
ANO MAN CREATEO
HIMSELF ...

[dUdrdo Matos Moctezumd

T here was a moment in history when man discovered
he could harden clay with fire, using his creative pow-
ers to give life to what was lifeless, to capture his gods

and aIl that surrounded him in this ductile material. He
made vesseIs and recipients to hold water and food for
his daily sustenance, and on more than a few occasions, to
act as offerings to the gods or to accompany the dead to
unfathomable places. Further, clay allowed him to repre-
sent himself, fashioning images of his diverse visages, in
everyday poses and activities. In this way, man managed
to achieve eternal existence thraugh clay, a material which
had been created by man himself.

While in some Mesoamerican cultures, human be-
ings were thought to have been modeled fram corn, other
cultures believed that God had used clay to create them in
his image. God had modeled man fram clay just as man
was able to model himself. In this way, man and God had
the same creative power: they could both transform clay
into their own image, into their own essence.

Once man realized he could transform clay, nothing
could hold him back. In the case of Mesoamerica, pottery
was perhaps one of the most praductive human activities,
leaving behind a vast quantity of examples. Thanks to the
action of fire, it takes on such a degree of hardness that it
can survive the ravages of time and remain intact-or rela-
tively so-over the course of centuries. Each piece commu-
nicates multiple messages, making it possible for scholars
to know the characteristics of the society that created it.
Ceramic objects speak to us equally of their uses and of the
accoutrements and rituals of the ancients. They also serve
to establish pre-Hispanic chronologies and to pravide infor-
mation about exchange patterns with distant groups. How-
ever,what is perhaps most important is that thraugh these
pieces, man was able to leave his mark as an artist.

With his hands and his intellect, he transforms,
molds, and in the end, leaves traces of his brilliance in a
simple pottery vessel.

TransLated by Debra Nagao.

DEIFIED EARTH

TEOTIHUACAN:
THE CITV ANO THE WORLO

Leondrdo López Luján

As the archetypal Mesoamerican city, Teotihuacan
("The Place Where Gods Are Created") was a hub
fram which radiated one of the most unique civili-

zations in world history. Although its beginnings were

rather modest, the original settlement was soon trans-
formed with the arrival of agricultural graups drawn by
the exceptionaIly rich and varied surraundings. Dense
pine and oak forests stood on the nearby mountains; vast
areas of grasslands and xeraphilous vegetation which had
adapted to the hot, dry conditions covered the slopes; and
the vaIley floor was carpeted by a fertile aIluvial plain con-
stantly irrigated by rivers and springs. EquaIly important
to the newcomers in pre-Hispanic times was the presence
of basic mineral resources such as obsidian and clay.With
these material s, they praduced a wide range of utilitarian
and luxury items over the course of centuries, laying the
foundations for a true emporium. These activities were
soon fortified by the privileged position occupied by this
settlement which lay on the most direct raute between the
Gulf of Mexico and the lake zone of the Basin of Mexico.

Teotihuacan achieved the rank of city at the dawn
of the Classic period (A.D. 150-650). At that time, more
than a third of its 85,000 inhabitants had ceased work-
ing in food praduction to instead devote themselves fuIl-
time to craftsmanship, commerce, politics and religion.
The city's dimensions, density and ethnic diversity con-
tinued to grow thraughout the so-caIled Xolalpan phase
(A.D.350-550), a golden age in which some 100,000 indi-
viduals carne to occupy a twenty-square-kilometer area.
AIthough the population's substratum seems to have
been Nahua or Otomí in ethnicity, there were also signifi-
cant numbers of people fram Oaxaca, the Gulf of Mexi-
co, Western Mexico and perhaps the Mayan area, giving
Teotihuacan a cosmopolitan air.

In Mesoamerican terms, Teotihuacan was a super-
lative example of urban planning. lt was unique for its
straight, regularly spaced streets equipped with an ef-
ficient hydraulic network. The constructions adhered to
a rigid grid plan that repraduced the idealized four-part
configuration of the earth's surface. More than 2000 rec-
tangular apartment compounds were grauped into neigh-
borhoods, and these in turn into districts. The five-kilo-
meter-long Street of the Dead was the main avenue that
organized space at the site. It was lined by the city's most
significant religious and palatial structures, as weIl as what
could have been the site of the market. Standing out frorn
among these constructions were the massive Pyramids of
the Sun and the Moon, which made it a ceremonial center
that far surpassed human scale. An immovable, monoto-
nous, almost stifling geometry reigned over the city, in
which the buildings, public monuments, mural paintings
and great offerings of consecration glorified the aquatic
world, time, human sacrifice and political power.

