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Leonardo López Luján

Ciriaco González Carvajal and 
Archaeological Collectionism  
in Late Bourbon New Spain
AN IMMINENT INAUGURATION

In two successive articles, the Gazeta de México announced that on 
25 August 1790, the long-awaited Gabinete de Historia Natural in Mexico 
City, the capital of New Spain, was going to open its doors.1 Finally, one 
could visit the Spanish surgeon José Longinos’s collection, composed of 
curious specimens belonging to the three kingdoms of nature (minerals, 
plants, and animals), some “antiquities,” anatomical wax models made by 
Longinos himself, scientific instruments, and specialized books. They were 
organized according to the Linnaean system in three pyramidal displays 
and twenty-four shelves. Those interested in admiring the collection 
were invited to 89 Calle de los Plateros, in the city center, on Mondays 
or Fridays, during the hours of 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. or 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. And, 
as a testament to “the fermentation in which this Science, mainly in this 
Capital, finds itself today,” the second Gazeta de México article ended with 
a revealing list of private collectors, some of whom had donated contribu-
tions to the new natural history cabinet:

Bernardo Bonavía y Zapata, intendant mayor of Mexico City;

Miguel Páez de la Cadena, superintendent and privative judge of 
Royal Customs;

Joseph de Flórez, lieutenant colonel of the Royal Armies;

Juan de Santelices Pablo, prosecutor of the Royal Mining Tribunal;

Joseph Antonio Alzate, editor of scientific journals;

Ramón de Posada y Soto, prosecutor of the Royal Treasury;
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Francisco Fernández de Córdova, superintendent of the 
Royal Mint;

Juan Navarro y Madrid, director general of Excise and Pulque 
Tax Revenues;

Fausto Elhuyar, director general of the Royal Mining Tribunal;

Francisco Xavier Sarría, director of the Royal Lottery;

and a certain Joaquín de los Ríos.

In addition to mentioning their names and occupations, the Gazeta de 
México specified that the first five collectors possessed specimens from 
the three kingdoms, while the remaining six only had a “collection from 
mines and other curiosities.” This list of collectors was not an insignifi-
cant group, for most of them were among the highest authorities in the 
colonial government hierarchy—that is, men with political influence and 
considerable economic means—and nearly all of them were well educated 
in Enlightenment ideas.2

ARCHAEOLOGICAL COLLECTORS IN NEW SPAIN

Following the Gazeta de México trail through archives, libraries, and 
museums reveals that the number of collectors in New Spain at that time 
was greater, and that, significantly, their personal treasures of naturalia 
were usually augmented with artificialia, especially archaeological and 
ethnological objects. The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the collect-
ing activities of eight representative figures from the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries and to ascertain whether these collectors were 
connected to networks of knowledge and the exchange of antiquities.

Let us begin in chronological order with Francisco Antonio de 
Lorenzana y Butrón (1722–1804), a cardinal, historian, and humanist 
from the Spanish city of León. Between 1766 and 1772, Lorenzana was 
the archbishop of Mexico, the highest ecclesiastical position in the capital 
of New Spain. In those years, alongside his religious occupations, he 
promoted the production of Indigenous grammars and funded excava-
tions, and he managed to gather a cabinet of ethnological objects from 
North America, castas paintings from Puebla, ceramics from Tonalá, and 
lacquers from Michoacán.3 In his Historia de Nueva España (1770; History 
of New Spain)—which included the first Mexican edition of Hernán 
Cortés’s Cartas de relación (Letters)—Lorenzana confesses his aversion to 
pre-Hispanic sculpture, which he characterizes as “hideous and ridicu-
lous.”4 Nevertheless, he also informs us that his library includes “two flint 
spearheads,” surely sacrificial knives, as well as megafaunal bones that he 
claims “were from giants.”5 When he returned to Spain, he brought these 
objects to Toledo, where they were later dispersed to various institutions.
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Lorenzana’s good friend Joseph Antonio Alzate y Ramírez (1729–
99) was a Creole scholar who made a series of maps for the archbishop 
in 1769. Alzate is mainly known for his polemic spirit and for editing 
the Gazeta de Literatura, in which he wrote on every imaginable topic, 
including archaeology.6 In several articles, he refers to delivering curious 
mineral and animal specimens to Spanish expeditionaries, as well as to 
local collectors and institutions such as the aforementioned Gabinete de 
Historia Natural.7 He also notes that his personal cabinet of curiosities 
contained pre-Hispanic bells made of pure copper or a copper-and-sil-
ver alloy: “monuments that I conserve with great joy.”8 Members of 
Alessandro Malaspina’s expedition around the world visited that cabinet 
in 1791 and briefly recorded the existence of “antiquities.”9

