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In search of Mexica kings:
current excavations
in Tenochtitlan
Leonardo López Luján and Ximena Chávez Balderas

A FEW years ago, the local government of Mexico City ordered the demolition of two
building s in the historie centre that had been irreparably damaged by the 1985 earth-
quake. This decision aroused great hopes in archaeologists as both these building s were
situated on a plot in front of the ruin s of the Templo Mayor ofTenochtitlan. It was known
that the funerals of at least three kings - Axayacatl (1469-81), Tizoc (1481-86) and
Ahuitzotl (1486-1502) - had taken place right at the foot ofthe main facade ofthis pyra-
mid.' Historical sources from the sixteenth century had revealed that the corpses of the
Mexica kings were cremated here and their ashes were buried along with luxurious offer-
ings and the bodies of the servants sacrificed for the occasion.

An archaeological dig undertaken in 2006 confirmed the enormous importance
of this site, as it unearthed the biggest Mexica monolith discovered to date. This was a
one-eyed sculpture carved out of pink andesite, measuring 4.17 x 3.62 x 0.38 m and weigh-
ing 12 tonnes.' This monument depicts Tlaltecuhtli (lady of the earth), a goddess who
appears in the myths as the venerated mother who gives birth to all creatures (plants, ani-
mals, human beings, the sun and the moon), as well as the monster who devours them
when they die.

In March 2007 a new phase ofthe Templo Mayor Project (founded in 1978) was
initiated to explore this area with state-of-the-art technology and meticulous scientific tech-
niques. A few months later, the monolith was temporarily removed from the ground with
the help of a long-armed crane in order to be cleaned, restored and analysed. This work
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Fig 89
The recently found earth goddess
(Tlaltecuhtli) monolith. It was
discovered broken into four
pieces at the foot ofTenochtitlan's
Templo Mayor in downtown
Mexico City. Extravagant offerings
have since been discovered
beneath and around this
monument.
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revealed the rich colours used by the Mexica artists to paint the goddess. Meanwhile, geo-
physical radar studies and archaeological excavations were under way on the site occupied
by the monolith. These revealed an entrance to the east of the monolith that may have
led to a funeral chamber via a deep vertical shaft.

Thirteen offerings have now been recovered, featuring a wide range of gifts: plants
(amaranth and cotton seeds, maguey stalks, bars of tree resin}, sea animals (shells, snails,
corals, fishes, crabs, prawns, sea urchins, sand dollars, sharks, sawfish), birds (eagles,
herons, ibises), mammals (pumas, wolves, lynxes) and ritual objects (pottery jars and
censers, wooden masks and sceptres, greenstone ornaments and beads, flint knives and
a number of unprecedented gold pieces).

Fourteen of the gold pieces that were recently unearthed are now on display for
the first time. Some of these objects were made with hammered, embossed and highly
burnished gold sheets, while others were produced using the lost-wax technique. The
first group of pieces comes from offering 123, found underneath the monolith of
Tlaltecuhtli. They are representations of the pleated paper rosettes known as ixcuatechi-
malli ('shield of the forehead') worn on the heads of gods and priests (fig. 92). These
insignia were originally attached to personalized sacrificial knives with large fangs and
eyes in the shape of a Maltese Cross - features associated with the four fire priests who
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Fig.90
Offering 125, a stone casket
located to the west of the
Tlaltecuhtli monolith. Dozens
of gold ornaments come from
this deposit, along with many
sacrificial knives, remains of
marine animals, two skeletons
of golden eagles and one of a
wolf or dogo



made offerings during the New Fire ceremony, as shown in plate 34 of the Codex
Borbonicus (see cato 73). The second group was discovered in offering 125, to the west
of the monolith. It comprises one insignia in the form of a femur (omitl) and another in
the form of a sectioned shell (ehecacozcatl) (figs 93 and 94). Both were associated with
the personalized sacrificial knives depicting Quetzalcoatl (Venus at dawn), Xolotl (Venus
at nightfall) and Pahtecatl (the moon god of pulque, an intoxicating drink made from
agave), as seen in fols 61r, 62r and 55r of the Codex Magliabechiano, respectively. The
third group also comes from offering 125, apart from a nose ornament that was found
during operation 4 in the building rubble fill supporting the monolith. All these objects
are insignia belonging to the gods of pulque: an ornament for the forehead, two rectan-
gular ear-spools with a central jewelled pendant, a moon-shaped nose ornament
(yacametztli) and six pear-shaped bells (figs 95, 96, 97 and 98). Their position inside the
offering indica tes that some of these ornaments were linked to sacrificial flint knives,
while others were associated with the remains of a spider monkey (Ateles geofroyi) pelt,
as shown in fol. 55r of the Codex Magliabechiano (fig. 91).