To a large extent, Teotihuacan achieved its splendor
thanks to active craft praduction and aggressive commer-
cial strategies. Feathered headdresses, fine cotton garments,
sheIl ornaments, semiprecious stone carvings, obsidian
tools, as weIl as household and luxury ceramics were mass-
praduced in itsworkshops. These manufactured goodswere
exported to the remotest corners of Mesoamerica, along
weIl-pratected corridors that linked the metrapolis to its col-



onies, enclaves, allied capitals and ports of trade, including
Copán, Kaminaljuyú and Tikal (in present-day Guatemala),
and Matacapan, Cholula, Monte Albán and Tingambato
(present-day Mexico). Obviously, a system of this nature
would have required a sufficiently strong army to protect
the free passage of merchandise, individuals and ideas that
forged Teotihuacan's powerful sphere of influence.

Translated by Debra Naqao.

VERSATILE EARTH

A HERITAGE OF CLAY

George l. Cowgill

W hen the city of Teotihuacan began its rapid expan-
sion around 100 B.C.,excellent pottery and ceramic
figurines in a wide variety of styles had already

been produced in many parts of Mesoamerica for at least
two millennia. This provided a technological and stylistic
basis on which Teotihuacan artisans could draw. For the
most part, Teotihuacan ceramics are not among the most
aesthetically distinguished styles in Mesoamerica. Clays
in the Basin of Mexico are not of exceptional quality, and
ceramic techniques were not as highly developed as in
some other regions and periods. There is no evidence, for
example, that the Teotihuacanos ever used kilns. Some
extremely fine cylinder vases-often with elaborate
polychrome stucco designs applied after firing-were
exported to other parts of Mesoamerica, reaching as far
as the Mayan center of Copán, in present-day Honduras.
These precious vessels were probably gifts, used to ce-
ment ti es with local elites. Within the city ofTeotihuacan
itself-with its 100,000 inhabitants-there was lively ex-
change of utilitarian wares made by specialized potters,
but there is no evidence of ceramic exports on a cornmer-
cial scale beyond the city's immediate surroundings.

Ancient CIay: The First Ceramics
The Teotihuacanos were direct heirs to a ceramic complex
from the Basin of Mexico called Ticoman-a style char-
acteristic to the pre-Teotihuacan city of Cuicuilco, in the
southern part of the Basin. It is also found in many small
towns and villages throughout the Basin, including the
type site of Ticoman, in what is now the northern part of
Mexico City. The local variant in the Teotihuacan Valley
is called Cuanalan. Besides utilitarian pots, this ceramic
complex features graceful serving bowls with pleasing
curvilinear profiles, often decorated with red designs. The
Ticoman style is part of a general red-slipped tradition
that was widespread in Central and Western Mexico dur-
ing this time, with many local variants, such as the Chupí-
cuaro styles some 200 kilometer s to the west, in the state of
Guanajuato. However, except for a few trade pieces, there
is little evidence of direct contact between these regions.

Between about 100 B.C.and A.D. 150, Teotihuacan
grew rapidly, and by A.D. 150, it had nearly reached its
maximum area of around 2000 hectares, and a population
of perhaps sixty to eighty thousand. Most ceramics from
the early part of this period are assigned to a complex
called Patlachique, which seems to have developed out of
the Cuanalan (Ticoman) complex with little outside in-
fluence. The ceramic complex of the latter part of this pe-
riod is called Tzacualli (and corresponds to the phase of
A.D. 1-15°). Besides utilitarian pots and large bowls with
little or no decoration, there are several distinctive styles
of fine serving ware. Especially notable are vessels deco-
rated with the "resist" (or "negativo"] technique, in which
portions of the vessel were protected from applied slips
or smudging by some material that disappeared with fir-
ing, leaving behind "negativo" patterns. The browns, reds
and yellows of polychrome-resist vessels are subdued
but glowing. The effect was perhaps equaled, but to my
mind never exceeded, by the brighter and more insistent
greens, blues, red s, yellows and blacks of the much Iat-
er stucco-painted tripod cylinder vases. Other Tzacualli
vessels were painted with white lines over a red slip. A
highly distinctive Tzacualli form is an early form óf the
"Tlaloc" jar, which clearly represents the Teotihuacan
Storm God, almost surely the most important deity in
the Teotihuacan pantheon.