A third collection is that of Antonio de León y Gama (1735–1802), 
the most celebrated antiquarian of New Spain. His fame largely stems 
from his Descripción histórica y cronológica de las dos piedras (Historical 
and chronological description of the two stones)—referring to the Sun 
Stone (erroneously called the Aztec Calendar Stone) and Coatlicue—
which was first published in 1792.10 He spent subsequent years writing 
a second part for the book, recording and historically interpreting the 
archaeological discoveries fortuitously made in the capital.11 There, with 
great erudition, he analyzes five sculptures in his own cabinet, four of 
which were found while digging foundations for recent constructions 
and the other in an entryway of a private residence. Prominent among 
them are a small greenstone chacmool (a stone altar representing a 
reclining figure with a turned head), a volcanic scoria maize goddess, and 
a monumental basalt feathered serpent.12 Today, these objects are found, 
respectively, in Paris, London, and Mexico City museums.13

Another interesting collection was gathered by Vicente Cervantes 
(1755–1829), an Extremaduran botanist who came to New Spain in 1787 as 
a member of the Real Expedición Botánica (Royal Botanical Expedition) 
led by Martín Sessé. The following year, Cervantes established the botan-
ical garden and the botany chair at the University of Mexico, which he 
occupied until his death. Thanks to Alexander von Humboldt, we know 
that Cervantes had a rich herbariuma, a valuable mineral collection, and 
drawings from Antonio del Río’s expedition to the Maya site of Palenque 
in May 1787.14 The fondness that Cervantes exhibited for pre-Hispanic 
objects is patently evident in a pair of unpublished pencil drawings done by 
Guillermo Dupaix.15 One includes an image of Xipe Totec, the god of war 
and vegetation, along with a jar of “eggs taken from a woman’s breast,” 
possibly tumors or lymph nodes. The other has a Mixtec marble household 
deity, a hatchet, and nine copper bells, in addition to a greenstone female 
head currently located at the Musée du quai Branly in Paris.16

Let us now review the collection of Humboldt, who spent twelve 
months in New Spain between 1803 and 1804. During his stay, Cervantes 
gave him the previously mentioned drawings from Palenque; Dupaix 

Ciriaco González Carvajal and Archaeological Collectionism
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presented him with a sketch of the Tizoc Stone and two others of a 
Chalchiuhtlicue sculpture from his own cabinet; and Andrés Manuel del 
Río, a Spanish chemist who discovered vanadium, offered him an Olmec 
jade piece known today as the Humboldt axe.17 There is evidence that the 
Prussian scholar took at least six pre-Hispanic objects back with him to 
Berlin—namely, two Mexica basalt sculptures of a maize deity and a fire 
god, an obsidian ear ornament from Michoacán, a Mexica greenstone disc 
depicting the sun god, the aforementioned Olmec axe, and a two-headed 
jaguar made of wood and turquoise mosaic.18 It seems that Humboldt 
only appreciated these objects for their raw materials, since he deposited 
them in the Mineralogisches Cabinet Berlin.19 In fact, his contempt for 
pre-Hispanic art is well known; he relegated it to the rank of “industry.” 
In his judgment, the objects were “strange,” “incorrect,” “crude,” and 
“horrifying” works belonging to “art’s infancy.”20 As for these six pieces, 
the first three are found in Berlin’s Ethnologisches Museum, while the 
rest disappeared during World War II.21

