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Ancient use of zeolites to purify water
It was thought that people started using zeolites to make 
potable water at the beginning of the 20th century. But 
remnants of a reservoir in the ancient Maya city of Tikal 
suggest otherwise. Cyclones, volcanic events and droughts 
were common in this crowded city. Consequently, water 
supplies were easily contaminated by harmful microbes and 
toxic mineral leachates.
The city’s inhabitants collected zeolites and quartz from a 
source near the city, where these minerals were deposited in 
volcanic rock. Zeolites are porous and non-toxic 
aluminosilicates with absorbing properties that can filter out 
microbes and toxins from drinking water. Researchers carbon 
dated the ancient minerals to show that, since 235 BC, people 
filtered water in one of the main city’s reservoirs through a 
mixture of zeolites and crystalline quartz. 

Read the full article at rsc.li/3hh3ifI
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1. Describe the difference between potable and pure water.
2. Describe why water needs treating to become potable water.
3. Describe how fresh water is changed to potable water in modern times.

Read the full article at rsc.li/3hh3ifI
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Potable water is water that is safe to drink. Pure water has no dissolved solids in it.
To remove harmful microbes and dissolved solids
Choosing an appropriate source of fresh water then passing the water through filter beds to remove any solids, then sterilising to kill microbes.
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