The Proliferation of Clay
By about A.D. 150, a single concerted effort had brought
the immense Pyramid of the Sun nearly to its present
size. Recent excavations directed by archaeologists Sabu-
ro Sugiyama and Rubén Cabrera Castro show that the
Pyramid of the Moon, in contrast, grew by stages, but
that by this time it was also quite large. In the same pe-
riod, new ceramic styles appeared, in complexes called
Miccaotli (A.D. 150-225) and Early Tlamimilolpa (A.D.

225-300). These derived largely from earlier styles, and
do not suggest any significant influx of new immigrants,
although it is likely that (as in other pre-modern cities)
death rates somewhat exceeded birth rates, so there was
probably always a trickle of migrants being absorbed
into the city. External influences on ceramics at this time
seem to have come from the Gulf lowlands and Oaxaca,
rather than from the West.

Some ceramic pieces dating to this period have
lively red-on-brown decorations, but many are more
somber-polished dark brown or black. Especially prev-
alent are flat-bottomed bowls with outcurving sides,
often with small, solid, conical nubbin supports. These
must have been basic serving ware in every household.
Their quality varies greatly, and many are plain and not
especially well finished. Others are decorated with in-
cised motifs-often simple incised arcs-while a few of
the most attractive pieces have modeled arcs rather than
merely incised ones. Less common are small jars and
tall vases with outcurving rims, also usually with nub-
bin supports.
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tura. Desde entonces, nuestra meta

ha sido descubrir, a través de los más
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nos hemos visto maravillados, pues

los muchos rostros de nuestra cultu-

ra han superado nuestras expectati-

vas. Llevamos veinte años sumando

al placer de contemplar el placer de

comprender.

y, gracias a la preferencia de
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Cerámica del grupo pulido.
Museo Nacional de Antropología.
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Urbe mesoamericana por antonomasia, Teotihua-
can (el “lugar del endiosamiento”) fue el centro 
de irradiación de una de las civilizaciones más 

originales de la historia universal. Si bien tuvo inicios mo-
destos, el asentamiento original pronto transformó su ros-
tro con la llegada de grupos de agricultores atraídos por un 

entorno excepcionalmente rico y variado. En las montañas 
circundantes proliferaban tupidos bosques de pinos y en-
cinos; en el somonte habían amplias zonas de pastizal y 
vegetación xerófila, y, en el fondo del valle, una fértil pla-
nicie aluvial irrigada de manera permanente por ríos y ma-
nantiales. Tanto o más importante para los inmigrantes fue 

Leonardo López Luján
A primera vista, Teotihuacan transmite la sensación de grandeza. Y esta 
percepción se intensifica cuando uno intenta descifrar sus enigmas. En 
estas páginas el arqueólogo nos presenta un rostro introductorio de esta 
cultura excepcional, un rostro que nos invita a seguirla descubriendo.
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mesoamericanos, siguiendo corredores bien guarnecidos 
que unían a la metrópoli con colonias, enclaves, capitales 
aliadas y puertos de intercambio, entre muchos otros, Co-
pán, en Honduras; Kaminaljuyú y Tikal, en Guatemala; y 
Matacapan, Cholula, Monte Albán y Tingambato, en Méxi-
co. Obviamente, un sistema de esta naturaleza habría re-
querido un ejército lo suficientemente fuerte para proteger 
el libre tránsito de las mercancías, los individuos y las ideas 
que forjaron el poderoso orbe teotihuacano. 

Leonardo López Luján es doctor en arqueología por la Uni-

versidad de París X-Nanterre. Es investigador del Museo del 

Templo Mayor, iNah. Fue codirector del Proyecto Xalla 
(2000-2003) y actualmente es miembro del Proyecto Pirámide 

de la Luna, ambos en Teotihuacan.   

