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    DEPTH STUDY 1: INVESTIGATING THE ANCIENT PAST

  TOPIC 2
Investigating an ancient 
mystery: the Olmec 

  2.1  Overview 
 Numerous  videos  and  interactivities  are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au . They will help you to learn the content and concepts covered 
in this topic. 

 2.1.1 The mysterious Olmec 
 So far we have been looking at skills and methods that historians and archaeologists use to investigate the 
ancient past. In this topic we will see how such skills and methods can be used to investigate a particular 
society of the ancient past — the mysterious Olmec of Mexico. 

 The fi rst humans arrived in the Americas at least 8000 years ago. Many historians believe these fi rst 
arrivals may have occurred as early as 30 000 BCE. People probably crossed from Siberia to North America 
and gradually migrated down the Pacifi c coast of North and South America. 

 When the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus accidentally ‘discovered’ America in 1492 he thought 
he was in Asia, so he called the indigenous peoples Indians. No-one from Europe or Asia had known that 
the Americas existed. Earlier visits to North America by Vikings in about 1000 CE had been forgotten. 

 In the decades that followed Columbus’s fi rst voyage, the Spaniards conquered two powerful indigenous 
civilisations — the Aztecs in Mexico and the Incas in Peru. However, archaeological digs have uncovered 
American civilisations from long before the Aztecs and Incas. The Olmec civilisation was among the earliest.     

  SOURCE 1  One of the giant stone heads carved by the Olmecs about 3000 years ago   
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North America.
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A second migration
may have crossed the
land bridge from
Siberia. Some groups
migrate to southern
South America.

c. 2700 BCE
People in Mexico
practise agriculture.

c. 1200–400 BCE
Olmec civilisation
in Mexico reaches
its height.

c. 800–200 BCE
Art, ceramics and
weaving are practised
at Chavin in Peru.

c. 450–750 CE
A city with pyramids is
built at Teotihuacan
in Mexico.

c. 3500–1700 BCE
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South America.
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A timeline of early Mesoamerican civilisations

Big questions
As you work through this topic, look for information that 
will help you to answer these questions:
1. What is most mysterious about the Olmec of ancient 

America?
2. How did the geography of ancient Mexico influence 

Olmec civilisation?
3. How much can we know about how Olmec society 

was organised and governed?
4. How do archaeological sources help us to 

understand the Olmec?
5. What is the significance of the heritage of the Olmec?

Starter questions
1. Can you name three modern countries in 

North America?
2. Can you name three modern countries in 

South America?
3. Can you think of reasons why there might be more 

mysteries surrounding ancient societies in the 
Americas than in some other parts of the world?

4. Why do you think there are still unsolved mysteries 
concerning much of the ancient past?

  Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 2.1: Timeline 
exercise

 RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY
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  2.2  How do we know about the Olmec? 
 2.2.1 Investigating the mystery 
 In 1862, at Tres Zapotes in Mexico, villagers 
uncovered a strange object protruding from the 
ground. After digging it out they found it was a 
giant head carved from a  basalt  boulder. Almost 
as tall as a man, it was round, had a fl at nose, 
full lips, staring eyes and what appeared to be a 
bowl-shaped helmet. Over the years more giant 
stone heads turned up: one more in Tres Zapotes 
and others in San Lorenzo and La Venta (see 
 Source 1 ). No-one knew who had created them.  

 In 1938 an American archaeologist, Matthew 
W. Stirling, led an expedition to Tres Zapotes. 
His team found at least fi fty earthen mounds 
and many artefacts. When a gigantic head was 
found by villagers at San Lorenzo, Stirling went 
to investigate the site. There, too, a layout of 
cone-shaped mounds and walled  plazas  was 
uncovered. Stirling investigated other sites, 
including La Venta. He concluded that the 
strange stone heads and the ground formations 
where they were found represented the oldest 
civilisation yet found in America. They were 
the Olmec. 

 2.2.2 Who and how? 
 How did the heads get there? 
 No-one knows how the heads were brought to these sites, some of which are in the middle of swamps with 
no natural rock outcrops. Some heads were quarried in mountains up to 160 kilometres away from where 
they were found. They certainly weren’t brought on trucks! So how were enormous blocks of stone, each 
weighing several tonnes, brought across such distances? Our only clue is the system of rivers between the 
sources of the rocks and the sites to which they were brought. Most archaeologists believe that Olmec 
rulers used villagers to transport the heads on rafts along rivers and to haul them to their fi nal positions over 
timber rollers. Others suggest moving them overland in the dry season was a more likely method. 

  SOURCE 1  A map of Mexico showing the main Olmec 
centres  
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SOURCE 2 From Jeremy A. Sabloff, The Cities of Ancient Mexico, 1997

… [A] raft holding a huge carved stone head had been fl oated up to the landing at the foot of the hill crowned 
by the ceremonial [centre] … [Many] of the adult males in the surrounding communities have been called out by 
the chief to help pull the heavy basalt monument up the steep slope to the top of the hill. This important chore 
will take many days.

