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"'1 Jhat an amazing sight it is to see a humble piece of
VV pottery emerge from the bowels of the earth, a sculp-

ture from the depths of the sea, or a sumptuous palace from
the most remote corner of the jungle! The sudden appearance
of these survivors of lost worlds-their unsettling presence in
the here and now-attracts, astonishes, and intrigues us,
and above all inspires us to embark on the most seductive,
ambitious and uncertain of voyages, to wit, the journey into
the pastoTherefore, any vestige of antiquity, however small,
is relentlessly transformed into that obscure object of our
curiosity, which invokes both reason and imagination.

Such sensations, obviously, are not exclusive to us in the
modern day. We have accounts indicating that the societ-
ies of pre-Hispanic Mexico felt a similar fascination with
archaeological remains. But they usually attributed their
presence in the landscape to the supernatural powers of por-
tentous, ancient beings. This is because their vision of the
remote past was as malleable as the future, the product of a
play of mirrors that reflected both historical chronicles and
mythical narratives. The sixteenth century Nahua, for ex-
ample, denied that the great pyramids at Teotihuacan had
been built by mere mortals. Such a belief likely arose from
their awestruck comparison of the monuments of the Clas-
sical Period with their own, much smaller temples. From
this perspective, the majestic Pyramid of the Sun could only
be understood as the work of gods, giants, or legendary

15



peoples such as the Toltecs or emigrants from the mythical
paradise of Tamoanchan. In fact, in the Postclassic Period
the entire archaeological metropolis was invested with a di-
vine aura: it was worshiped as the place of origin, the cradle
of the Fifth Sun, and the center of the human diaspora.

We also know that pre-Hispanic people assiduously
frequented abandoned ceremo-
nial centers and avidly explored
buildings and complexes hid-
den beneath the vegetation. In
those peculiar settings, tinged
with silence and desolation, they
planned and undertook excava-
tions in search of images, tombs,
and all kinds of ritual artifacts.
Such operations were not driven
by gain, but by the desire to re-
cover singular, precious, sacred,
and consequently collectable ob-
jects. In effect, these relics, like
those discovered accidentally
and others passed down from
generation to generation, were
valued for the exquisite qualiry
of their materials and manufac-
ture. But, above all, their supposed divine nature inspired
their new owners to carry thern as amulets or to reinter
them as dedicatory or funerary offerings in their own tem-
ples and palaces. Apparently, such status was afforded not
only to complete pieces, but also to fragments. Otherwise,
it would be hard to understand why small broken pieces of
antiquities formed part of such offerings. Evidence of these
practices can be found evervwhere. There is documenta-
tion of the unquestionable reuse of numerous figurines,
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masks, miniature canoes, hatchets, and body piercing tools
of the Olmecs and their contemporaries from the Middle
Preclassic Period, which have been discovered by archaeolo-
gists at sites from the Late Preclassic, Classic, and Postclas-
sic Periods. The most noteworthy findings are from Cerro
de las Mesas in Veracruz and the Maya sites of Dzibilchal-

tun, Mayapan, Chacsinkin, Cozumel, Uaxactun, Tikal, San
Cristóbal Verapaz, and Laguna Francesa. However, Tenoch-
titlan was the preeminent center as regards the reuse of
antiquities. Over a century of archaeological excavations at
the Mexica capital, hundreds of relics have been found in
the main religious buildings, mainly objects made of green-
stone, and ceramic containers. Prominent among them are
Olmec pieces and others from Teotihuacan, the state of
Guerrero, and the Toltec civilization.
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Significantly, many of these pieces were deliberately
altered by their owners. The Maya, for example, rnodified
Olmec penitential instruments and pendants by engrav-
ing them with images and texts referring to the dignitaries
who wore them centuries after they were made. The Mexica
substantially reworked Teotihuacan masks, polishing and
burnishing thern, covering them with obsidian and seashell
incrustations and adding large ear ornaments to them be-
fore offering them at Templo Mayor. They covered other an-
tiquities with paint and tar or drew symbols and glyphs on
them which emphasized their original religious purposes
or lent them new, different meanings. Needless to say, this
did not prevent them from also creating new pieces whose
forms evoked the ancient styles.