In contrast to Humboldt is the view of Benito María de Moxó y 
Francolí (1763–1816). This Catalonian Benedictine lived in Mexico for 
nearly two years, between 1804 and 1805, before leaving to become 
archbishop of Charcas in present-day Bolivia. Like few others, Moxó reas-
sessed the aesthetic content of Mesoamerican creations. An unpublished 
drawing by Dupaix depicts two objects—a ceramic pipe and a copper 
ring—in Moxó’s collection.22 In his Cartas mejicanas (Mexican letters), 
however, the Benedictine describes his personal treasures and includes 
prints of some of them made by the famous Valencian artist Rafael 
Ximeno y Planes.23 Thus, we know that Moxó collected images of gods, 
animals, and stone and ceramic temples; musical instruments; obsidian 
blades; metal artifacts; and even paper, glass, and quartz forgeries.24 He 
also mentioned a Tarascan club, which was examined by Cervantes and 
the assayer general of New Spain to determine if it had been hammered 
or cast and whether it was copper or bronze.25 Standing out among his 
possessions is a “very beautiful head” of “such precision, finesse, and 
simplicity, to be almost sufficiently worthy of a Greek or Roman arti-
fice.”26 Moxó wanted to bequeath his objects to the Real Palacio collection 
in Madrid, but the revolution and wars of South American independence 
left them all variously dispersed.27

The next cabinet belonged to Guillermo Dupaix (1746–1817), the 
Luxembourgian dragoon captain who came to New Spain in 1791 and 
remained there until his death. Dupaix is famous for leading the Real 
Expedición Anticuaria (Royal Antiquarian Expedition) in New Spain 
between 1805 and 1809.28 His affinity for the ancient world, however, 
went back to his youth, when traveling through Spain, Italy, and Greece 
brought him into direct contact with Greco-Roman and Egyptian art.29 
After arriving in Mexico, he initiated a long series of personal visits to 
archaeological sites and pre-Hispanic monuments.30 This enabled him 
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to stock a cabinet that we can reconstruct from three different sources. 
The first is his last will and testament, where he briefly listed a total of 
128 objects—sixty-nine made of stone, fifty-two ceramic, six bronze, and 
one wood—in addition to a sampler with forty building fragments and 
two boxes of small artifacts.31 Interestingly, Mexico’s Biblioteca Nacional 
de Antropología e Historia still conserves fifty-four small descriptive 
cards from the sampler and the aforementioned boxes.32 Dupaix noted on 
them the location, artifact, or building from which the sample was taken; 
its raw material; and, occasionally, the person who gave it to him. Even 
more interesting is a notebook accompanying the cards in which Dupaix 
describes twelve sculptures belonging to him in full detail, specifying their 
dimensions, raw material, manufacturing technique, physical description, 
state of conservation, and possible function.33 Prominent among them 
are the heads of a deceased man and the water goddess, both conserved 
in Mexico’s Museo Nacional de Antropología; a tortoise, presently 
at the Musée du quai Branly; an image of the Aztec water goddess 
Chalchiuhtlicue, now in the British Museum; an old god (blind, with 
wrinkles, and toothless) at the Museum der Kulturen Basel; and a stone 
slab depicting the Aztec maize goddess Chicomecoatl, currently in the 
Brooklyn Museum.34

DON CIRIACO

The period’s most famous collector of Mesoamerican archaeological 
objects is the Sevillian jurist Ciriaco Josef Thomas González Carvajal 
Hidalgo y Pérez (1745–1828/1831), although his significance, paradoxically, 
is rarely discussed (fig. 1). Fortunately, I have found abundant informa-
tion about his life and professional activity in the “affidavits of nobility” 
presented for knighthood in the Order of Charles III,35 numerous archi-
val documents, and the biographical files of Mario Méndez Bejarano 
and María de Lourdes Díaz-Trechuelo.36 Let me begin by saying that, 
according to the affidavits, González Carvajal’s ancestors were nobles 
of legitimate birth, Christian, and free of “all adverse racial mixture 
with Indians, Moors, or recent converts to our Holy Religion,” with no 
“heretics or Inquisition penitents” or those who had “performed vile and 
menial or indecorous occupations” among them.