 Whose heads are they? 
 So far 17 of these stone heads have been found. The largest is 3.4 metres high. But who are the heads sup-
posed to be and why were they made? Again, we have only theories. Some have claimed that the heads, like 
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other statues and fi gurines in Olmec art, have features more typical of West Africans than of any  Mexican 
tribes. This represents a theory that people from overseas visited America in ancient times.  However, 
 Stirling claimed that people living in the region once inhabited by the Olmec had similar  features. Stirling 
suggested that the heads might represent rulers. Interestingly, the locals who found the head in  Source 4  
thought the same. They called this head  El Rey , which is Spanish for ‘the King’.        

SOURCE 3 A modern artist’s impression of how the Olmec 
might have transported the giant stone heads

  SOURCE 4  Archaeologist Marion Illig, 
wife and colleague of Matthew Stirling, 
with the giant stone head at San Lorenzo 
that locals called  El Rey  (‘the King’)  

 2.2 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding  
1.   Source 2 offers a theory about how the stone heads were transported. Find out what a theory is. Why is 

Source 2 a theory?  
2.   Outline some of the theories about whose features are represented by the heads. Can you suggest why 

these theories differ so widely?   

 Apply your understanding  
3.   Study  Source 1 .  

(a)   List sites where stone heads have been found.  
(b)   Suggest why the rivers might have helped in transporting stone heads from mountain quarries.    

4.   Look closely at the chapter opening image One of the giant stone heads carved by the Olmecs about 
3000 years ago and Source 4.  
(a)   What did Matthew Stirling suggest the heads may have represented?  
(b)   Can you think of anyone else, real or supernatural, they might have represented?  
(c)   Suggest a purpose for transporting the enormous stone heads and placing them at a ceremonial

religious site.    
5.   Look at Sources 2 and 3. Without any evidence of how the giant stone heads were transported, why might 

the method these sources suggest be a likely explanation?  
6.   Use the  Olmec arts   weblink  in your eBookPLUS to view photographs of Olmec stone heads and artefacts. 

Use these to frame two historical questions about their features and possible meanings.   
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  2.3  Who were the Olmec? 
 2.3.1 Who were the Olmec? 
  Olmec  is an Aztec word meaning ‘rubber 
people’. This was because the Olmec 
used rubber, which came from the area 
they once inhabited. 

 The Olmec lived near the southern 
part of the Gulf of Mexico. This is a hot 
and humid area of swamps, lagoons and 
tropical forests. That is why it is not as 
densely populated today as other parts of 
the country. It may seem odd that the fi rst 
civilisation in America developed in such 
a place. However, unlike the cultures that 
followed them, the Olmec did not have 
large cities that needed extensive farm-
lands to feed their populations. Rather 
than cities, the Olmec had religious cen-
tres where people gathered to worship 
their gods. There was little space for 
buildings. Only about one hundred and 
fi fty to a thousand people would have 
lived in or close to these centres.  

 For the most part, the Olmec lived in small villages. However, 
their religious centres had similar features to those of the civilisa-
tions that followed them. Because Olmec culture infl uenced later 
civilisations, some historians have called it ‘the mother culture of 
Middle American civilisation’. 

 La Venta: an Olmec ceremonial centre 
 The most famous Olmec centre is La Venta, which lies on a small 
island in the middle of a swamp. It is believed that no more than 
150 people would have lived there at any one time. La Venta 
was a ceremonial religious centre. It is an earthen mound 120 
metres long by 70 metres wide and 32 metres high. On top there 
is a long, oblong plaza surrounded by low mounds. This layout 
is typical of Olmec religious centres.  Figurines , many made of 
 jade , have been found there. Most impressive of all are four mys-
terious giant stone heads, transported from 96 kilometres away 
upriver, in the Tuxtla Mountains. 

   Explore more with this weblink:  Secrets of the ancients: Olmec heads 

  Complete this digital doc:   Worksheet 2.2:  Olmec heads 

   RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY 

  SOURCE 1  An aerial view of Laguna de los Cerros, Mexico. 
Before it was reclaimed by vegetation, this was an Olmec 
ceremonial religious centre. Cone-shaped mounds are clearly 
visible, as are the walls enclosing a plaza. The cones were 
made of earth but are so like the stone pyramids built by later 
cultures that it is likely they had temples on them, like the 
pyramids of later times.  

  SOURCE 2  A greenstone axe-head 
in the form of a  were-jaguar . It is 
believed that this represented a 
person transforming into a snarling 
jaguar. This image is a common 
feature among Olmec artefacts. 
So is the baby-like form of the 
human fi gure.  

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



TOPIC 2 Investigating an ancient mystery: the Olmec 35

c02InvestigatingAnAncientMysteryTheOlmec Page 35 05/07/17  9:48 AM

Skilled artisans would have 
been needed to construct such 
monuments. Later Middle 
American civilisations were 
ruled by a class of priests, not 
unlike the Egyptians. No doubt 
such a class would have origi-
nated in Middle America with 
the Olmec. The priests would 
have presided over the ceremo-
nies conducted at such places 
as La Venta.

SOURCE 3 A sculpted Olmec altar, 3.4 metres high, from La Venta, 
Mexico. Made of basalt, it had to be transported from a site 96 kilometres 
away.

