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ECHOES OF A GLORIOUS PAST
MEXICA ANTIQUARIANISM

More than three decades of archaeological excavations at the ruins of
Tenochtitlan—the most powerful of the Triple Alliance’s imperial capitals—
have confirmed the enormous importance that the Mexicas attributed to civili-
zations of the past and to their material culture.! Since 1978, we members of the
Proyecto Templo Mayor have set about uncovering a good part of the sacred
precinct, a ceremonial quadrangle of approximately 460 by 430 meters that
occupied the heart of this island city.> Our mission has not been easy, because
the buildings, streets, and plazas of modern-day Mexico City completely cover
the remains of ancient Tenochtitlan. Nevertheless, it has still been possible to
locate some Mexica religious buildings that are mentioned in historical sources,
including the Huey Teocalli (Great Temple), the double pyramid dedicated to
the solar war god Huitzilopochtli and the Rain God, Tlaloc; the Huey Tlachco
(Main Ballcourt), where ritual confrontations emulated the eternal battle
between day and night; the Calmecac (temple-school), where nobles were
trained in all fields of knowledge; the Temple of Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl, a conical
pyramid erected in honor of the wind god; the House of Eagles, a construc-
tion that served as the chamber for the wake held for deceased sovereigns and
for penitential rites performed by their successors; and the Red Temples, small
shrines consecrated to the veneration of Xochipilli-Macuilxochitl, a solar deity
linked to music and dance. These splendid constructions today lie in ruins, but
a substantial accumulation of associated sculptural monuments, mural paint-
ings, offerings, and burials has been recovered, and these tell us about highly
varied aspects of the Mexicas’ economy, political situation, religion, and art that
prevailed more than five hundred years ago.

In the following pages, I will focus on analyzing evidence from the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries that deals specifically with the allure that drew the
Mexicas to the societies that preceded them in Central Mexico and, in par-
ticular, their fascination with archaeological vestiges. Special emphasis will
be given to activities such as collecting relics, the emulation of ancient sculp-
tures in ceramics and stone, and the re-creation of strongly archaistic archi-
tectural settings.’ As we shall see, the Mexica recovery of Olmec, Teotihuacan,

and Toltec material expressions obeyed a political and religious agenda that
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was highly profitable in the framework of the expansionistic system of the
Triple Alliance.

The Buried Offerings and Relics

Like many other peoples in Mesoamerica, the Mexicas were accustomed to
burying lavish offerings in their principal spaces for veneration.* They gen-
erally did so for the purpose of marking important state events—such as the
construction or remodeling of religious buildings, the presentation of major
sculptural monuments, the end of long temporal cycles, rites of passage of dig-
nitaries, the victories of their armies in war—and severe natural disasters. On
these occasions, they propitiated the deities by offering them an unusual variety
of raw minerals, plants, animals, and human sacrifices, as well as artifacts made
of ceramics, stone, shell, bone, metal, textiles, wood, and many other materials.
The fact that the vast majority of buried offerings came not from Tenochtitlan
or its surroundings but rather from tributary provinces and regions beyond
imperial borders is a reflection of Mexica power.

The painstaking archaeological excavations by the Proyecto Templo Mayor
and the detailed records made in the field have revealed that the faithful care-
fully placed these offerings in cavities, stone urns, or masonry boxes, always
following a strict ritual order marked by liturgy. Mexica offerings were veritable
symbolic complexes that communicated a message through rules of spatial dis-
tribution. For example, the gifts to the gods were horizontally arranged follow-
ing imaginary coordinates, clustered in groups with numbers of components
(4,5, 79,13, 18, 20, and 52) related to the cosmos, and placed in vertical layers
of objects made of the same types of materials. This series of actions produced
cosmograms that reproduced the Mexica image of the universe in miniature.

To date, we have explored a total of 168 offerings, from the simplest and
most humble to the most complex and sumptuous. One of the most significant
discoveries involves finds of highly prized objects that were produced not in
Mexica times (Late Postclassic, 1325-1521 CE) but centuries earlier. Although
it is true that previous archaeologists had come across relics in the ruins of
Tenochtitlan (fig. 1),> over the course of the seven Proyecto Templo Mayor field
seasons (1978-2013), we have found dozens of these pieces.® Generally speaking,
we can see that the offerings that include antiquities are distributed homoge-
neously in all architectural sections of the Great Temple from building stages II
to VI, as well as in some of the neighboring buildings, which suggests that the
practice of interring them existed from at least 1390 to 1502 CE.”