Beginnings

There is evidence that in his younger years González Carvajal received a 
solid Jesuit education in Granada, before attending that city’s university 
and graduating with a degree in canon law. He subsequently practiced law 
in various academies and judicial bodies in Andalucía, while completing 
a doctorate in natural sciences and becoming a member of the Real 
Academia de la Historia in Madrid and the Real Academia Sevillana de 
Buenas Letras.
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His life radically changed in 1777, however, when he was named a 
permanent judge to the Real Audiencia in Manila,37 where he settled the 
following year.38 In 1784, he received the additional position of superin-
tendent of the army and royal treasury in the Philippines, which fostered 
González Carvajal’s interest in the economic situation of the Indigenous 
population and his promotion of the indigo, silk, tea, coffee, spice, wood, 
and tobacco industries.39 During this period, González Carvajal married 
Luisa González del Ribero, a Creole from Manila,40 and enjoyed collecting 
shells in his free time, as Humboldt subsequently confirmed.41

His Stay in New Spain

Late in 1787, González Carvajal was named a judge of the Real Audiencia 
of Mexico, which meant a significant promotion in his judicial career.42 
But it was not until February 1790 that he was able to embark from Cádiz 
to New Spain along with his wife, his nephew, his Filipino servants, and 
his malacological collection.43 On 4 June 1790, in Mexico City, González 
Carvajal finally took office, which he exercised with remarkable success 

|	 Fig. 1. Portrait of Ciriaco 
Josef Thomas González 
Carvajal Hidalgo y Pérez 
painted in 1809 at the 
Colegio de San Gregorio 
in Mexico City. Oil on 
canvas, 190 × 102 cm. 
Tepotzotlán, Museo 
Nacional del Virreinato, 
Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia. 
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until 1809.44 As he customarily did, he quickly involved himself with many 
other obligations to various institutions as diverse as the Real Academia 
de Bellas Artes de San Carlos, the Hospicio de Pobres, the Hospital de 
Naturales, the Escuela Patriótica, the Tribunal de Minería, the colleges of 
San Ildefonso and San Gregorio, the Montepío de Ministros, the Gazetas 
del Superior Gobierno, the Teatro de México, and the Comisión de límites 
entre Texas y Luisiana.45

His retirement proceedings also inform us about his scientific and 
antiquarian activities.46 For example, in 1792, by order of Juan Vicente 
de Güemes Padilla Horcasitas y Aguayo, 2nd Count of Revillagigedo and 
Viceroy of New Spain, González Carvajal provided logistical support 
to Malaspina and his expeditionaries on their journey through New 
Spain, “sending him useful information and objects concerning natural 
history.”47 Even more significant was his proposal to Viceroy José Joaquín 
Vicente de Iturrigaray y Aróstegui de Gaínza y Larrea to promote the 
study of Indigenous civilizations. In 1803, González Carvajal conceived 
of a series of exploratory surveys financed by the Spanish Crown, which 
in 1804 became the Real Expedición Anticuaria led by the retired captain 
Dupaix.48 The mission of these surveys, which involved conducting a sys-
tematic inventory of pre-Hispanic monuments, was to deepen knowledge 
about the first settlers of the continent and their evolution through time, 
and to “give an idea of the taste and perfection that its Native people 
achieved in the arts.”49 In later years, González Carvajal set up subsequent 
commissions to monitor and support these works at every turn. For this 
reason, Dupaix himself always recognized don Ciriaco as the “defending 
father of the expedition” and a “protector and lover of the arts.”50