DID YOU KNOW?
In 2002 the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) funded an attempt to move a 12-tonne basalt boulder 
using technology the Olmec would have had — a sled to take it down a path of wooden rollers and a bamboo 
raft once it reached the river. Eventually, after great struggles, they reached the river, but they did not succeed 
in floating it on the raft. The BBC also commissioned a sculptor, Glynn Williams, to carve a giant head from a 
basalt boulder. Again, it was a slow and painful process. Williams was forced to admit: ‘I think we’re a long way 
from discovering the secrets of how they did this sort of thing.’

2.3 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. Explain why historians have called the Olmec ‘the mother culture of Middle American civilisation’.
2. Describe the kinds of activities that most likely took place at La Venta.
3. Working in small groups, think of three reasons why the geographical features and environment of La Venta 

would have prevented large numbers of people from living there.
4. From where were the enormous stone monuments brought to La Venta?

Apply your understanding
5. Read the section describing the La Venta site. Source 1 shows a similar site, Laguna de los Cerros. Draw a 

diagram of the main features you can see in the picture of Laguna de los Cerros. Using the information about 
La Venta, see if you can label your diagram, showing some of the main features.

6. Look at Source 2. In a short paragraph, describe the image.
7. Look at Source 3. Describe the image. Knowing that the monument is part of a ceremonial religious centre, 

what do you think it might represent?
8. The word ‘were-jaguar’ is based on the term werewolf, a creature from European folklore. Conduct research 

to find out what werewolves were supposed to do. Based on what you have learned about werewolves, why 
do you think historians use the term were-jaguar?

The venture described in the ‘Did you know?’ box is an example of experimental archaeology. Does the 
failure of the BBC’s attempt to move a basalt boulder prove that the Olmec could not have moved them 
that way, or are there other possible explanations? Use the internet to find another example of the use of 
experimental archaeology to solve an ancient mystery.
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2.4 The buried treasure of La Venta
2.4.1 La Venta’s mosaic
A strange find
In section 2.2 you read about Matthew 
Stirling’s work on excavating ancient 
sites in the swamps and rainforests of 
Mexico that he attributed to the Olmec. 
Within those sites, Stirling made other 
finds that were just as strange as the stone 
heads that brought him there.

One of these strange finds was a 
mosaic platform made up of  serpentine 
blocks. He found it in 1943, buried 
inside the ceremonial centre of La Venta. 
However, unlike the buried treasure we 
read about in pirate stories, this treasure 
was not meant to be dug up. Like the 
treasure of  Egyptian  pharaohs, it was 
meant to be hidden  forever from view. 
This treasure was not some rich person’s 
possessions, meant to be enjoyed in the 
afterlife. The pattern of blocks made a 
design.

A mosaic design on a floor or wall is 
not unusual. But this design was in a pit 
almost eight metres deep. It was laid out 
on a sticky bed of tar. Tar was readily 
available at La Venta, an island in a 
swamp oozing with petroleum. Then they 
buried it under layer after layer of differ-
ent-coloured clays! And so it lay hidden, 
until Stirling dug it up 2600 years later.

The meaning of the mosaic?
What did the mosaic platform represent? 
Some think that, if you view it from one 
end, it resembles the face of the jaguar, 
so common in Olmec art. Others say that, 
from the other end, it looks like the Tree 
of Life, also common in Olmec art. But 
even if it was one of these, why was it 
buried? No-one knows.

Without written documents from 
the time of the Olmec, we can only 
make guesses. Most historians agree that 
the motive for burying this mosaic must 
have been religious. Historians often use 

SOURCE 1 The mosaic from La Venta, now in a park in the 
Mexican town of Villahermosa

SOURCE 2 A modern artist’s impression of how the Olmec 
may have ceremonially buried the mosaic in a pit more than 
seven metres deep at La Venta
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the word ‘offerings’ to describe such buried treasure, meaning gifts to their gods. Beyond that, there is only 
mystery.

2.4.2 Other strange treasures
The giant stone heads are the biggest mon-
uments carved by the Olmec, but they also 
created many small figurines. Among the 
smaller, but equally strange, carvings is a 
curious group of little figurines also found 
buried at La Venta, this time in sand. It is 
typical of Olmec art in that they appear to 
represent toddlers or babies. Less typical 
are their strangely long skulls. The group 
is surrounded by a line of little pillars.

The Olmec actually decorated their 
ceremonial centres with huge versions of 
such stone pillars. Again, no-one knows 
why these objects were buried. In fact, 
archaeologists have found that some time 
after they were buried, they were uncov-
ered, and then buried again!

We know the Olmec dragged huge 
basalt boulders from the Tuxtla Moun-
tains to create such monoliths as those in 
Source 4. But what about the smaller, pol-
ished artworks made from jade and ser-
pentine, such as those buried at La Venta? 
Where did this stone come from? Like the 
basalt, it was not local. Was it quarried? 
The only known quarry for jade in  Central 
America is in Guatamala. More likely, 
though, the materials were found among 
pebbles in creek beds. Many Olmec art-
works have a smooth finish. Partly this is 
explained by the artist’s grinding the fig-
ures into shape, but the running waters of 
creeks and rivers had already done much 
of this work for him. Once he found his 
stones, the Olmec artist used saw-like 
tools made of stone and wood and even 
string. With these abrasive tools he sawed 
grooves and drilled small holes into the 
stones, shaping them into sculptures.