The oldest relics reused by the Mexicas date back to the Middle Preclassic

(1200-400 BCE) and pertain to the cultures of the Olmecs and their contem-
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poraries.® What stands out from this group of objects is a spectacular human
mask (fig. 2),” as well as fragments of figurines (a bearded man, a figure with a
bird headdress), a feline fang-shaped pendant, and a spoon used for autosac-
rifice, all worked from metamorphic greenstones.'® These are followed in time
by Teotihuacan relics and Teotihuacan-style pieces from Guerrero, which date

to the Classic (150-600 CE)." These pieces are principally masks (see pl. 10),

full-length human figurines, small heads (fig. 3), nose plugs in the shape of
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Fig. 1.

Offering with a Teotihuacan
mask found at Tenochtitlan,
1900.

From Leopoldo Batres,
Excavations in Escalerillas
Street, City of Mexico:

Year 1900 (Mexico City:

J. Aguilar Vera, 1902), 19.

Fig. 2.

Olmec mask from Offering 20
of the Great Temple of
Tenochtitlan.

Middle Preclassic
(1200-400 BCE), greenstone,
10.2x 8.6 x3.1cm

(4 x 3% x 1Y in.).

Mexico City, Museo del
Templo Mayor.

Fig. 3.

Head of a greenstone figurine
and travertine pendant,
Teotihuacan relics found

in Offering 144 of the Great
Temple of Tenochtitlan.
Classic (150-600 CE),
greenstone and travertine,
2.7 %:2:8:x 1.5:cm

(1%8 x 1Y x %8) and
6x59x2.7cm

(238 x 2%8 x 1Y/8in.).
Mexico City, Museo del
Templo Mayor.
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rattlesnake rattles, and bowls made of metamorphic or sedimentary green-
stones. A pair of Café Pulida (Polished Brown) ware vessels representing the
Rain God and a Thin Orange vessel with the image of the butterfly-bird diety
also pertained to the Teotihuacan civilization (see pls. 11, 12). Finally, we can
mention production from the Toltec, or Early Postclassic, period (9o00-1200
CE) that has been found at Tenochtitlan. These include a Tohil Plumbate vessel
from Soconusco, which represents a dog, and an imitation of this ware made in
the Basin of Mexico, which shows the face of an old man."

As for the significance the Mexicas attributed to these relics, two features
are illuminating. The first is that the Mexicas regarded these pieces as extremely
valuable, which is suggested by multiple types of evidence. These artifacts were
antiquities undoubtedly extracted from old burials or offerings; consequently,
they were scarce and did not reach Tenochtitlan in large quantities by the cus-
tomary routes of tribute payment or trade. In addition, it would seem undeni-
able that the relics buried in the Great Temple were selected because they were
crafted from raw materials highly esteemed for their physical properties and
profound symbolism, such as metamorphic greenstone and luxury ceramics.
Almost all of the pieces would have required many hours of intense labor by
skilled craftsmen to produce, a fact reflected in their exceptional aesthetic qual-
ities. As discussed below, the Mexicas also perceived magical powers in these
pieces, because they came from cities that they claimed were the work of gods,
giants, or powerful groups. This explains why broken and fragmentary relics
were included in the rich votive and funerary offerings buried in the sacred
precinct of Tenochtitlan. Notably, these antiquities tended to occupy positions
of preeminence in their respective ritual deposits, underscoring the high regard
in which they were held.

The second feature related to the Mexicas’ reverence for the relics involves
the way the objects were deliberately transformed by their new owners."” The
archaeological objects recovered by the Mexicas and their contemporaries had
been buried for three to twenty-six centuries, and it is logical to assume that
the artifacts were eroded by the weather or by burial conditions, were damaged
by roots, or had acquired a patina. Therefore, the Mexica must have polished
and burnished them to restore their original color and luster. Scanning electron
microscopy reveals traces of specific tools on the surfaces of the objects, and
it seems that these tools were the ones normally used by Mexica artists." In
the case of the well-known Teotihuacan mask made of serpentinite’® found in
Great Temple Offering 82 (see pl. 10),' the Mexicas enhanced it in an unusual
way: in addition to polishing its surfaces to obtain a noteworthy shine, they
attached small pieces of Spondylus princeps shells to simulate the teeth and

added Turbinella angulata snails and green obsidian appliqués in the eye
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cavities to represent the sclera and the iris.'” They might also have carved the
round cavity on the back of the mask at the level of the nose and mouth, as well
as the row of small perforations on the forehead.'® Then they buried it with two
large earplugs of light green metamorphic stone that did not correspond to the
style that was in vogue in Classic-period Teotihuacan.'®

Other pieces, including some masks, were transformed in a different way
than the mask just described. The Mexicas covered a number of other antiqui-
ties with uniform layers of pigment or chapopote pitch or added painted sym-
bols or glyphs, which enhanced the original religious significance of the pieces
or conferred new meaning on them. Therefore, for example, covering Rain
God vessels with chapopote, a black tar associated with aquatic and fertility
deities, reinforced the original association, while drawing vertical red stripes
on a human figurine—probably representing a dignitary—converted it into the
image of the god of hunting, Mixcoatl.

