
Late Postclassic Cultures of the
Central Highlands

Inthe eighth century BC, the Mexica and other Nahuatl-
speaking groups ended a long migration from northern

Mesoamerica with their arrival in central Mexico. Here,
they encountered a large number of societies that shared a
common history of trade, warfare and religion, despite their
ethnic, línguistic and polítical differences. Their final desti-
nation was the Basin of Mexico, a 7000 km2 area with five
large lakes and three main polities components: Azcapotzal-
co was the capital of the Tepanecs, who inhabited the west-
ern part of the valley, Texcoco was the Acolhua-Chichimec
capital on the eastern side, and Colhuacan dominated the
region pertaining to the Colhua ethnic group, including
the southern communities of Xochimileo and Cuitlahuac.

In this complex panorama, the Mexica had no option
but to establísh their capital, named Mexico-Tcnochritlan,
on a small, inhospitable island in the middle of Lake Tex-
coco. Given that the island was located in Tepanec territory
from 1325 on, the Mexica became tributaries of Azcapot-
zaleo. But there was a shift in power a century later, in 1430,
brought about by the Mexica military triumph over their
masters and the organization of the last excan tlatoloyan, or
Triple Alliance, consisting of Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco and
Tlacopan (now Tacuba).

The excan tlatoloyan was a supra-state organization on a
massive scale, existing in an environment of endemic war-
fare. Its primary function was to settle disputes among the
different política] entities that fell under its jurisdiction,
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but it was also responsible for keeping tabs on security
throughout the region and bringing in states that were re-
luctant to join the coalition. To this end, the three capitals
took the lead in a process of militarv expansion designed to
gain control over the entire basin and eventually a large
surrounding area.

In the valleys of Toluca and Ixtlahuaca west of the Ba-
sin of Mexico, other Chichimec groups were making large
gains in economic, cultural and political power. These
groups presented an interesting linguistic mosaic of main-
ly Otomian languages (Otomi, Mazahua, Matlatzinca and
Ocuiltec) and Nahuatl. When the Mexica initiated their
expansion, the excan tlatdoyan conquered these neighbors
to the west, who were deeply divided at the time. To the
east, in the Valley of Puebla-Tlaxcala, the Chichimecs had
created important centers of power, including Tlaxcala,
Cholula, Huexotzinco and Tliliuhquitepec, cities that had
joined forces to withstand ongoing hostilities with the ex-
can tlatoloyan, thus managing to reta in their regional inde-
pendence. To the south, in the Valley of Morelos, there
were Nahuarl-speaking Chichimec communities, primarily
Xochimilca and Tlahuica groups. The Mexica had coveted
the cotton they produced since first coming into contact
with thern, driving them to wage a prolonged war against
the city of Cuauhnahuac (todav Cuernavaca), which was
eventually overcome by force of arms. In the process, po-
litical entities of diverse ethnicities and levels of develop-
ment were annexed. The imperial frontiers of the Triple
Alliance were eventually extended from the Gulf of Mex-
ico to the Pacific coast, and from the Tarascan empire to
the present-day Guatemalan border.

The main goal of the excan tlatoLoyan' s hegemonic expan-
sion was not territorial dominion, but rather the accumula-
tion of tributary benefits. However, it was also instrumental
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in their pursuit of privileged access to certain natural re-
sources, the reorganization of commerce and control over
key markets.

Most of the conquered cities paid tributes and in some
cases they were obliged to allow free passage for merchants
under the Alliance's protection and to support the conquer-
ing armies with troops and provisions. Though they kept
their own divinities and political and legal systems, they
lived in conditions of hardship and uncertainty brought on
by the institutionalization of violence. In cases of extreme
opposition, the excan datoloyan could impose its own gov-
ernor in addition to the required tributes, or even anni-
hilate the rebellious population and colonize its territory.
On occasion, the tributary states not only delivered locally
produced goods, but also had to pay their debt with goods
acquired through trade with neighboring peoples. In this
manner, the Alliance's capitals acquired resources from re-
gions far beyond its own borders.

The vertiginous growth of the Triple Alliance was accorn-
panied by rapid evolution in the arts. In architecture, for
instance, structures grew larger, the quality of the materials
improved, construction methods and decorative techniques
were perfected, and the elements of the imperial style were
defined. In painting and sculpture there was a correspond-
ing shift, with major strides being taken toward naturalism
as a level of perfection never seen before was attained.