Fig.91
A pulque god or his impersonator
with a priest dressed as a
Xochipilli spider monkey. From
Codex Magliabechiano, fol. 55r.
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale,
Florence.
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Fig. 92 above
Golden representations of pleated
paper rosettes, 6.3 x 6.5 x 0.05 cm.
Offering 123, artefacts 88 and 102,
Templo Mayor (e. 1486-1502).

Fig. 93 far right
Golden insignia in the form of a
femur, 6.2 x 2.4 x 0.03 cm. Offering
125, artefact 215, Templo Mayor
(e. 1486-1502).

Fig. 94 right
Golden pectoral in the form of a
sectioned shell, 2.9 x 3.1 x 0.03 cm.
Offering 125, artefact 68, Templo
Mayor (e. 1486-1502).
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Fig. 95 /eft
Golden ornament for the forehead,
5.6 x 6 x 0.03 cm. Offering 125,
artefact 13, Templo Mayor
(c. 1486-1502).

Fig. 96 centre, /eft and right
Golden rectangular ear-spools,
4.3 x 2.5 x 0.05 cm. Offering 125,
artefacts 11-12, Templo Mayor
(c. 1486-1502).

Fig. 97 centre, midd/e
Golden moon-shaped ornament,
1.5 x 1.9 x 0.04 cm. Offering 4,
artefact 113, Templo Mayor
(c. 1486-1502).

Fig. 98 /eft
Golden pear-shaped bells,
2 x 0.9 cm. Offering 125,
artefacts 475-479 and 578,
Templo Mayor (c. 1486-1502).

IN SEARCH OF MEXICA KINGS 299



Notes

Introduction
1 Authored by native, mestizo and Spanish

chronielers. Among these early chroniclers are:
Hernando Alvarado Tezozómoc, author of the
Cronica mexicáyotl, Cristóbal del Castillo, author
of the Historia de la venida de los mexicanos, and
the indigenous authors of the Codex Boturini
and the Codex Azcatitlan.

2 Aztlan is sometimes depicted graphically (for
example in the Codex Aubin in the British
Museum) as an 'archetypal' island or ancestral
place in a 'world ocearí with four 'house' glyphs
marking the cardinal directions.

3 The name Tenochca applied to the citizens of
Tenochtitlan itself.

4 Family documents from the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, located in the Archivo de
Indias in Seville, spell the name either as
'Motecuma' or 'Motezuma'. Nahuatl scholars
prefer 'Motecuhzoma' or 'Moteuczoma' and it is
perhaps most correctly pronounced in Nahuatl
phonemes as mo - teuc - tzo(n) - ma. They
note that much of the early confusion stems
frorn the inability in Spanish to capture some of
the sounds of Nahuatl, as well as other
difficulties of translation and comprehension.
Prablems occur in the orthographic
transcription ofhis name into Spanish
phonemes, especially crossovers between 'ti
and 'd, and the spirant consonant-vowel
combination that appears in the middle part of
his name, yielding both - teuhc - and - tecuh -
in the sources.
Other variations inelude Motecuma,
Moctecuzoma or Motecucoma (Motecuhzoma).

6 Following Moctezurna's death Cuitlahuac
governed for 80 days only to die of smallpox and
Cuauhtemoc, who relinquished independence
on 13 August 1521,was later killed in Hibueras.

Chapter l Family histories
1 In the native Mexica Nahuatllanguage this term

defines the highest political authority. 'Speaker
or great lord' (Molina 1970, p. 140v); 'He who
speaks well; hence, great lord, prince, ruler'
(Siméon 1977, p. 674).