SOURCE 3 Figurines of jade and serpentine, with jade axes 
apparently representing the pillars of a courtyard, also found 
buried at La Venta

SOURCE 4 Massive stone pillars from La Venta, arranged to 
enclose a tomb

DID YOU KNOW?
No more archaeological digs are taking place at La Venta, where the mosaic was found. The clay pyramid 
that dominates the area is thought to have a tomb hidden beneath it. But no archaeologists are digging there. 
The only digging being done at La Venta is by companies seeking oil, for the ancient land of the Olmec sits on 
a bed of oil.
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  2.5  The land of the were-jaguar 
 2.5.1 The mystery of the were-jaguar 
 The were-jaguar, a common feature in Olmec art, is mentioned throughout this topic. It is generally a fi gure 
that is assumed to be part human and part jaguar. The Olmec carved this frightening image on everything 
from giant basalt monuments to small fi gurines. 

 Features of the were-jaguar 
 Usually the were-jaguar is shown with a human body and 
what some historians say is the stylised head of a jaguar. 
By ‘stylised’ we mean that a particular style is used to 
show the main, recognisable features of the jaguar. Usually 
this was a snarling face — an expression of a big cat like 
a jaguar when it bears its fangs. But unlike either a human 
or a jaguar, the eyebrows take the form of three or four 
prongs of what looks like fl ame. This adds to its frightening 
aspect. Sometimes the head is square with a V-shaped cleft 
in the top. Also unlike a jaguar, it has a toothless mouth, 
though sometimes what appear to be big fangs decorate the 
edges.   

 2.5.2 The mystery deepens 
 Other ancient societies had gods whose features are a mix 
of animal and human. The Egyptians are a good example. 

 2.4 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding  
1.   Who found the mosaic of serpentine blocks and where were they found?  
2.   For how long had they remained buried?  
3.   Outline two theories about what the mosaic may represent.  
4.   What other ‘treasure’ was found buried at the same site?   

 Apply your understanding  
5.   Draw the image created by the mosaic in  Sources 1  and  2 . What does it resemble to you?  
6.   Some say the image formed by the mosaic is of a jaguar. Look at  Source 2  in  La Venta: an Olmec ceremonial 

centre , a typical representation of the Olmec were-jaguar. To what extent do you agree that the two images 
are similar?  

7.   To what extent is it possible that the pillars in  Source 3  represent the much bigger ones in  Source 4 ?  
8.   What do you think the mosaic in  Source 1  represents? Create a hypothesis of your own.   

   Explore more with this weblink:  Olmec arts 

  Complete this digital doc:   Worksheet 2.3:  Olmec artefacts 

   RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY 

  SOURCE 1  Greenstone fi gure of a 
crouching were-jaguar in the form of a child  
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So was the were-jaguar a god worshipped by the Olmec? Might the god embodied by this powerful 
jungle animal have represented the power of the Olmec rulers? Or perhaps it was a god of war, just as the 
 Egyptians’ god of war took the form of another powerful big cat, the lioness. 

 We have no real evidence to support these hypotheses. Moreover, the were-jaguar image seems to domi-
nate Olmec art, yet we have few recognisable images of other gods. One image shows a feathered serpent: 
we know from later Mexican cultures that this may have been the creator god Quetzalcoatl.  

 The were-jaguar generally took the form of a child, as in  Source 2 in section 2.3.1  Who were the Olmec? 
for example. The fi gure of the child on this monument has a snarling monster’s head. It is in the arms of 
what may be a priest, as if it is being offered to the gods as part of a religious ceremony. It is odd that a 
god should be shown as a child in the arms of an adult. This is why there is some doubt as to whether the 
were-jaguar represents a god. 

 Jaguar or toad? 
 But  is  it a jaguar? Recently some historians have suggested that it is not a jaguar at all, but a toad! (It is 
from this region that the pest we in Australia call the cane toad originated.) This view would explain the 
fl ame-like eyebrows — actually bony ridges on a toad. It would also explain the cleft in the top of the head 
and the toothless mouth. Even the ‘fangs’ can be explained if we assume the creature is a toad. The cane 
toad eats its skin after shedding it. As it chews it, the skin often droops at the sides of the mouth. Perhaps 
they are not fangs at all, but the remains of the toad’s skin.  

 So is it a jaguar or a toad or something else entirely? The images are so stylised and other current evi-
dence is so limited that it really is hard to be sure. The mystery is unresolved.      

  SOURCE 2  The jaguar, which inhabits the 
rainforests of Central and South America  

  SOURCE 3  Monument from La Venta. It has been 
assumed that the snake in this image is Quetzalcoatl, 
the creator god so central to later Middle American 
civilisations. However, no other evidence exists to 
support this theory. There is less doubt that the serpent 
is a rattlesnake, common to the region, as is clear from 
its tail.  