Other documents from that period attest to González Carvajal’s 
taste for collecting. For instance, he possessed several detailed architec-
tural drawings of the palaces at Mitla,51 perhaps the product of an expedi-
tion conducted in 1802–3 by architect Luis de Martín and artillery officer 
Pedro Laguna Luciano.52 In one of the aforementioned descriptive cards, 
Dupaix wrote that González Carvajal had given him a small Oaxacan 
stone sculpture of a human head.53 Likewise, in his personal papers, 
Dupaix listed a total of ten antiquities that were found in the judge’s 
cabinet, including an enigmatic mummy, a Mexica obsidian mirror, a 
stone projectile point, two stone hatchets, two copper axes, a Teotihuacan 
marble mask, a Mixtec marble household deity, and a travertine anthro-
pomorphic effigy (fig. 2).54 The current whereabouts of the first six pieces 
are unknown, but the remaining four reside in the British Museum, as 
we will see below.55 In addition, I suspect that a rattlesnake—the most 
spectacular sculpture in González Carvajal’s archaeological collection—
may originally have been owned by Dupaix,56 as a very similar sculpture 
uncovered in the Plazuela de Santo Domingo of Mexico City is included 
by the dragoon captain in an inventory of his collection and in two pencil 
drawings (fig. 3).57
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|	 Fig. 2. Guillermo Dupaix 
(Luxembourgian, 
1746–1817). Pieces from 
Ciriaco Josef Thomas 
González Carvajal Hidalgo 
y Pérez’s collection 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.5, 9, 15, 
76): (A) Teotihuacan 
mask, ca. 1791–1804, 
ink and pencil on paper, 
21.2 × 31 cm; (B) Mixtec 
household deity and 
Mexica mirror, ca. 1791–
1804, ink and pencil 
on paper, 20 × 30.7 cm; 
and (C) Travertine effigy 
and copper axes, ca. 
1791–1804, ink and 
pencil on paper, 21 × 
31.4 cm. Mexico City, 
Biblioteca Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia. 
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In 1808, the Napoleonic invasion of Spain and King Fernando 
VII’s subsequent arrest brought turbulent times to the Spanish colonies. 
González Carvajal, loyal to the Spanish monarch, participated in a coup 
against Iturrigaray—who, it was said, wanted to take advantage of the 
situation to liberate New Spain and install himself as its king—and issued 
a prison sentence to Friar Melchor de Talamantes, one of the Creole 
independence leaders. Archbishop Francisco Lizana assumed the position 
of viceroy and, in this complicated context, promoted the sexagenarian 
Audiencia judge into retirement for alleged health reasons. In January 
1810, González Carvajal left for Andalucía58 with his collection of marine 
organisms from Southeast Asia and, as we shall see, many minerals, 
archaeological artifacts, and ethnological objects gathered during his 
twenty-year stay in the Americas.

|	 Fig. 3. Guillermo Dupaix 
(Luxembourgian, 
1746–1817). Two views 
of a rattlesnake from 
Dupaix’s collection 
(possibly the same object 
as fig. 4): (A) First view, 
ca. 1791–1804, ink and 
pencil on paper, 21.5 × 
30.5 cm; and (B) Second 
view, ca. 1791–1804, ink 
and pencil on paper, 21 × 
30.7 cm. Mexico City, 
Biblioteca Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia. 



66 López Luján

Back in Spain

After returning to his native land, González Carvajal unexpectedly contin-
ued to hold high-level positions for eighteen more years, until his actual 
retirement in 1828 at the age of eighty-three.59 During this time, among 
other positions, he served as president of the finance board, minister of 
the Real y Supremo Consejo de Indias (Royal and Supreme Council of the 
Indies), minister of the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (Supreme Tribunal 
of Justice), and interim minister of overseas government. Interestingly, in 
this last position, he recommended that Fernando VII use questionnaires 
in the colonies to augment knowledge about the history and customs of 
the Indigenous inhabitants to “civilize” and inculcate them in the Catholic 
faith, commission expeditions to produce new geographical maps, mon-
itor US intentions in Texas, repopulate Alta (Upper) and Baja (Lower) 
California with East Asians, and connect the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans 
via rivers in the isthmus of Tehuantepec.60

In his old age, González Carvajal also established the national 
lottery61 and was involved in regulating mercury mines and the activities 
of the Real Compañía de Navegación del Guadalquivir. While intendant of 
Seville from 1817 to 1819, his jurisdiction included overseeing the archae-
ological antiquities in the city and its surrounding areas, such as the 
famous Roman ruins at Itálica.62 He also contributed to the enrichment of 
the lithological collection of Roman inscriptions at the Real Academia de 
la Historia.63

Records say that in May 1821, González Carvajal tried to sell his 
collection of naturalia and artificialia to the Real Museo de Ciencias 
Naturales de Madrid.64 Its board of directors, however, was not interested 
and scandalously replied that specimens of the same minerals, shells, and 
corals were already exhibited in its halls, while the “idols, canoes, arrows, 
and other antiquities” were more suitable for an ethnology and history 
museum, which, I must say, did not exist at that time.