Such transformations likely stemmed from the indepen-
dence ofTenochtitlan in 1430 and a visionary ruler's ascent
to the throne a decade later: Motecuhzoma Ilhuicamina,
the fifth Mexica datoani. As a result of these two events, the
island state experienced its first real period of political su-
premacy and economic prosperity, a fact that permitted it to
commission several new imperial monuments from foreign
artists. These were rnainly sculptors from cities under the
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dominion of Azcapotzalco and Coyoacan, who were later
joined by others from Tlacopan, Texcoco, Xochimilco and
Chalco. The new immigrants must have shared their knowl-
edge, tastes and traditions among one another and with lo-
cal creators, thus generating a seminal creative atmosphere
like few in recorded history. The artists discovered stimulat-
ing sources of inspiration in the art of their neighbors in
the Mixtec-Puebla territory and other more distant regions,
particularly the Huasteca. They were also inspired by the
artistic expressions of the extinct civilizations of Teotihua-
can, Xochicalco and Tula. Following an accelerated period
of experimentation, this process resulted in the invention of
a sryle that was both original and cosmopolitan.

In the early sixteenth century, Tenochtitlan was the new
hub of Mesoamerican artistic creation. This small area was
home to not only the largest concentration of monoliths,
reliefs and images in the empire, but also to the most im-
portant monuments. lt must be recognized, however, that
other thriving sculptural schools were producing high-
quality work during the same period in different capitals
of the Basin of Mexico, each with a signature stvle. These
included Texcoco, Xochimilco, Tlahuac, Chalco and
Tlalmanalco.

At their zenith, the influence of the metropolitan schools
was felt far beyond the mountains surrounding the basin,
as it rapidly spread throughout the empire and outside its
borders. On several occasions, the sovereigns of the Triple
Alliance sent artists to sculpt state monuments in strategic
sites, and at other times, outlying Mexica communities and
the rulers of independent territories hired these master cre-
ators themselves.

At the dawn of the sixteenth century, theTriple Alliance
attained its maximum extension, though it was precariously
held. The political situation became unstable, and there was
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increasing discontent among the subjugated populations.
Many embraced the arrival of the Spanish as the perfect op-
portunity to regain their freedom, joining forces with them
in order to facilitate the conquest. Clearly, the final result
was not what they had bargained for.

LEONARDO LÓPEZ LUJÁN

TRANSLATED BY MICHELLE SUDERMAN
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MEXICA CULTURE
Late Postclassic (1200-1520 AD), Tenochtitlan, Basin of Mexico
Region: Central Highlands
Andesite and red pigment, 2.52 x 1.58 x 1.24 cm
Inventorv. 1O-l153

41 Coatlicue

Coatlicue ("She of the skirt of serpents") is a being with human form, and
though motionless, she is poised for attack. She is lacking her head, hands
and parts of her legs. The amputated parts are replaced by menacing yet
beautiful snakes representing the fertilizing blood and eagle's talons ern-
blematic of the goddess's status as a sorceress. She wears a necklace bearing
a skull, hearts and severed hands beneath which one can glimpse her flac-
cid breasts and the folds of her abdomen, which are marks of her repro-
ductive calling. Coatlicue wears a skirt of serpents, which is the root of her
name and links her to the powers of fertility. Her skirt is belted by a two-
headed snake, which also has a buckle or brooch bearing a skull emblem.

This masterpiece of universal art is noteworthy for its expressive
force and originality. However, it is not unique: three fragments of iden-
tical effigies and a sculpture of Yollotlicue ("She of the Skirt of Hearts")
suggest the existence of a remarkable sculptural group. According to
Andrés de Tapia-one of Cortés's soldiers who ascended to the Templo
Mayor-there were "idols" of "polished grainy stone" at the apex, measur-
ing "nearly three yards in height" (2.52 m) and "as thick as an ox." They
were decorated with "necklaces of ten or twelve men's hearts," "sorne fat
snakes around their waists" and "a face at the back of the head, like a
fleshless man's head." He was likely referring to the Coatlicue sculptural
group: the four "sustainers of the sky," images of the terrible primitive
goddesses whose mutilation gave rise to the universe.

Following the discovery of Coatlicue in August 1790, Viceroy Revil-
lagigedo ordered the sculpture moved from the Mexico City Zócalo to
the Royal University so that it might be conserved, studied and put on
public view. But the Dominicans who ran the institution reinterred it
in hopes of preventing the emergence of a new cult that would pervert
Mexican youth. The monolíth only reemerged in 1825 with the opening
of the National Museum.