  SOURCE 4  The cane toad (as it is known 
in Australia), which originates in Central and 
South America and would have been familiar 
to the Olmec  
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  2.6  Human sacrifi ce? 
 2.6.1 El Manati 
 Not far from the religious centre of San Lorenzo, 
at a place called El Manati, some curious objects 
were found by archaeologists in 1989. Thirty-seven 
wooden statues, each wrapped in a fi bre mat as 
if for a funeral, were discovered. They had been 
buried in a bog, along with various offerings. The 
objects were not simply thrown into a hole; they 
had been carefully arranged. The timber sculp-
tures were typically Olmec: baby-like fi gures with 
  elongated  heads. They were also the oldest wooden 
artefacts yet discovered in Middle America; at 
1200 BCE, they date from the early years of Olmec 
civilisation.  

 Babies in a bog 
 Each carving was accompanied by offerings of one 
sort or another. These included beads, pottery and 
axes of  jadeite . Several had with them remains not only of animals but of human infants! There were parts 
of skulls or a few bones, but there were whole skeletons too; some were newborn and some unborn. 

 There is no evidence of how these infants died, although it has been suggested they may have been the 
victims of human  sacrifi ce . 

 2.5 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding  
1.   Who or what is Quetzalcoatl?  
2.   Where did the cane toad originally come from?   

 Apply your understanding  
3.   Look closely at  Sources 1  to  4 .  

(a)   What features of the ‘were-jaguar’ are not present in a real jaguar?  
(b)   List two features of the were-jaguar that suggest the cane toad.    

4.   Why is it unclear what the images shown in these and other sources throughout this chapter actually 
represent?  

5.   Present your own theory as to what the were-jaguar might be. You may agree with some of the theories in 
this unit, or you may have your own ideas.  

6.   Working in small groups, form your own ideas as to what is happening in  Source 4 . As you will now be 
aware, there is so little available evidence about Olmec culture that many of our interpretations of their 
artwork and monuments are largely guesswork.   

  Complete this digital doc:   Worksheet 2.4:  The were-jaguar 

   RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY 

  SOURCE 1  Some of the wooden fi gures discovered 
in the bogs of El Manati  
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 The Middle American civilisations that followed the Olmec practised human sacrifi ce. Generally 
their victims were adults and defeated enemies rather than infants. They were held down on the top of a 
 temple-pyramid as a priest cut out their heart. This was done to appease the gods and ensure prosperity 
for the community. So it is possible that the infant remains found in the bogs of El Manati were those of 
sacrifi cial victims. But no evidence has yet been found to show that the Olmec themselves practised human 
sacrifi ce. 

 Ball games of death? 
 Also found at El Manati, but at a different site, were 12 rubber balls dating from around 1600 BCE.  

 We already know that  Olmec  means ‘rubber people’. Now here is evidence that not only the Olmec, but 
possibly their ancestors, used the sap of the rubber tree to make balls. These balls were also buried with 
other objects, such as jade axes, so there was most likely some religious motive for their burial. We do not 
know what kinds of ball games were played by the Olmec. However, the civilisations that followed them 
constructed ball courts with stone hoops in which two teams played for victory. 

 To the players, such a victory was worth much more than any Olympic gold medal today, because the 
losing captain faced a sacrifi cial death sentence. It is suggested that features at some Olmec religious sites 
may have been ball courts. Is it possible, then, that the Olmec also participated in ball games that ended in 
human sacrifi ce? As yet there is not enough evidence to answer this question. We know only that they made 
balls out of rubber and they probably used them in games of some kind.       

  SOURCE 2  An Olmec rubber ball. After 
3600 years you can still smell the latex!  

  SOURCE 3  Ulama, an ancient ball game still played in Native 
American cultures today. It is descended from the games 
played in ancient America — perhaps even from the Olmec.  

 DID YOU KNOW? 
 The Mexican ball game  ulama  is the oldest known game in the world that uses a rubber ball. 

 2.6 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding  
1.   What were the 37 statues buried at El Manati made of?  
2.   When were they buried?  
3.   What kinds of remains were found with some of these statues?  
4.   Why is it currently not possible to tell whether these bodies were sacrifi ced to the gods?  
5.   How long before the burial of the 37 statues were the rubber balls buried at El Manati?   
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  2.7  Writing, numbers and calendars 
 2.7.1 The Cascajal Block 
 Did the Olmec use a system of writing? Until recently the earliest evidence of writing in America came 
from another region of Mexico, Monte Alban. It is dated to 500 BCE, by which time Olmec civilisation had 
begun to decline. However, it is believed that writing may have started in Olmec times because so much of 
their culture was inherited by later civilisations, and many of these used writing. 

 In 1999 a 12-kilogram block 36 centimetres long and 21 centimetres wide was found in a gravel quarry 
near the San Lorenzo Olmec site. It was decorated with 62 symbols. Some were repeated several times, 

  SOURCE 1  The Cascajal Block, said to 
date from 900 BCE. Some believe it to be 
the oldest example of writing in America.  

  SOURCE 2  The symbols on the Cascajal 
Block  

 Apply your understanding  
6.   Compare  Source 1  and  Source 3  in  spread 2.4 The buried treasure of La Venta . List any similarities and 

differences between the two groups of fi gurines. To what extent do you think it possible that these two 
groups of fi gurines were used in the same ritual?  

7.   What do  you  think might be the reason that the infant bones were found at El Manati among the fi gurines 
shown in  Source 1 ?  