González Carvajal died sometime between 1828 and 1831, leaving 
his widow in charge of the collection. In 1832, she offered it again to the 
Real Museo de Ciencias Naturales, but, even though there was some inter-
est among the professorate, a deal was never reached.65 She persisted and, 
in July 1834, managed to sell the minerals to the General Directorate of 
Mines, which is why they currently are among the holdings of the Museo 
Histórico Minero Don Felipe de Borbón y Grecia in Madrid. An initial 
inventory lists 1,582 specimens, although after the collection was received 
and unpacked, 549 more were found that had not been cataloged.66 
Unfortunately, most of them have been mixed with other collections and 
cannot yet be identified. However, we know that at least fourteen small 
Mesoamerican archaeological objects in the museum storage facilities 
were collected by González Carvajal.67
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The Archaeological Collection and Its Destiny

Perhaps through the Real Compañía de Navegación del Guadalquivir,68 
González Carvajal befriended Nathan Wetherell (1749–1831) and his son 
John (1790–1865), owners of the famous Fábrica de Curtidos de San 
Diego, a leather manufactory outside of Seville.69 Nathan, in addition to 
being an astute British businessman, was an amateur antiquarian. He 
apparently conducted excavations in Itálica from 1820 to 1824, acquired 
part of his archaeological collection at the San Isidoro del Campo monas-
tery in the neighboring town of Santiponce, and decorated his San Diego 
tannery with Roman inscriptions.70 John, in turn, was a young man who 
was well integrated into local society, which is why Félix González de 
León once characterized him as “English by birth, Sevillian by education 
and affection.”71 Better known as Juanito, he frequently consorted with 
liberal thinkers and had a relationship with major writers such as José 
Blanco White and Washington Irving.72 And, as is often the case, from 
his father he inherited not only numerous antiquities but also a taste for 
them. In fact, at an unknown date he bought a collection of archaeologi-
cal and ethnological objects from González Carvajal’s widow.73

Some documents from the 1840s attest that John had a small 
museum in his mansion at 16 Plaza San Bartolomé, across from the San 
Alberto church in Seville.74 Among the Roman antiquities, “many of them 
extracted from Itálica,” are mentions of “two tombstones . . . , a large glass 
cinerary urn discovered when digging the trench for the foundation of a 
tobacco factory, several amphorae of different shapes and sizes, various 
statues, lacrimatories, and other pieces of equal worth and antiquity, with 
some gold, silver, and copper coins.” He also possessed “original drawings 
of the most accredited Spanish and foreign artists,” but the most eloquent 
praise was reserved for his “Mexican antiquities.”

In 1842, John ordered the printing of a 22 × 14 cm booklet titled 
Catálogo de una colección de antigüedades mejicanas con varios ídolos, 
adornos y otros artefactos de los indios que ecsiste en poder de don Juan 
Wetherell (Catalog of a collection of Mexican antiquities with various 
idols, ornaments, and other Indian artifacts, which exists in the power 
of John Wetherell).75 This modest work, which “may interest scientific 
corporations or persons . . . who currently deal or previously dealt with 
this material,” is illustrated with eleven lithographic plates by Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega Romero (figs. 4–14), including a total of 109 images 
pertaining to ninety-five pieces, most of them with numbers that refer to 
brief explanations of their raw material, size, and function.

The descriptions and plates present a collection of objects: sixty- 
one are ceramic, twenty-nine stone, two wood, one copper, one marble 
or shell, and one made of fish bone. The objects with a few exceptions 
are organized by industry, including stone (see figs. 4–7), ceramic (see 
figs. 8–12, 14), and various materials (see fig. 13). As for their functions, 
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|	 Fig. 4. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, active 
1840–68). Breccia 
marble rattlesnake 
with painted red scales 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.1). From 
Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 1. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London. 