The Mexicas also created imitations of ancient antiquities. However, unlike
modern forgers, who produce fake antiquities to sell to collectors and muse-
ums, the Mexicas never made identical replicas for purposes of deception.°
On the contrary, the artists of Tenochtitlan made revivals (that is, re-creations)
in which they combined certain archaizing stylistic elements roughly inspired
by old canons with new elements of their own design. They did not attempt to
use the same raw materials or manufacturing techniques that their ancestors
had employed, nor did they respect the artistic coherence and symbolism of
the ancient models. In this way, their imitations served more as generic evoca-
tions of a remote past than as exact copies of a specific archaeological reality.
The vessels with conical supports found in Great Temple Offerings 10 and 14
exemplify this phenomenon. It is obvious that these vessels were inspired by
Silh6 Fine Orange ware, which was produced in Toltec times on the Gulf Coast
of Mexico.”* However, they possess as well clear Late Postclassic iconographic
and stylistic elements. Neutron activation analysis has recently confirmed they

were produced locally, somewhere to the west of the Basin of Mexico.
Archaizing Architectural Complexes

The Mexicas also expressed their awareness of the material culture of past
civilizations through the construction of religious complexes that we might
justly describe as neo-Teotihuacan and neo-Toltec. Located in the interior of
the sacred precincts of the sister cities of Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco, these
complexes re-created settings from the past by means of architectural, picto-
rial, and sculptural reminiscences blended harmoniously with wholly Mexica

artistic elements.
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First let us consider the neo-Teotihuacan shrines.?” To date, four have been
unearthed in the ruins of Tenochtitlan at a level corresponding to stage VI of
the Great Temple (1486-1502 CE): Structure H, located to the west of the Main
Ballcourt; the shrine on modern-day Mexico City’s Republica de Argentina
Street, to the north of the House of Eagles; and the two Red Temples, to the
northeast and southeast of the Great Temple. In Tlatelolco—the twin city of
Tenochtitlan—there were at least two additional shrines: one to the northeast
of the Great Temple of that city, which was destroyed when railroad tracks were
laid there at the end of the nineteenth century, and another to the southeast,
known as Structure L, or the Temple of the Paintings.

When compared to the main pyramids of their respective sites, these
six archaizing buildings are tiny. They are shrines that lack roofs, and with
the exception of one, each has a stairway on the east facade. They have very
similar layouts and dimensions, which suggests the rigorous planning of the
two architectural complexes, Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco, and the simultane-
ousness of their construction. In general terms, each shrine is composed of
two sections that rise from a single base: a solid platform and a small atrium
framed by two low walls topped with a row of stone rings (see pl. 13). The
platform combines its Mexica-style main facade with staircase—which has
double-slope balustrades and a simple knotted molding—with three second-
ary Teotihuacan-style facades, in which a squat talud (sloped base) supports
a vertical tablero (rectangular panel) outlined with a narrow frame. The con-
struction materials and technical solutions of these shrines at Tenochtitlan
are completely different from those employed centuries earlier at Teotihuacan,
so it is clear that the Mexica architects were interested only in achieving an
archaizing appearance.

As for the iconographic program of the neo-Teotihuacan shrines, there was
also an express desire to integrate present and past in the mural and sculp-
tural decoration. The image of interwoven and knotted red-and-white bands, a
symbol of the Postclassic Xochipilli-Macuilxochitl cult, appears on four of the
shrines.”® At the same time, several motifs known from Classic-period usage,
such as cut shells, water currents, the face of the Rain God, trilobe glyphs, birds
of prey, felines, and processions of figures, were also incorporated on some of
the shrines.” We can see a very similar process in the neo-Teotihuacan basalt
sculpture discovered in the vicinity of the Red Temple North, one of two Red
Temples flanking the Great Temple in the sacred precinct of Tenochtitlan.?*
In this handsome revival of the most common effigies of the Teotihuacan
Huehueteotl (the Old Fire God), the figure, holding an enormous brazier on his
head, sits cross-legged with his hands resting on his knees; one open palm faces

upward and the other hand is clenched, showing his knuckles. Interestingly,
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this neo-Teotihuacan sculpture was carved in the rounded, naturalistic style
that distinguished the art of Tenochtitlan at the end of the fifteenth century and
the beginning of sixteenth century, and it incorporates typically Mexica icono-
graphic motifs related to deities of water and the earth.