8.   How do you think you would feel if you were likely to be killed if you lost a ball game?  
9.   Find out about the Mexican ball game ulama, which is still played today and is descended from the ball 

games played in ancient America. Draw up a set of rules and instructions about how to play it. You might 
organise your class to play it, using a medium-sized rubber ball. You may well be recreating a game played 
by the Olmec in ancient times!   
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the way letters are repeated in a piece of writing. They did not resemble any known writing from Middle 
America.   

 By 2006 archaeologists were able to form a hypothesis about the Cascajal Block. They examined other 
artefacts, such as pieces of pottery, found in the quarry. This allowed them to estimate when the block 
might have been put there. They concluded it could be 2900 years old, 400 years older than the Monte 
Alban writing. So the Cascajal Block appears to date from the time of the Olmec. 

 Other archaeologists were not convinced by this date, however. After all, they said, the block was dug 
up accidentally by a bulldozer in a quarry, not by an archaeologist carefully examining the site. Even the 
archaeologists who estimated the age of the block admitted it might not have been as old as the Olmec arte-
facts with which it was found. Perhaps someone had reburied it there. So there is still disagreement about 
its age. Are the markings on the block writing? It seems likely because of the way they are arranged. But 
there is no other evidence of such ‘writing’ as was found on the block. Unfortunately, the location where 
the block was found is not a good place for archaeological digs. The area has been affected by quarrying, 
which could have damaged or destroyed any other Olmec artefacts there. 

 Olmec numbers and calendars? 
 Suggesting the Olmec invented what was to become the number and calendar systems of Middle America 
is also guesswork. The Olmec are often credited with being the fi rst people in the world to introduce a 
mathematical system that included the concept of zero. 
They are also credited with creating a calendar that rec-
ognised a 360-day year, only fi ve days short of the year 
as we know it. As one would need to observe and study 
the stars to come up with such a conclusion, they are 
also believed to have been remarkable  astronomers .  

 What is the evidence for this? The civilisations that 
followed the Olmec, such as the Maya, used the math-
ematics and calendars we have described. So it is pos-
sible they inherited them from the Olmec. The best 
piece of evidence comes from the Olmec site at Tres 
Zapotes. It is a great basalt  stela  with some writing on 
it, including numbers. The stela is made from the same 
basalt blocks as the Olmec giant heads, but it appears to 
have been carved a few hundred years  after  the end of 
the Olmec civilisation. The numbers on it indicate the 
date 36 BCE, but the Olmec had disappeared more than 
three hundred years earlier. So it is not known whether 
the Olmec invented the mathematics and calendar sys-
tems of Middle America. It is only a possibility.      

  SOURCE 3  Stela C from Tres Zapotes. Some of 
the signs have been identifi ed as numbers.   

 2.7 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding  
1.   The dates on the timeline in the chapter opener have ‘c.’ in front of them, meaning circa (or about). Why 

would this be?  
2.   How do you think archaeologists estimate such approximate dates?  
3.   How old is the writing found at Monte Alban?  
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2.8 Mysterious neighbours: the Chavin of Peru
2.8.1 The Chavin civilisation
The Olmec might not have known of it, but during 
the last few hundred years of their civilisation in 
Mexico another American civilisation had emerged. 
This occurred 5000 kilometres to the south in Peru, 
in South America.

It came to be named after the town of Chavin 
de Huantar, which is near this ancient civilisation’s 
biggest archaeological site. The Chavin archaeo-
logical site was designated a World Heritage site 
by UNESCO in 1985. The Chavin civilisation is as 
mysterious as the Olmec. It has often been called 
the ‘mother culture of Peruvian civilisation’. Chavin 
influence spread from central Peru to the far north 
of South America. Its traditions were passed down 
to the cultures that followed.

The archaeological site
Chavin de Huantar is situated in the foothills of 
the Andes, the second highest mountain range in 
the world, after the Himalayas. The plains below 
are arid, but the Pacific coastline offers a plentiful 
supply of fish. In the eastern part of the country the 
melting snows of the Andes feed the Amazon, the 
greatest river in the world. The Chavin heartland in 
the west has a cool climate, while the rainforests of 
the Amazon are hot and humid. The Chavin were 
familiar with the rainforest, although they appar-
ently did not live there.

  Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 2.5: Deciphering the Cascajal Block

 RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY

SOURCE 1 Chavin de Huantar, with the Andes 
Mountains beyond

SOURCE 2 Chavin de Huantar: the entrance to a 
series of chambers called the New Temple

4. How old is the Cascajal Block believed to be?
5. Why might the symbols on the Cascajal Block be writing?
6. What is the mathematical concept, or idea, first discovered by civilisations of Middle America?

Apply your understanding
7. Look at Sources 1 and 2. Do these markings look like writing to you? List any points you can make that 

support the idea that these might be letters or words.
8. Why is the stela shown in Source 3 such an important find for historians?
9. If the Cascajal Block (see Sources 1 and 2 at bottom of page on 42) shows some form of writing, and the 

stela in Sources 3 definitely shows numbers, why can’t we say for certain that the Olmec used writing and 
mathematics?
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The Chavin de Huantar site is made up of enormous platforms with stone retaining walls. Inside this 
compound is a temple. A fearsome-looking statue of a monster with bared fangs and snakes for hair dom-
inates one of the innermost rooms. Sometimes referred to as a were-jaguar, it is assumed to be one of the 
main gods of the Chavin.