|	 Fig. 5. Salvador Gutiérrez 
de la Vega Romero 
(Spanish, active 1840–
68). Compact sandstone 
idol (British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.2). From 
Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 2. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.
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cult images, effigy vessels, masks, figurines, ballgame equipment, a sacrifi-
cial knife, urns, incense burners, containers for liquids or solids, a whistle, 
rattles, gambling sticks, necklaces, incised stones for making bark cloth, 
an axe, an adze, and a biconical bowl for spinning thread are discernible. 
Anthropomorphic representations dominate, especially Central Mexican 
deities such as Mictlantecuhtli-Xochipilli, Xiuhtecuhtli, Chalchiuhtlicue, 
Tlaloc, and Xochiquetzal. There are also Oaxacan effigies that include 
maize and rain divinities, personages with a butterfly or Glyph C in 
their headdress, a woman who formed part of an ancestral couple, and 
deceased individuals.76 Zoomorphic representations also abound, such 

|	 Fig. 6. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, 
active 1840–68). Stone 
objects (British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.3–8): (1) 
Green breccia marble 
face; (2) Smoky compact 
sandstone idol; (3) 
Breccia marble mask 
drilled in the outer 
corners of the eyes for 
attaching transparent 
stones; (4) Green compact 
limestone head; (5) Red 
sandstone idol; (6) Smoky 
compact sandstone idol. 
From Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 3. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.
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as a feline, monkey, bird, serpent, frog or toad, and what may be a horse 
from the Colonial period.77

Although it would be risky to assign all these objects to specific 
cultures, Mesoamerican styles such as Mexica,78 Teotihuacan,79 Nahua-
Popoluca,80 Zapotec,81 Mixtec,82 Huastec,83 and Classic Veracruz84 
can be identified among them and would have been relatively easy to 
obtain in Bourbon New Spain. Others, however, come from distant 
places—most notably a Polynesian stone adze,85 possibly from Tahiti, 
that González Carvajal could have acquired during his long stay in the 
Philippines. Objects from North America are also apparent, including 

|	 Fig. 7. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, 
active 1840–68). Stone 
objects (British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.9–18): 
(1) Serpentine-mottled 
marble head; (2) Volcanic 
breccia head; (3) Green 
quartz head; (4) Smoky 
limestone and black 
schorl frog; (5–6) Smoky 
sandstone heads; (7) 
White marble idol; (8) 
Black-mottled marble 
amulet, drilled in back for 
attaching it to a string of 
stones; (9) Green quartz 
amulet; (10) Course 
limestone amulet. From 
Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 4. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.

|	 Fig. 8. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, 
active 1840–68). (1–8) 
Fired clay idols and 
faces (British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.19–26). 
From Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 5. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.
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a Nuu-chah-nulth mask and some gambling sticks from First Nation 
peoples of present-day British Columbia, Canada.86 Remember that 
between 1774 and 1792, the Spanish Crown commissioned nine large 
military, commercial, and scientific expeditions along the Pacific coast 
that explored extensive territories in Alta California, Canada, and even 
Alaska.87 Records tell us that at least five of the expeditions obtained 
cultural objects and skins from the Indigenous populations. And, given 
that all of them departed from and returned to the ports of Acapulco or 
San Blas in New Spain, González Carvajal may well have acquired such 
ethnological items from sailors.
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As for the Wetherell family, the Fábrica de Curtidos de San 
Diego declared bankruptcy and was liquidated in 1844, leading John 
to leave Spain accompanied by his wife Sophia, their six children, and 
his collections.88 Barely five years after settling in England, he sold his 
American and Asian antiquities to the British Museum, which cataloged 
them under his name with the numbers Am1849,0629.1–78, 80–93, and 
Oc1849,0629.79.89 For some unknown reason, the Roman antiquities—
mainly inscriptions unearthed at Itálica and Seville—did not enter this 
museum until the early twentieth century, under Nathan’s name, with the 
numbers 1905,1205.1–16.90

|	 Fig. 9. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, 
active 1840–68). (1–8) 
Fired clay artifacts 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.27–34). 
From Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 6. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.

|	 Fig. 10. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, 
active 1840–68). 
Fired clay artifacts 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.35–49): 
(1–8) Human faces 
with very different 
expressions; (10–11, 
13–14) Heads with a 
small moveable body 
inside that rattles; (15) 
Whistle; (16) Unknown 
ornament. From 
Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 7. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.
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|	 Fig. 11. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, active 
1840–68). Antiquities 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.50–59): 
(1–8) Fired clay objects 
from Mexico; (9) Small 
ivory animal possibly 
from North America; 
(10) Wooden mask from 
Canada with leather 
upper covering and straps 
to attach the head. From 
Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 8. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.