This particular vision of archaeological remains was dis-
rupted by the Spanish conquest and the imposition of co-
lonial rule. Juan de Grijalba's expedition in 1518 was the
earliest sign of the new tendencies. Several documents de-
scribe how his men defiled indigenous tombs on the Isla de
Sacrificios and the banks of the Tonala River, seizing gold
necklaces and travertine vessels for themselves. Thus, the new
arrivals learned that precious metals could be obtained
not only as the spoils of war or as "ransorn" in exchange
for glass beads. The lesson was not lost on Andrés Figueroa,
a Spanish captain who, in Mixe lands, traded crossbows for
spades. According to Bernal Díaz del Castillo, he raided the
tombs of local noblemen, and gleaned the equivalent of five
thousand pesos in gold.

Over the years, these lucrative expeditions became so fre-
quent that the Crown was obliged to issue some half dozen
royal charters over the sixteenth century. Their purpose
was evidently not to protect the buried heritage, but to se-
cure a tribute for the king. In a widely noted incident in the
year 1538, the Count of Osorno, beneficiary of a license to
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"open burial sites" in New Spain, Guatemala, Venezuela,
and Cabo Vela, justifiablv complained of the new taxes he
was being levied: 1.5 percent as a foundry fee, then the royal
fifth (twenty percent), and finally half of the remainder for
the Royal Treasury. Indigenous people were also implicated
in acts of pillage, which, as Toribio de Benavente explains,
were motivated by the onerous tributes they were forced to
pay their Spanish overlords.

In the second half of the eighteenth century, as the En-
lightenment carne to New Spain, the pre-Hispanic past was
reassessed on scientific and political grounds. Explorations
were undertaken at virtually unknown sites such as Xochi-
calco and Cantona, tales were told of distant ruins like El
Tajin and Palenque, and scholarly studies were devoted to
monuments that were being exhumed as a result of urban
development in Mexico City. Here, in the colonial capi-
tal, private archaeological collections were also in vogue,
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amassed by government officials, religious dignitaries, and
"learned men," both European and Criollo. Among these
we can mention the Cardinal of León, Francisco Antonio
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Lorenzana; local scholars José Antonio Alzate and Antonio
de León y Gama; the Sevillian judge Ciriaco González de
Carvajal, the Extremaduran botanist Vicente Cervantes,
the Flemish captain Guillermo Dupaix, the Prussian nat-
uralist and explorer Alexander von Humboldt, and the
Catalan Benedictine priest Benito Moxó. These individuals
appreciated antiquities not only as useful resources for his-
torical reconstruction, but also as inexhaustible sources of
aesthetic pleasure: this shared enthusiasm led them, except
for Lorenzana and Humboldt, to meet frequently to show
one another their newest acquisitions and to exchange ob-
jects, drawings, and publications.

In parallel, in Mexico City, the first public collections
of archaeological artifacts began to appear, among which
we can mention the Cabinet of Natural History founded in
1790 by the Spanish physicían José Longinos. Its collection
was formed with pieces Longinos had brought from Spain,
with others acquired on his expeditions in New Spain and
those donated by eleven collectors, almost all of them high-
ranking local functionaries. According to the Gazeta de Méxi-
co, the collection was open to the public on Mondays and
Thursdays from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. and from 2 to 5 p.m. lts
twenty-four cabinets contained a scientific library; instru-
ments such as microscopes, electrical machines and camera
obscuras; and specimens pertaining to the three great king-
doms of nature. The Gazeta specifies that cabinet number
nineteen contained "soils and antiquities," but regrettably
provides no further details.

Far more important was the Academy of San Carlos,
founded in 1783. From the outset, the king endowed the in-
stitution with a generous budget, top-tlight professors, and
spectacular didactic collections of paintings, prints, medal-
lions, plaster castings, and books imported from Spain and
ltaly. To give an idea of its importance, it will suffice to
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mention that its art gallery featured works by Ribera, Zur-
barán, Cortona, and Michelangelo; its plaster castings in-
cluded copies of the Laocoón Group, the Venus de Medici,
and the Castor and Pollux group, and its library housed
works by Piranesi and volumes on the contemporary exca-
vations at Herculaneum. lt is fascinating to see that along-
side these European masterworks there were at least four
Mexica sculptures. According to the writings of Dupaix and
León y Gama, these sculptures had been disinterred on the
grounds of the Mayorazgo de Mota estate. We refer here to
the famous Indio Triste (Sad Indian) and the figures of an
otter, a toad, and a rattlesnake. Decades later, these very
pieces would form part of the core collection with which
the National Museum was inaugurated.

TRANSLATED BY PADRAIC SMITHIES
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