2.8 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. What happened to the Chavin archaeological site in 1985?
2. What can be found at the Chavin de Huantar compound?
3. Why do you think the Chavin civilisation has been called ' the mother culture of Peruvian civilisation'?
4. Where is Chavin de Huantar situated?
5. Approximately how far from the Olmec civilisation was the Chavin civilisation?

Apply your understanding
6. Look at Source 1. Why do you think the Chavin chose this site on which to build their stone complex? 

Consider, for example, building materials, access and even good views.
7. Sources 2 and 3 are close views of Chavin de Huantar.

(a) What materials were used to build this complex?
(b) Who would have built these walls and structures?
(c) How do you think the workers would have been found to build the complex?
(d) Can you propose any theories as to the purpose of these buildings?

8. Examine Source 4 closely.
(a) What do you think this head is supposed to represent?
(b) Why do you think the Chavin decorated the walls of Chavin de Huantar with such heads?
(c) Some historians believe this image shows a person transforming into a jaguar, and that such rituals may 

have been acted out among the Chavin by their shamans. What do you think about this theory? Does it 
look like that to you, or does it look like something else?

9. Having examined some ideas about the Chavin, prepare a PowerPoint presentation summarising the main 
features of the ancient Chavin culture. You can do further research and look at some of their other artefacts, 
including gold figurines, pottery and images woven into cotton fabrics.

SOURCE 3 Chavin de Huantar: interior SOURCE 4 A ‘tenon head’ (a tenon is a 
projection on the end of a piece of timber). 
These heads were carved as projections on 
the end of stone blocks. They decorate the 
outer walls of the Chavin de Huantar complex.
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  2.9  The Olmec heritage 
 2.9.1 Olmec infl uences 
 Olmec infl uence in their own time 
 Olmec artefacts have been found throughout 
Mexico, well beyond the land of the Olmec. 
There has even been some suggestion that they 
exported their culture down the Pacifi c coast as 
far as Peru. It has been possible to determine the 
extent of Olmec infl uence in their own time by 
examining pieces of Olmec pottery. Scientists 
have been able to work out that Olmec pottery 
was exported to other regions, where the style 
was copied. But it was a one-way relationship: 
the Olmec did not receive pottery from non-
Olmec regions. This suggests the Olmec dom-
inated other Middle American cultures. We do 
not know whether this was the result of trade or 
war, or both. 

 A recently discovered example of such infl u-
ence is the ‘lost city’ of Zazacatla. In central 
Mexico, hundreds of kilometres beyond the land 
of the Olmec, the ‘lost city’ is actually a stone 
platform. It was not ‘lost’ in the jungle, like La 
Venta, but buried underneath — and churned 
up by — superhighways, service stations and 
car parks! Although Olmec artefacts have been 
found there, Zazacatla was probably not itself 
Olmec but, rather, infl uenced by Olmec culture.   

 Olmec infl uences on later civilisations 
 We know that Olmec ceremonial centres such as 
La Venta infl uenced the later layout of Middle 
American cities, with their walled plazas and 
temple-pyramids. Much Olmec art, including 
the giant stone heads, was unique. We don’t see 
such heads in the cultures that followed. Is there 
any evidence that rituals practised by later cul-
tures such as the Maya and the Aztec came from 
the Olmec? 

 Among the religious practices of the Maya and 
the Aztec was  bloodletting , or   autosacrifi ce . In 
this ritual the worshipper, usually a priest of the 
ruling class, would pierce parts of his body, most 
frequently the penis or the tongue. He would 
then dedicate the blood spilt from the wounds to 
his gods. Victims prepared for sacrifi cial murder 
were also subjected to such bloodletting rituals 
before they were killed. 

  SOURCE 1  Zazacatla, a ‘lost city’ that thrived between 
800 and 500 BCE. It showed Olmec infl uence, although 
it was hundreds of kilometres from the land of the 
Olmec.  

  SOURCE 2  Two fi gurines from Zazacatla. Note the 
were-jaguar style, very similar to other images of the 
were-jaguar in this topic.  

 SOURCE 3  From anthropologist Michael D. Coe,  The 
Origins of Maya Civilization 

  One of the most important of all Maya rituals was 
ceremonial bloodletting, either by drawing a cord 
through a hole in the tongue or by passing a stingray 
spine, pointed bone, or  maguey  thorn through the 
penis. Stingray spines used in the rite have often been 
found in Maya  caches ; in fact, so signifi cant was this 
act among the Classic Maya that the  perforator  itself 
was worshipped as a god. This ritual must also have 
been frequently [practised] among the earlier Olmec. 
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  We have Olmec artefacts showing that they too practised bloodletting. Archaeologists have uncovered 
many examples of Olmec tools designed to pierce the fl esh. So it is very possible that Olmec religion and 
culture infl uenced such practices in the later Middle American cultures.       

  SOURCE 4  Olmec bloodletters, designed to pierce certain parts of the body. 
Notice how the knife-like bloodletter has the were-jaguar image on its handle. The 
three knots in the middle of the handle are called the ‘triple bow-tie’ and feature in 
the bloodletting tools of cultures such as the Maya, who followed the Olmec.   

