
The Mayans and Masks

Who were the Maya?
The Maya were a civilisation who lived in modern-
day Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras and El 
Salvador. The Maya civilisation lasted from around 
1000BC to AD1697.

What were masks used for?
Masks played a central role in Maya culture. They 
were made for a variety of occasions and 
purposes. In fact, they were even used to decorate 
temples.

Homework

Carry out some further research on Mayan 
masks and then design your own. This could 
be an event, battle or death mask.
You may want to use a mosaic design. Here 
are some examples.

The importance of the masks dictated how 
intricate the designs were. 
The most sacred Mayan masks featured complex 
and delicate mosaics made out of jade.
Other materials used were stone, wood, gold, shell 
and obsidian (a hard, dark, glass-like volcanic rock)

Some masks were worn in battle. They were 
usually carved from wood or stone.
They were worn for one of two reasons:
• To protect the wearer during battle 
• To intimidate the enemy



What different kind of 
masks did they have?

Event masks
Masks were often inspired by animals; they 
were vibrant and colourful.
The Mayas believed that animals represented 
the spirits. For example, many Maya often 
associated strong kings with jaguars. Often 
event masks were usually made out of cedar 
wood.

Death masks
Mayans were buried with a death masks, which 
was intended to protect the wearer on their 
journey to the afterlife.
The death mask of King Pakal is one of the 
most famous Maya artefacts. Pakal ruled the 
city of Palenque for 68 years. During this time, 
the city became very wealthy.
Each mask was made by hand and inspired by 
the maker’s own imagination. Jade, a precious 
stone was used because it symbolised the soul.

Glossary

Civilisation   Any type of culture or society from a 
specific place or time.

Spirits A supernatural being.

Afterlife A life people believe follow death.

Artefacts Something made by humans in the past 
that represents something about their life.

Mosaic  A picture or design made by laying small bits 
of coloured stone, glass or tile.

Obsidian  A hard, dark glass like volcanic rock.

Underworld A place under the earth where some 
people believe spirits of the dead go.

Hieroglyphs   The basic unit of the writing system of 
the ancient Maya.

Codices   Books written using hieroglyphs

Additional activities 
Complete any outstanding Mayan/Aztec 
activities on the Wednesday home learning 
grid.
Continue to read daily and quiz!
Keep practicing times tables using the PIXL App

Battle masks
The battle masks are carved from cedar 
wood or stone. They usually had some 
sort astrology symbol to represent the 
support of god. The masks with 
astrological symbols were usually worn 
by warriors in higher positions. 
Most battle masks are made to resemble 
reptiles.