The two neo-Toltec architectural complexes that have been found so far in
the ruins of Tenochtitlan are much more spectacuiar. Each of these large-scale
platforms has a portico supported by pilasters, through which one enters a
series of rooms with long benches and mural paintings. One of these rooms has
been identified as the Calmecac (fig. 4),> the school for Mexica nobles, located
to the west of the round Temple of Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl.’” The other, dubbed
by archaeologists as the House of Eagles, stands north of the Great Temple; it
has been linked to the Tlacatecco-Tlacochcalco, a building for royal rites of
passage. Both architectural complexes consist of several construction stages that
date back to the second half of the fifteenth century and the first two decades
of the sixteenth.

As mentioned, the Calmecac was a religious institution that provided a
comprehensive education exclusively for young noblemen. Its patron god was
Quetzalcoatl, a fact that accounts for the numerous terra-cotta roof ornaments
in the shape of a sea snail (tecciztli), the sculptures with the deity’s calendrical
name (7-Acatl or Reed), and the reliefs of his face painted with a vertical ocher
band and a red mouth that were all discovered in the ruins. Several pictorial
and sculptural elements evocative of Toltec art have also been recorded.?® These
finds include borders of blue and black horizontal bands painted on the walls
and wall plaques that depict birds of prey and seated, roaring felines. Another
sculptural group, composed of five basalt images (four male and one female),
recalls the colossal sculptures (4.8 meters high) discovered at Tula, the Toltecs’

capital city, once ruled by Quetzalcoatl, according to the Mexica myths. These
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Fig. 4.
Reconstruction of the
Calmecac of Tenochtitlan.



Neo-Toltec warrior from the
Calmecac of Tenochtitlan.
Late Postclassic
(1325-1521 CE), basalt,
119 x 48 x 34.5 cm

(4678 x 1878 x 13%s in.).
Mexico City, Museo Nacional
de Antropologia.
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are deified warriors that display the fire and transformation emblem of the but-
terfly on their foreheads and chests and are armed with spear-throwers and
darts (fig. 5).

The House of Eagles, however, is by far the most impressive archaizing reli-
gious complex at Tenochtitlan.*” A rigorous study of the historical sources has
made it possible to specifically identify this building as the stage for rites of
dynastic transition: it was there that vigil was kept over the corpse of the dead
king, and, a few days later, the successor to the throne performed rites of peni-
tence there symbolizing death and rebirth prior to his accession.*® The exterior
elements of this building, particularly the stairways with their double-sloped
balustrades and double-band molding, display the purest Mexica style. In con-
trast, at the top of the stairs and across the threshold marked by the portico
pillars, there is an iconographic and decorative program that re-creates the full
splendor of Tula three centuries after its turbulent collapse. The multicolored
bands painted on the interior walls of the House of Eagles are noteworthy. Just
as at Tula, they measure 40 centimeters in height and are composed of four
horizontal bands that follow the same chromatic sequence: black, blue, red,
and ocher, from bottom to top. The large-scale biconical braziers that are posi-
tioned in pairs in front of altars are also interesting. These pieces bearing the
Rain God’s face covered with tears are copies of Abra Café Burdo, Variedad
Tléloc, a ceramic type frequently found at Tula. However, they are smaller in
scale than their Toltec models, and there are significant differences in the work-
ing of the appliqué decoration. Furthermore, based on petrographic and neu-
tron activation analysis, they were produced with sand and clay obtained in
the vicinity of Tenochtitlan. That means that these braziers are not antiquities
brought from the ruins of Tula by the Mexicas, but local copies produced in the
Late Postclassic.

The neo-Toltec program of the House of Eagles featured an extensive
sequence of benches attached to the interior walls. Some 86 linear meters of
these benches have been uncovered to date. Each bench was composed of two
basalt panels roughly carved in bas-relief: the upper part is a frieze with images
of undulating serpents, while the lower part shows a procession of warriors
dressed in Toltec garb advancing toward a zacatapayolli, a grass ball pierced
by awls bloodied during autosacrifice. Over the years, many scholars have pro-
posed that the Mexicas brought the bench reliefs to Tenochtitlan from the Tula
ruins. However, the evidence does not support this claim: petrographic, tech-
nological, and stylistic analyses indicate that the benches are archaizing copies
made during the Late Postclassic. In fact, Mexica artists used local raw materi-
als and their own construction techniques to create the benches. In addition,

when it comes to style, the House of Eagles’ reliefs display greater realism in
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