italy sent an expedition to Buthrotum. 
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