2 Muriá 1973, pp. 141-43.
3 The versions of events that is most widely

accepted among historians specializing in the
history of the Mexica people, and that on which
the present account is based, is that by
Francisco Javier Clavijero in his Ancient History
ofMexico published in 1781-82.

4 Alvarado Tezozómoc 1949, p. 25. '
5 Brotherston 1995, pp. 46-47.
6 Códice Boturini 1964; Barlow 1949.
7 Caso 1927, p. 10. In fig. 3, as in the Codex

Boturini, a rectangular block can be se en in the
upper section, which we assume corresponds to
the location of the deity.

8 Alvarado Tezozómoc 1949, pp. 15-16, took his
account from Alonso Franco, a mestizo who
died in 1602. Franco not only elaimed that
Moctezuma ruled as king in Aztlan New
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México, but also that he had two sons: the eldest
was destined to govern the Huastecos, and the
youngest, Chalehiuhtlatonac, instructed his
people to leave Aztlan and embark on their
migration.

9 Chimalpáhin 1998, p. 85, even affirms that the
chieftain Moctezuma who ruled in Aztlan also
held the position of huey tlatoani.

10 These are described as three rnen, Cuauhcoatl,
Apanecatl and Tezcacoatl, and a woman,
Chimalma. Chimalpáhin 1998, p. 183.

11 Chimalpáhin 1998, pp. 329-31. The chronicler
of Chaleo-Amecamecan noted that 'on the death
ofTozcuecuextli, who led the Mexica for forty
years ... the chieftain Huehue Huitzilihuitl ruled
as the first tlatoani of the Mexica.'

12 Chimalpáhin 1998, p. 161. Chimalpáhin claims
that he was the first tlatoani of the Mexica, even
though officially, in the sequence of governors
ofTenochtitlan, he links this investiture with
Acamapichtli.

13 Chimalpáhin 1998, p. 361.
14 Códice Boturini 1964. In the lower section of

plate 20, sexual union is expressed graphically
with the image of the couple guiding a final
journey through their footprints.

15 Durán 1995, pp. 84-87. This episode describes
the confrontation between the Culhua under the
leadership of Achitometl and the Mexica,
following the sacrifice of Achitometl's daughter
by the Mexica.

16 In the pictographs of this symbolic scene, a bird
sometimes replaces the snake; see fol. 25v of
the Codex Aubin. Lehmann and Kutscher 1981,
p.240.

17 Anales de TIatelolco 1948, p. 51. According to the
Tlatelolca, this happened the other way round;
after the foundation of this city, Tenoch founded
Tenochtitlan on an adjacent island.

18 Durán 1995, vol. 1, p. 99. ' ...fearing his kingdom
would be left without an heir, the councillors
took his advice and determined that each of
them should give him one of their daughters,
for him to have as his wives, to bear him heirs
to his kingdom and successors.'

19 A crown, mitre or diadem adorned with
precious stones. Siméon 1997, p. 770.

20 A crown, similar to a mitre, used for
coronations. It was tall and ended in a point in
the middle of the forehead; the back section
hung down the neck. Siméon 1997, p. 126.

21 Sahagún 1993, fols 53r-52r. Significantly, after
Cuauhtemoc, the last tlatoani, the five governors
who ruled over the conquered Mexica were
depicted without a headdress, crown or nose-plug
and with only a simple mantle, although they
were still represented on the icpalli.

22 Washington 1983, p. 23.
23 Xaltocan, Tultitlan, Cuauhtitlan, Chalco,

Tulantzingo, Otompan and Acolman.
24 Brundage 1982, pp. 61-64.
25 London 2002, p. 51. Eduardo Matos Moctezuma,

the director of the Templo Mayor excavations,
associates the calendar date with the year 1390.

26 Davies 1992, pp. 58-63.
27 Brundage 1982, pp. 106 -07. Tlacochcaleatl,

Tlacatecatl, Ezuauacatl and Tlillancalqui (Durán
1995, vol. 1, pp. 152-53).