 2.9 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding  
1.   Explain why bloodletting was practised by Middle American civilisations.  
2.   What evidence is there that the Olmec probably practised bloodletting?  
3.   How do we know that the Olmec infl uenced other parts of Mexico?  
4.   Why is it unlikely that the people who lived at Zazacatla were Olmec?  
5.   Give an example of an artefact from Zazacatla that shows Olmec infl uence.   

 Apply your understanding  
6.   What feature is there in Source 3 that was defi nitely shared by the later Maya civilisation?  
7.   How does Source 4 provide supporting evidence for Michael Coe’s statement in Source 3 that bloodletting 

must have been frequently practised among the Olmec?  
8.   Using the internet, fi nd out about the ‘lost city’ of Zazacatla, and write a report on it. In your report, include 

such things as:  
(a)   who is investigating the site  
(b)   the size of the site, its function (what it may have been used for) and what it is made of  
(c)   a list of artefacts found there (like those shown in Source 2)  
(d)   problems archaeologists are having with digging there (remember, the site is in the middle of a modern 

urban area).     

  Complete these digital docs:   Worksheet 2.6:  Olmec heritage 

   Worksheet 2.7:  Legacy 

   RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY 
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2.10 Review
2.10.1 Review
In this topic we have found that the Olmec civilisation in America dates back at least 3200 years. We have 
learned that the Olmec:
 • built ceremonial religious centres dominated by earthen temple-pyramids
 • lived around rainforests, rivers and swamps
 • transported enormous, mysterious stone heads to these sites
 • buried offerings to their gods
 • created distinctive art including the ‘were-jaguar’
 • were influential both in their own time and afterwards.

Above all, we have learned that much of the archaeological work on both the Olmec and the Chavin 
(who also constructed religious ceremonial centres) remains incomplete. Did they have systems of writing? 
How did the Olmec transport huge stone monuments? Whose portraits do the giant stone heads represent? 
And how did these civilisations come to an end? All of these questions remain unanswered.

KEY TERMS
astronomer one who studies the heavens, including the sun, moon and stars
autosacrifice a Middle American religious ritual, also known as bloodletting, in which a worshipper inflicts 
wounds on himself to offer blood to his gods
basalt a dark-coloured volcanic rock
bloodletting inflicting wounds on oneself or another to offer blood to one’s gods
cache hidden treasure
elongated longer than normal in proportion to width
Figurine a very small statue
jade a precious green stone
jadeite jade-like stone
maguey a thorny succulent plant
mosaic a design created by a pattern of coloured stones, tiles or glass
perforator a device for piercing one’s body to allow the blood to flow out
plaza public square or open space, usually in the middle of a town
sacrifice killing of an animal or human as an offering to a god
serpentine a type of green or brown stone often used for decorative purposes
shaman priest who claims he is in communication with a god
stela or stele upright stone pillar or slab with carvings on it. These carvings may be written or pictorial
ulama a team sport, indigenous to Mexico, that uses a rubber ball
were-jaguar in Olmec art, any figure showing a human with jaguar-like facial features

2.10 Activities
Answer questions online to receive immediate feedback and sample responses. Go to your learnON title at 
www.jacplus.com.au.

Short answer quiz
1. Outline one theory about who the giant stone heads of the Olmec might represent.
2. How might the Olmec have transported the giant heads to their religious centres?
3. What is a ‘were-jaguar’?
4. Where did the Olmec place their mosaic at La Venta?
5. For what reason did the Olmec build sites at places such as San Lorenzo and La Venta?
6. Who practised bloodletting and why?
7. What material did the Olmec use to make balls?
8. What do some archaeologists believe is carved on the Cascajal Block?
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Multiple choice quiz

9. What single monument was found in the temple 
at the site called Chavin de Huantar in Peru?

10.  What material did the Chavin use to build their 
centre at Chavin de Huantar?

Apply your understanding
11.  How would archaeologists know that what 

appears to be a hill in Source 1 is something 
that was made by an ancient civilisation?

12  From your reading of this chapter, what do you 
know this mound to be?

13.  Explain what you think the trio of statues in 
Sources 2 and 3 represent.

14.  How do we know that Sources 2 and 3 are most 
likely Olmec art? What features here are typical 
of their sculptures?

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.

  Complete these digital docs: Worksheet 2.8: Mapping the Olmec

  Worksheet 2.9: Crossword

  Worksheet 2.10: Summing up

  Worksheet 2.11: Reflection

 Try out these interactivities: The Olmec interactive timeline

 The Olmec interactive crossword

 RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY

Back to the big questions
At the beginning of this topic several big questions were posed. Use the knowledge you have gained to answer 
these questions.
1. What is most mysterious about the Olmec of ancient America?
2. How did the geography of ancient Mexico influence Olmec civilisation?
3. How much can we know about how Olmec society was organised and governed?
4. How do archaeological sources help us to understand the Olmec?
5. What is the significance of the heritage of the Olmec?

SOURCE 1 The main mound at La Venta, as it 
appears now

SOURCE 2 ‘The Twins’, two life-sized Olmec 
sculptures found at El Azuzul, Mexico

SOURCE 3 The figures were found facing 
the crouching jaguar-like figure.
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