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Directions: Read the selection and answer the questions that follow.

Mexico’s Chirping Pyramid

1 Deep in the Mexican jungle, people can see and hear something amazing. They can visit a pyramid that chirps as a result of a clap of the hands!

The Early Mayans

2 Long before Europeans came to the New World, Mayan civilization flourished in what is now Central America and Mexico. The early Mayans were quite advanced. They built large cities, had their own very accurate calendar, and were the only tribe in the area to develop a written language. One of the largest Mayan cities was Chichen Itza. Its remains are now a much-visited architectural site boasting the famous Chirping Pyramid.

The Pyramid of Kukulkan
3 The Pyramid of Kukulkan in Chichen Itza was built more than a thousand years ago. It does not have smooth sides like an Egyptian pyramid. Instead, four wide staircases form the four sides of the pyramid. Each staircase has 91 steps. This number has a special significance. Four times 91 equals 364, and counting the top platform as a step means that there are 365 steps in all. In other words, the Mayans de​signed this pyramid with one step for every day of the year. 

4 The most interesting fact about the pyramid, however, is that if a person stands in front of it and claps, he or she will hear a series of chirping echoes. These echoes occur as the sound waves caused by the clapping bounce off the steps. The length and height of the steps and the height of the staircase shape the echo. 

5 Researchers agree on those facts. What they are not sure of is whether or not the Mayans designed the pyramid to produce chirping sounds.

Studying the Sound

6 Researcher David Lubman firmly believes that the Mayans built the pyramid to produce the chirping echoes. He thinks the chirps are meant to evoke the quetzal bird. This animal was important to the early Mayans because of the Mayan god Quetzalcoatl, who was part quetzal bird, part snake. 
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7 Lubman has tested his theory that the chirping echoes are meant to sound like the quetzal bird. He clapped his hands in front of the pyramid and recorded the echoes. He then compared the sound with a recording of a quetzal bird’s chirps. According to Lubman, the two sounds are quite similar. He has con​cluded that the Mayans most likely used the chirping echoes as a special effect during religious ceremonies. 

8 Other scholars dismiss these claims. The god Quetzalcoatl, they point out, looked more like a feathered serpent than a real-life bird. They question whether the quetzal bird was truly that important to the early Mayans. While everyone agrees that the Mayans were skilled builders, these experts feel that the odd-sounding echoes are just an accident.

Time May Tell

9 Did the Mayans intend to build a pyramid that chirps? More research may provide the answer to this question. Lubman plans to investigate other Mexican pyramids to see if any produce sound effects similar to that of the Pyramid of Kukulkan. If Lubman does discover other unusual echoes, it will provide powerful support for his idea that Mayan engineers knew exactly what they were doing when they designed a pyramid that chirped.

(Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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1. The purpose of the section “Studying the Sound” is to –

A provide evidence that the quetzal bird was important to and honored by the Mayan people

B present two sides about the idea that the Mayan pyramid’s sound is similar to the quetzal bird’s

C argue that the Mayan people were known to be skilled builders of pyramids

D explain how one researcher went about conducting research in the Mayan pyramid

2. Paragraph 3 is mostly about –

A the time period in which the pyramid was built

B the significance of the pyramid’s design

C the difference between a Mayan and an Egyptian pyramid

D the specific location of the pyramid

3. Which of these statements expresses the author’s opinion?

A Deep in the Mexican jungle, people can see and hear something amazing.
B Its remains are now a much-visited architectural site boasting the famous Chirping Pyramid.
C Researcher David Lubman firmly believes that the Mayans built the pyramid to produce the chirping echoes.
D They question whether the quetzal bird was truly that important to the early Mayans.

4. The author develops the main points in the selection mostly by –

A arranging the ideas from most important to least important

B presenting a problem faced by the Mayan people and describing the solution they used 

C ordering the events according to when they occurred

D describing a peculiar feature of a particular pyramid and then discussing a theory about its cause

5. An important idea presented throughout this selection is that –

A Chichen Itza was one of the largest cities developed by the Mayan people

B developed a written language in order to be able to communicate effectively

C the sound produced in the pyramid may or may not have been an intentional effect

D the number of stairs on the pyramid corresponds with the days in the Mayan calendar