28 Sahagún 1977, vol. m. p. 209.
29 London 2002, p. 51
30 London 2002, p. 51.
31 Durán 1995, vol. 1, pp. 155-63.
32 Brundage 1982, p. 128.
33 Prevíously, the 52-year ceremony had been held

in year 1 Rabbit, but since this sign was now
considered unlucky, it was moved to year 2 Reed.

34 London 2002, pp. 48-55.
35 London 2002, pp. 51-52.
36 London 2002, pp. 52-53.
37 London 2002, p. 53.
38 Brundage 1982, p. 190.
39 Chavero 1958, pp. 774-76.
40 Chavero 1958, pp. 774-76.
41 Davies 1980, p. 158.
42 London 2002, p. 455, no. 223.
43 London 2002, pp. 53-54.

Chapter 2 The coronation of Moctezuma 11
Central and southern Mexico including the Gulf
Coast and Yuca tan Península, Guatemala and
parts of El Salvador and Honduras.

2 Durán 1951, pp. 411-12.
3 The term TIacochcalcatl corresponds to a high-

level officer of the Mexica army.
4 Alvarado Tezozómoc 1980, pp. 572-73.
5 Durán 1951.
6 Durán 1951, p. 430.
7 Casas Nuevas de Moctezuma.
8 Cortés (undated), pp. 207-08.
9 Díaz del Castillo 1944, vol. 1, p. 279.
10 Díaz del Castillo 1944, vol. 1, pp. 276-77.
11 Códice Mendoza 1980.
12 Sahagún 1956, vol. I1, p. 312.

Chapter 3 Images of Moctezuma and his
symbols of power

1 Alvarado Tezozómoc 1944, pp. 408-09; Fernández
de Oviedo 1946, p. 23; López de Gómara 1943,
vol. 1, p. 213; Alva Ixtlilxóchitl1985, vol. I1,
p.230.

2 Codex Mendoza 1992, vol. 3, fol. 69r; Codex
Florentino 1979, Book 12, 26r-26v, 36r-36v, 40v.

3 Díaz del Castillo 1983, p. 248.
4 Aguilar 1977, p. 81.
5 Marcus 1992, pp. 191-96. A glyph is a sign or

figure used in the Central Mexican writing
system.

6 Nicholson 1961; Umberger 1981, pp. 147-51.
7 See Alvarado Tezozómoc 1944, pp. 408-09.
8 Museo Nacional de Antropología, inv. 10-

0081548. See Caso 1927, p. 42; Graulich 1994,
pp. 196-98; Olko 2005, pp. 361-62.

9 Hamburgisches Museum für Volkerkunde und
Vorgeschichte, inv. B.3763. See Gutiérrez Solana
1983, pp. 41-45; Washington 1983, pp. 64-66.

10 Museum für Volkerkunde, Berlin, cat. IV Ca
26921a-b. See Gutiérrez Solana 1983, pp. 54-55.

11 Museo Nacional de Antropología, cat. 11-3132.



See Gutiérrez Solana 1983, pp. 51-54.
12 Dumbarton Oaks, cat. B.69.AS. See Gutiérrez

Solana 1983, pp. 53-54.
13 Museo acional de Antropología, inv. 10-

0001123. See Umberger 1981, p. 199.
14 See Beyer 1965.
15 Museo Nacional de Antropología, inv. 10-

0116583. See Klein 1987, pp. 324-31.
16 López Luján 2009.
17 Art Institute of Chicago, cat. 1990.21. See

Washington 1983, pp. 41-42.
18 Broda 1978, pp. 226-33, 251-54; Townsend

1987, pp. 390-405; Graulich 1994, pp. 68-96;
López Luján 2006, vol. 1, pp. 281-86; Olivier
2008, pp. 78-81.

19 See López Luján 2006.
20 See Obregón and Concepción 1985, pp. 32-39;

Olko 2005, pp. 320-23.
21 These leaders also wore a jaguar, coyote or wolf

skin, or a coffee-coloured mantle.
22 Noguez 1975; Obregón Rodriguez 1985, pp.