LEONARDO LÓPEZ LUjÁN

TR. MICHELLE SUDERMAN
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MEXICA CUlTURE
Late Postclassic (1200-1520 AD), Tenochtitlan, Basin of Mexico
Region: Central Highlands
Diorite, n.5 x 85.5 x 64.5 cm
lnventory: 10-2209118

42 Head of CoyoIxauhqui

According to mvth, the lunar goddess Coyolxauhqui ("She of the rattle-
snake face paint") and her astral siblings-the Centzonhuitznahuah-felt
dishonored on discovering that their mother, the earth goddess Coatlicue,
was miraculously impregnated when she placed a ball of celestial feathers
on her belly. The moon and the stars decided to murder the transgres-
sor, and went to the top of Snake Mountain. But just as they were about
to comrnit matricide, the sun Huitzilopochtli was born fully grown and
armed with a fire serpent. He annihilated his half-brothers and beheaded
Coyolxauhqui, whose body fell to the base of the mountain.

In this representation of the severed head of the lunar goddess, the
artist has masterfully captured her death mask, emphasizing the droop-
ing eyelids and downturned lips. Her hair is covered with a ribbed cloth
headdress studded with circular balls of feathers that allude to sacrifice.
A succession of three circles may be seen on each cheek, the uppermost
one with the cruciform sign for gold and the bottom one in the form of a
spherical bell. The sculpture's base bears carvings of bands of water and
fire, a cord with herori's feathers and the two-headed serpent, signifying
war, sacrifice and death, respectively. These appear with the year I-Rab-
bit, the date that is inscribed in the Azcatitlan Codex alongside the scene
where Huitzilopochtli defeats Coyolxauhqui.

This sculpture, which may have originally stood at the peak of the Tem-
plo Mayor, was found in March 1830 in Mexico City, during the construc-
tion of some buildings forming part of La Concepción Convent behind
the church of Santa Teresa la Antigua. Despite receiving some tempting
offers from foreign dealers, the convent's abbess María Josefa Travieso
decided to turn the piece over to the National Museum, through the
intercession of the historian Carlos María de Bustamante.

LEONARDO LÓPEZ LUjÁ

TR. MICHELLE SUDERMA
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43 Sun Stone

MEXICA CUlTURE
late Postclassic (1200-1520 AO), Tenochtitlan, Basin of Mexico
Region: Central Highlands
Olivine basalt with red and ocher pigments, 358 cm 0

lnventory: 10-1123

By all indications, the Sun Stone-popularly known as the Aztec Calen-
dar-was carved in the early sixteenth century from a block of stone ex-
tracted either from the rocky ground of San Ángel or from Mixquic or
its surrounding areas. This means it had to be moved between twelve and
twentv-two kilometers from the southern Basin ofMexico to the sacred site
of Tenochtitlan, where the monolith served as a temalacatl (a circular stone
for gladiatorial contests) or perhaps as a cuauhxicalli (sacrificial stone).

The Sun Stone' s concentric structure presents a summary of Mexica
concepts of space and time. It shows the four cardinal directions (with the
East at the top), and marks the sequence of twenty divinatory days,
the fifty-two-vear cycle and the five cosmogonic eras. Tonatiuh's face oc-
cupies the smallest circle in the relief it is the midday sun, as the curved
lines of his eyes and the tubular nos e ornament refer to its ascendant
aspect, while the fleshless mouth and knife-tongue refer to the deseen-
dant aspecto The next ring is occupied by the date -l-Movement, which
names the present era and encircles the four previous eras with two tal-
ons seizing hearts. The signs for the days make up the third ring, while
the fourth ring is a solar disc that alternates rays of light with jade beads,
year symbols, feathers and precious water. This disc is surrounded by two
massive fire serpents descending toward 13-Cane, the date of the birth
of the Fifth Sun, and then along a nocturnal band carved into the stone.

Shortly after the fall of the Mexica ernpire in 1521, the Sun Stone
was dragged to the southeast comer of the Mexico City Zócalo, where
it was displayed until sometime between 1551 and 1572 when a deci-
sion was made to bury it. It was dug up again in 1790 and, months later,
ensconced in the cathedral's western tower, where it rernained until Au-
gust 1885, when it was moved to the original site of the National Muse-
um. lt has remained in its current site in Chapultepec since June of 1964.
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