El arqueólogo estadounidense Marshall H. Saville (1867-1935) obsequió este mapa al American Museum of Natural History de 
Nueva York, donde actualmente se conserva. Conocido como el “Mapa Saville” e integrante de los “Mapas de San Francisco Mazapan”, este documento 
representa en su mitad inferior las pirámides del Sol y de la Luna –figuradas como cerros azules–, la Calle de los Muertos y la Ciudadela. Según un 
estudio reciente de Michel Oudijk y Leonardo López Luján, este mapa fue elaborado entre 1700 y 1767, debido a disputas de tierras entre los habitantes 
de San Juan Teotihuacán y San Martín de las Pirámides. Cortesía de la División de Antropología, American Museum of National History. Cat. 1/4438.

   En 1922, el arquitecto Ignacio Marquina (1888-1981) publicó esta acuarela que re-
construye los principales monumentos de Teotihuacan en su época de máximo esplendor. Se 
basó en el plano topográfico que levantó, junto con Luis Artigas y Rodrigo Pérez Ayala, bajo la di-
rección de Manuel Gamio. En el extremo derecho se observa la Ciudadela. Adosado a este conjun-
to fue excavado el taller alfarero donde se produjeron en serie los famosos incensarios tipo teatro. 
Tomado del libro de Manuel Gamio, La población del valle de Teotihuacan, México, Dirección de Talle-
res Gráficos-SEP, 1922.

Páginas 12 y 13: 
José María Velasco. Pirámides del Sol y de la Luna, 1878. 
Óleo sobre tela. 32 x 46 cm. Colección particular.
Cuando este óleo fue pintado, los habitantes de San Sebastián Xolalpan, 
ubicado al sureste de la Ciudadela, falsificaban piezas de cerámica.

la presencia de dos recursos minerales básicos en tiempos 
prehispánicos: la obsidiana y la arcilla. Con ellos fabrica-
rían, durante siglos, una amplia gama de artículos utilitarios 
y de prestigio, sentando las bases de un verdadero emporio. 
Tales actividades pronto se verían potenciadas por la posi-
ción de privilegio que ocupaba el asentamiento en la ruta 
más directa entre el Golfo de México y la zona lacustre de la 
cuenca de México.

En los albores del periodo Clásico (150-650 d.C.), 
Teotihuacan alcanzó el rango de ciudad. En ese entonces, 
más de una tercera parte de sus 85 000 habitantes había dejado 
de ser productora de alimentos para dedicarse de tiempo 
completo a labores artesanales, comerciales, políticas y re-
ligiosas. Las dimensiones, densidad y diversidad étnica de 
la ciudad siguieron incrementándose hasta la llamada fase 
Xolalpan (350-550 d.C.), época de máximo esplendor en la 
que cerca de 100 000 individuos llegaron a ocupar una su-
perficie de veinte kilómetros cuadrados. Aunque el sustrato 
poblacional parece haber sido nahua u otomí, existían im-
portantes núcleos de gente originaria de Oaxaca, el Golfo de 
México, Occidente y quizá del área maya, los cuales daban a 
Teotihuacan un toque cosmopolita.

En la escala mesoamericana, Teotihuacan se erigió como 
ejemplo superlativo de planificación urbana. Fue única por 

sus calles regularmente espaciadas, rectas y dotadas de una 
eficaz red hidráulica. Las construcciones seguían un riguroso 
patrón ortogonal que reproducía la configuración cuatripar-
tita de la superficie terrestre. Más de 2 000 conjuntos de de-
partamentos de planta rectangular se agrupaban en barrios 
y éstos, a su vez, en distritos. La Calle de los Muertos, con sus 
cinco kilómetros de longitud, era el principal eje organiza-
dor del espacio. A lo largo de ella se concentraban los más 
insignes edificios religiosos y palaciegos, así como el que po-
siblemente fue sede del mercado. Entre ellos sobresalían las 
masas descomunales de las pirámides del Sol y de la Luna, 
las cuales despojaban al centro ceremonial de toda escala 
humana. Imperaba en la ciudad una geometría inamovible, 
monótona, casi asfixiante, en la que los edificios, los monu-
mentos públicos, las pinturas murales y las grandes ofrendas 
de consagración glorificaban el mundo acuático, el tiempo, el 
sacrificio humano y el poder político.

En buena medida, Teotihuacan logró su esplendor 
gracias a una febril producción artesanal y a agresivas es-
trategias comerciales. En sus talleres se elaboraron en serie 
tocados de plumas, prendas finas de algodón, adornos de 
concha, tallas de piedras semipreciosas, implementos de ob-
sidiana, además de cerámicas domésticas y de lujo. Estas 
manufacturas eran exportadas a los más remotos confines 
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