40-49; Olko 2005, pp. 113-36.
23 The glyph of the diadem is read phonetically

as teeuhtli or lord.
24 See Olivier 2008b.
25 Heyden 1972; Sullivan 1980.
26 Sahagún 1950-82, vol. 6, p. 41.
27 Durán 1984, vol. 2, p. 400.
28 On plate 23 of the Codex Borbonicus, 1991,

we see a figure dressed as Xiuhtecuhtli
accompanied by the footnote: 'Moeteyurna q'
salia ea los ornamentos de el dios mayor.'

29 Sahagún 1950-82, vol. 6, pp. 19-20.
30 Sahagún 1950-82, vol. 6, p. 53.
31 Suárez de Peralta 1949, pp. 57-58.
32 Díaz del Castillo 1983, p. 377.
33 Sahagún 1950-82, vol. 8, pp. 33-35.
34 Museum für Volkerkunde, Vienna, cat. 43-380.
35 Museum für Volkerkunde, Vienna, cat. 59.989;

Museo Civico di Arte Antica, Turin, cat. 732;
The Saint Louis Art Museum, 1978, cat. 275.

36 Codex Ixtlilxóchitl 1996, fol. 106r.
37 Hernández 1986, p. 133.
38 Codex Vaticanus A.3738. 1996, fol. 85v.
39 These are two very similar cylindrical

monoliths which were used during the
gladiator sacrifices in the Tlacaxipehualiztli
festival, an annual rite signifying renewal. Both
stones were found in the centre of Mexico City.

40 Morgan 1876.
41 Díaz del Castillo 1983, p. 249.
42 See Durand-Forest 1967.
43 Sahagún 1950-82, vol. 2, pp. 66-77; Olivier

2008, pp. 193-230.
44 Cervantes de Salazar 1985, p. 334.
45 See Lesbre 2008.
46 Torquemada 1975-83, vol. 1, pp. 291-92; Alva

Ixtlilxóchitl 1985, vol. 2, pp. 181-82.
47 See Tait 1967. British Museum, London,

M&ME 1966,10-1,1.
48 Olivier 2008, pp. 240-68.
49 Sahagún 1950-82, vol. 8, pp. 18-19.

Chapter 4 Moctezuma and the renewal
of nature

1 Zantwijk 1963.
2 Matos Moctezuma 1988.
3 Sahagún 1950-82, Book 1, p. 9.

4 Sahagún 1950-82, Book 1, pp. 13-38.
5 Sahagún 1950-82, Book 6, pp. 44-45.
6 Townsend 1992 and icholson 2003.
7 Durán 1971, p. 156.
8 Durán 1971, pp. 157-58.
9 Durán 1971, pp. 160-65.
10 EIson and Smith 2001.
11 Sahagún 1950-82, Book 7, p. 4.
12 Sahagún 1950-82, Book 7, p. 6.

Chapter S Moctezuma's military and
economic rule

1 Durán 1992, pp. 405.
2 Berdan et al. 1996, pp. 127, 148.
3 Durán 1992, pp. 477-81.
4 Hernández 1959, vol. 1, p. 304; Coe and Coe

1996, p. 81.
5 Sahagún 1950-82, Book 10, p. 65.
6 Coe and Coe 1996, p. 22.
7 Anderson et al. 1976, pp. 208-13.
8 Berdan and Anawalt 1992, vol. 3, fol. 64r and

passim.

Chapter 6 The overthrow of Moctezuma
and his empire

1 León-Portilla 1962, p. 13.
2 Lockhart 1993, pp. 6, 18-19.
3 Fernández-Armesto 1992.
4 Gillespie 2008; Magaloni-Kerpel 2008.
5 Lockhart 1993, pp. 76-78.
6 See Carrasco 2000. For the evolution of the

Quetzalcoatl myth, see Gillespie 1989,
pp. 226-30.

8 Lockhart 1993, pp. 19-20; Clendinnen 1990,
p.93.

9 Todorov 1984.
10 Clendinnen 1990, p. 95.
11 Hassig 1994, p. 77.
12 León-Portilla 1962, p. 61.
13 Thomas 1993, p. 278.
14 López de Gómara 1964, p. 142.
15 Elliott 1989; Cortés 1986, pp. 467- 69.
16 Thomas 1993, p. 307.
17 López de Gómara 1964, p. 143.
18 Cortés 1986, p. 48.
19 Gillespie 2008, p. 51.
20 Díaz del Castillo 1963, p. 294.
21 Durán 1964, p. 305.
22 See Chipman 2005.

