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CALENDARS, SEASONS, and TIME 

Maya Skies 
 
The Sun, our nearest star, provides the heat and energy that 
Earth needs to sustain all life. Next time you walk outside, 
notice where the Sun is, feel its warmth, and perhaps even 
notice where the Sun rises and sets in the horizon or behind 
a familiar building. Through similar and systematic 
observations, the Maya of Mesoamerica have been tracking 
the Sun’s movements in the sky for thousands of years. 
Today, more than seven million Maya people live in regions 
of Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, El Salvador, and 
other countries.  
 
More than two thousand years ago, the Maya created a 
complex calendar system to organize the events of their 
world and developed sophisticated mathematics, inventing 
the zero. They applied their knowledge and observations to 
time their ceremonies and agricultural cycles. The Maya 
built extensive cities with monumental architecture, 
including pyramids that they used to track the stars and 
predict seasons. Pyramids are called witz—meaning 
“mountain”—in the Yucatec Mayan language. From a fixed 
observation station, Maya astronomers tracked where 
celestial bodies rose and set with respect to their pyramids 
to understand cyclical motions and measure the passage of 
time throughout the year.  
 
The equinoxes, the two times of the year when day and 
night are of equal length, are important astronomical 
markers to Maya farmers today, dividing the year in the 
Maya lowlands into the wet and dry seasons and 
bracketing the agricultural cycle of corn, beans, and squash 
that still thrive in rural areas of Mesoamerica. On the 
equinoxes, the two times of the year when day and night 
are of equal length, the pyramid of Ku’kulkan in Chichén 
Itzá, Yucatan, Mexico, serves as an astronomical 
observatory. As the Sun sets, the pyramid’s platforms cast a 
shadow on the side of the staircase, revealing isosceles 
triangles of light—making it appear that a feathered 
serpent, Ku’kulkan, is slithering down the pyramid. In the 
final moments of the descent, the Sun strikes the snake’s 
head, carved in stone at the bottom of the staircase, and 
lights it up. Today, thousands of people come to witness 
this amazing event, which marks the agricultural cycle of 
native foods from March to September. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The descent of Ku’kulkan, the feathered serpent, on 
Chichen Itza’s famous pyramid. The light-and-shadow 
effect mimics a slithering brilliant serpent descending 

from the sky to energize Earth and prepare the land for 
planting. Photo by Alfredo Escalante Galaz       

For grades 4–5: Check out Lotería, a bingo-like 
game popular in Mesoamerica. Students will 
become familiar with Maya cultural symbols, 
including animals, calendar glyphs, and 
astronomical objects. View these short videos to 
learn about the origin story of the Maya and their 
connection to the Sun.

For grades 4–8: Use this interactive Maya math 
game! Students use clues and engage in fun
challenges to practice their math skills to solve a 
mystery. Use the NMAI’s Living Maya Time |
Viviendo el tiempo maya bilingual and multimedia 
website to learn about Maya culture and people, 
their mathematics, calendars, and astronomy.

For grades 6–8: Do the activity Observing and 
Tracking Shadows to learn about the apparent
motion of the Sun in the sky and the rotation of 
Earth on its axis. Students will be able to find the 
cardinal directions by observing and tracking 
shadows created by the Sun.

For grades 7–8: Use a Maya-style multiplication 
challenge that builds on the skills practiced in the 
interactive Maya math game.

http://maya.nmai.si.edu/the-maya/maya-people
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/the-maya/maya-world
https://maya.nmai.si.edu/calendar/calendar-system
https://maya.nmai.si.edu/maya-sun/maya-math-game
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/corn-and-maya-time/corn-and-calendar-traditions
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/corn-and-maya-time
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/maya-sun/maya-and-sun
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/the-maya/connecting-earth-and-sky
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=Zvv9EnBuem4&feature=relmfu
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=Zvv9EnBuem4&feature=relmfu
https://maya.nmai.si.edu/sites/default/files/resources/lesson-plans/Living%20Maya%20Time%20Loteria%20Game.pdf
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/the-maya/creation-story-maya
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/maya-sun/maya-and-sun
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/maya-sun/maya-math-game
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/maya-sun/maya-math-game
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/es
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/sites/default/files/resources/lesson-plans/Observing%20and%20Tracking%20Shadows.pdf
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/sites/default/files/resources/lesson-plans/Observing%20and%20Tracking%20Shadows.pdf
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/sites/default/files/resources/lesson-plans/Lets%20Multiply%20-%20Maya%20Style.pdf

