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Civilizations of Mesoamerica

Objectives
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Americas.
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186 Civlizations of the Americas

The Americas include two continent, North America and South
America. Within these two geographic regions lies a_cultural
region called Mesoamerica, which is made up of Mexico and Cen:
tral America. Some of the carliest civilizations in the Americas
developed in Mesoamerica.

People Settle in the Americas

Sometime between 12000 and 10,000 years ago, most. seholars
elicve, people first arrived in the Americaa. Seholarsaro sl ry-
ing 4o understand the dotaile o how this great migration occurred.
Originaly, it vas belived that. people came from Asia and entered
through Alaska. This migration is thought to have taken place
near the end of the st oo Age, which lasted from about 100,000
Joars ago to about 10,000 yars ago. During th ice age 5o much
water froze into thick ice sheets tha the sea lovel dropped, expos-
ing a land bridege between Siberia and Alaska in tho area that is
now the Bering Strait About 10,000 5.., Earth's climate warmed
and the foe melted. A8 a rosult, water lovels roso and covered the
Bering land bridge.

“The carlest evidence supported the theory that hunters fo-
lowed herds of bison and mammoths across the lund bridge and
then south through North America, Central America, and South
America. Recent data suggest something different—that people
migrated to parts of the Americas much earler and slong coastal
routes, perhaps paddling small boats. Although neither theory hss
b proved,researchers now base the datas of migratio into tho
Americas mostly on evidence found at prebistori its.
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Geography of the Americas
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Adapting to New Environments The first Amcricans faced a vari-
ety of environments in which they could settl, For example, great moun-
tain chains—the Rockies, the eastern and western Sierra Madve, and the
Andes—dominate the western Americas. In addition, through the conti-
nents flow two of the world's four longest,rivers, the Amazon of South
America and the Mississippi of North America. Far to the north and
‘south of the continents, people learned to survive in icy, reeloss lands.
Closer to the Equator, people settled in the hot, wet climate and dense
veetation of the Amazon rain forest, Elsewhere, hunters adapted to
deserts like the Atacama of Chile, woodlands Lk those in eastern North
America, and the fertile plains of both continents.

People Begin to Farm and Build Villages In the Americas,as clse-
where the geatest adaptation occurred when people earned to domesti-
ate plants and animals, These changes ook place slowly between about
8500 5. and 2000 1. In Mosoameriea, Neolthic peapl cleivated a
range of crops, including beans, sweet. potatoes, peppers, omaioes,
squash, and maize—the Native American name for corn. People in
South America cultivated crops such as maize and cassava and domesi-
cated llamas and other animas valued fo their wool. By 3000 8.c. in
parts of South Americn and 1500 .. in parts of Mesoamerica, farmers
had setled in villages, Populations then expanded, and some vilages
eventully grew iniothe great early ites of the Americas

 Checkpoint _How did early Americans adap o diferent
environments?
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Civilization Arises With the Olmecs
The earliest American civiizaion, that of the Olmecs, emerged i the
tropical forets along the Gulf Coast of Mexico. The civiization lasted
from about 1500 1.0. £ 400 B.. Compared to other civilizations, archac
clgists know lttle about the Olmess. They do not knaw where the
Olmees came from or what they called themselves, But evidence in the
form o temples and large and smal pisces of art suggests that o power-
ful class of priests and noblos stood at the top of society. These elite
roups may have lived in ceremanial centers, while the common people
lived in surrounding forming villages

‘uch of Olmec art i carved sone. The smallestexamples incude jade
figurines of people and gods. The most dramalic remains are 14 gant
stome heads found at the major ceremanial centers of San Loranzo and
La Venta. Scholars blieve that. these colossal heads, which the Olmecs
carved from 40-ton sones, re portraita of rlers, No one kaows exactly
how the Olmees moved these stones from distant. quarries without
wheeled vebicles o draf.animala

“The Olmecs also cogaged in trade, throvgh which they influsnced a
‘wide rea. The grinning jaguars and serpents that decorate many Olmec
Carvings appear in the arta of later Mesoamerican peaples. The Olmecs
also invented o calendar, and they carved hicroglyphic writng intoston
Because later Mesoamerican peoples. adopted such sdvances, many
scholars consider the Olmecs the “mothe culture” of Mosoamerica.

@ Checkpoint What aspects o Olme culure have archacologists
uncovered?