Chapter 7 The rebirth of andent Mexico
1 Paz 1990, p. 4.
2 Paz 1970, pp. 110-18.
3 The indispensable so urce remains IcazbaJceta

1954, passim.
4 Benavente 1971, p. 31; see also León-Portilla

2003, pp. 117-43.
5 Gruzinski 1992, pp. 141-69; Martínez 1982,

passim.
6 López de Gómara 1979, pp. 361-67. For a

succinct discussion of Las Casas see Brading
1991, pp. 59-101.

8 Acosta 1962, pp. 215-17, 230-35, 324-30,
373-77.

9 Torquemada 1975-83. Vol. 7 consists of
editorial commentary and analysis of sources.

10 Alva lxtlilxóchitl1975, vol. 11,p. 137.
11 Torquemada 1975-83 on Moctezuma II, vol. 1

pp. 267-72, 282-85; on Tetzcoco, vol. 1, pp.
164-68,230-40; on Cortés, vol. I1, pp. 9-10,
39,326-40.

12 [bid., vol. Il, pp. 202-17.
13 Ibui., pp. 408-21.
14 Solís y Rivadeneira 1838, pp. 171-75, 307-08,

457.
15 Sigüenza y Góngora 1960, pp. 230, 341-46,

350-53.
16 On Kircher see Evans 1979, pp. 433-42.
17 See Gerbi 1973, passim; Pauw 1771, vol. 1, p.

xii; vol. 11, pp. 183-205.
18 Buffon 1747, vol. VII, pp. 27, 39.
19 Rayna11798, see vol. 11,p. 381, where

Moctezuma is described as 'sunk in a state of
effeminacy and indolence'; on Mexico City
see vol. 11, p. 398.

20 Robertson 1788, vol. 111,pp. 176-77, 198,
386-88.

21 Clavijero 1964, pp. xviii, xxi, xxx. See also
Ronan 1977, passim.

22 Clavijero 1964, pp. 86,152-53,426-31.
23 tbul., see his Third, Fourth and Fifth

Dissertations, pp. 454-524.
24 León y Gama 1978, unpaginated introduction.
25 Lemoine Villacaña 1965, pp. 368-69.
26 Tena Rarnirez 1967, pp. 31-35.
27 Prescott n.d., pp. 21, 33, 52, 91, 103, 223.
28 Prescott 1970, pp. 657-99.
29 Ramírez 2001. On Ramírez see Krauze 2005,

pp. 63-74.
30 Orozco y Berra 1960, vol. 1, p. 86; vol. 11,pp.

426-30; vol. IV, pp. 366-82.
31 Martínez Assad 2005, pp. 33-39; Tenorio-Trillo

1996.
32 Riva Palacio 1884-89. Chavero asserted

that the Nahuas descended from Basques
who had migrated from Europe via Atlantis,
whereas the Mayas and Otomis derived
from Chinese migration. See vol. 1, pp. 62-73.

33 Gamio 1916, pp. 6-8, 12. Gamio 1922, vol. 1,
pp. xvii-ix.

34 Gamio 1922, vol. 1, pp. 546-48; vol. 11,pp.
448-70. See also Brading 1988.

35 Gamio 1916, pp. 40-47, 50; Fernández 1972,
pp. 495-526.

36 Paz 1970, pp. 140-48.

Chapter 8 Rethinking Moctezuma
1 Frías 1900, 1st series, nos 12, 17 and 28.
2 Frías and Martínez 1925.
3 See further Martínez 1988 and Rueda Smithers

1993.
4 Ce Acatl was the sacred calendar name of

Quetzalcoatl.
5 Uchmany 1972, p. 12.
6 León-Portilla 1961, pp. 122ff.
7 López Austin 1973, pp. 178-81.
8 López Austin 1973, pp. 178-81.
9 Carpentier 1975, p. 11.
10 Noguez 1996.

Epilogue
1 López Luján, 2005, 2006; Chávez Balderas,

2007.
2 Matos Moctezuma and López Luján, 2007;

López Luján, 2009.
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