
Where Did Everybody Go? 

The ancient Maya were amazing people who built a great civilization. That 

fact alone is a reason to find them interesting. But one of the most 

fascinating questions about ancient Maya civilization (200–900 CE) is what 

happened to cause it to end.  

Archaeologists believe that the Maya left their cities sometime between 800 

and 900. It’s possible this event happened over just a few decades. Until the 

900s, the Maya kept careful historical records. They used their hieroglyphs 

to carve names and dates on pyramids and temples. Then in the 900s, the 

writing mysteriously stopped. The temples and pyramids began to fall into 

disrepair.  

So what happened? Archaeologists have theories, but they can’t find clear 

proof for any one of them.  

 



1. Natural Disaster: an earthquake, volcano or epidemic disease may have 

destroyed cities and killed tens of thousands of people. However, no mass 

burial sites have been found to prove this.  

2. War: Mayan cities often fought each other. This may have weakened 

them. 

3. Famine: as populations grew, it put pressure on farmers to provide more 

food. A few bad harvests could have caused mass starvation. 

4. Climate change: sea levels may have risen around the time of the Mayan 

collapse. This would have forced coastal people inland, putting strain on 

cities. 

5. The Maya were too successful, their cities grew so huge, they chopped 

down so many trees that they altered the climate, there was less rainfall, 

crops were reduced and thus the land was unable to feed all the Maya, 

leading to starvation for some and the need to migrate to new areas for 

others. 

Did disaster strike the Maya? Did drought or heavy rainfall bring famine? 

Was there an earthquake? Did shifting trade routes affect the lowland 

Maya rulers and their settlements? Could invaders have toppled the 

civilization?  

No one knows for sure. We only know that the once-great Maya cities were 

abandoned and swallowed up by the rain forest. As historians, it is perfectly 

acceptable to have differing ideas about what happened to the Maya 

around AD 900, and that quite often in history the evidence is confusing 

and complicated. It is perfectly fine to have different ideas as long as they 

are based on evidence. 

But they have not disappeared altogether. 7 million descendants of the 

Maya are still alive today living in Central America – mainly Guatemala. 

They continue to speak the languages of their ancestors and remember 

some of their customs.  