|	 Fig. 12. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, active 
1840–68). A fine painted, 
well-preserved fired 
clay vessel framed by a 
string of irregular, hard, 
roughly round hewn 
stones, with a small 
idol and a hollowed flat 
stone (British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.60–68). 
From Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 9. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.
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|	 Fig. 13. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, active 
1840–68). Artifacts 
of various materials 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.69–78, 
80; Oc1849,0629.79): 
(1) Cylindrical wooden 
sticks painted with 
symbols for calculating; 
(2) Stone studded with 
metallic points for 
metalwork; (3–5) Incised 
hard stones for stamping 
cloth made from the 
bark of the daguilla tree 
(Lagetta lagetto); (6–8) 
Hard stone wedges; 
(9) Copper wedge; (10) 
Kidney-shaped stone; (11) 
Flint cutting tool with a 
wooden handle attached 
by a cord; all framed 
by a necklace strung 
with small, flat, round, 
white fishbone beads 
and some red pieces. 
From Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 10. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.

|	 Fig. 14. Salvador 
Gutiérrez de la Vega 
Romero (Spanish, 
active 1840–68). 
Mexican antiquities 
(British Museum, 
Am1849,0629.81–93): 
(1–11) Fired clay vessels; 
(5, 10) Pieces that 
rattle with the same 
mechanism described 
in plate 7 (see fig. 10); 
(12) Double-bladed pink 
chert sacrificial knife. 
From Wetherell, Catálogo 
de una colección de 
antigüedades mejicanas, 
pl. 11. London, Society of 
Antiquaries of London.
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NETWORKS OF KNOWLEDGE AND COLLECTING

The foregoing discussion reveals that the number, variety, and richness 
of the private curiosity cabinets recorded in Mexico City substantially 
increased during the Late Colonial period. They belonged to both 
European and Creole civil and military officials, religious dignitaries, and 
“men of letters.” Apart from Lorenzana and Humboldt, these individuals 
considered their antiquities a source of aesthetic pleasure. Analyzing their 
social context has exposed complex networks that connected collectors 
together. They formed tightly knit groups whose members often met 
to show each other their recent acquisitions and to exchange objects, 
drawings, correspondence, and publications.91 In addition, many of them 
facilitated the obtention of antiquities by royal collections or scientific 
institutions in the metropole or the colony, such as the Gabinete de 
Historia Natural in Mexico City.

It is essential to point out that a considerable portion of these 
friendly relationships were established around the mining seminary 
and tribunal, and especially around the arts academy (Real Seminario 
de Minería, Real Tribunal General de Minería, and Real Academia de 
Bellas Artes de San Carlos). Andrés Manuel del Río and Alexander von 
Humboldt gave classes at the seminary, while Fausto Elhuyar, Juan de 
Santelices Pablo, and González Carvajal served respectively as director 
general, prosecutor, and advisor at the tribunal. As for the academy, 
Bernardo Bonavía y Zapata, Luis de Martín, and Elhuyar served on its 
board of directors; Fernández de Córdova, González Carvajal,92 Luis de 
Martín, Santelices Pablo, Francisco Xavier Sarría, and perhaps Guillermo 
Dupaix were among its honorary academicians; Rafael Ximeno y Planes 
and Luis de Martín were the most noted of its professors who painted or 
sketched antiquities; and Dupaix, Humboldt, and Benito María de Moxó y 
Francolí commissioned such drawings from its graduates.

Let me conclude by noting that the king of Spain, Carlos III, had 
donated a spectacular didactic collection of paintings, drawings, medals, 
plasters, and books gathered in Spain and Italy to the Academia de San 
Carlos when it was established in 1783.93 As for its importance, suffice 
it to say that its gallery contained works by José de Ribera, Francisco 
de Zurbarán, Pietro da Cortona, and Michelangelo Buonarroti; copies 
of Laocoön and His Sons, the Medici Venus, and the Castor and Pollux 
group were among the plasters; and its library housed works by Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi and the eight-volume Antichità di Ercolano esposte 
(1757–92; Antiquities of Herculaneum exposed). But most relevant here 
is the fact that, according to Dupaix, at least four Mexica sculptures were 
exhibited next to these European works.94 This undoubtedly signifies a 
milestone in the history of collecting Mesoamerican art.
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