Mexica Chicomecoat| (seven snakes), the maize goddess, AD 1325-1521. Probably Tenochtitlan, Mexico. Basalt; 70 x 30 x 15 cm. Fred Braun Collection. 8143
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these and other cities by AD goo—a phenomenon
still poorly understood—the Maya continued to flour-
ish in Uxmal, Chichén Itz4, and other regional capi-
tals in the highlands and lowlands until the Spanish
appeared in their lands in the early 1500s.

Throughout the span of high civilization in the
Maya area, various influences from distant Mesoamer-
ican neighbors continue to show up in the surviving
art and architecture and in smaller artifacts as well.
The painted goggle-like pattern on the stone head
from Uxmal, Yucatdn, suggests that the subject of the
portrait is in the guise of Tlaloc, the central Mexican
god of rain and lightning, counterpart to the Maya
Chaak (see page 104).!

The carefully chosen pieces shown here distill
the essence of ancient Maya culture and civiliza-
tion wrought by a society of elite nobility, warriors,
traders, merchants, architects, sculptors, painters,
and priests. Maya scribes, using the most sophisti-
cated system of writing known in ancient America,
recorded everything from simple tags of ownership,
such as the short hieroglyphic text on a king'’s drink-
ing cup (pages 92—93), to the sweeping grandeur of
the history, both real and mythical, of their time and
place. That record, deciphered only in recent decades,
provides the living Maya, many of whom adhere to
the beliefs and rituals of ancient tradition, with the
knowledge of their long and distinguished history as
one of the most accomplished cultures in the history
of the world.

—George Stuart

The Mexica and the last Triple Alliance

Migrating from northern Mesoamerica, the Mexica
and other Nahuatl-speaking peoples reached central
Mexico in the 13th century AD. Upon their arrival,
they found that many societies shared a common his-
tory strongly influenced by trade, war, and religion,
in spite of ethnic, linguistic, and political differences.
The Mexica's final destination was the Basin of Mexico,
an area defined by five large lakes and the three soci-
eties already established there: The city of Colhuacan
ruled the dominion that belonged to the Colhua ethnic

Teotihuacan mask, AD 200—-600. Tlaltelolco, Mexico. Metamorphic green-
stone; 28 x 28 cm. Conde de Penasco Collection. 2/6607

group, including the southern towns of Xochimilco
and Cuitlahuac. Tetzcoco was the political capital of
the Acolhua—Chichimeca, whose territory occupied the
eastern strip. Azcapotzalco functioned as the capital of
the Tepanec, who had settled in the western strip.
Given this intricate landscape, the Mexica had
no choice but to found their capital city, Mexico—
Tenochtitlan, on a small, uninhabited island in Lake
Tetzcoco. As this was inside Tepanec territory, the
Mexica became taxpayers to Azcapotzalco starting
in 1325. But in the following century, things would
change. In 1428 the Mexica militarily defeated their
masters and established the last excan tlatoloyan, or
Triple Alliance, comprising now the cities of Tenoch-
titlan, Tetzcoco, and Tlacopan.' Due to Mexico-Tenoch-
titlan’s dominance, this alliance is wrongly referred to
as the Mexica or Aztec empire. It is worth mentioning,
as well, that the Mexica, after leaving their original

homeland of Aztlan, never called themselves “Aztecs.”
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Infinity of Nations

Mexica Chinampanec Xipe Totec (our lord, the flayed one), war and harvest
god, AD 1507. Tepepan, Federal District, Mexico. Basalt, pigment; 77.5 x 31
x 24 cm. Purchased in Paris. 16/3621

The excan tlatoloyan, a regional organization that
transcended the state, was embedded in a setting of
endemic warfare. Its main purpose was to resolve dis-
putes between the different political entities that fell
under its jurisdiction, although it also sought to look
after the security of the region and absorb the states
that resisted becoming part of the coalition. Under
this pretext, its three capital cities led military expan-
sion aimed at controlling the lake’s basin and the large
territory surrounding it.

To the west, in the Toluca and Ixtlahuaca valleys,
other Chichimeca communities had reached important
economic, cultural, and political heights. These groups
formed an interesting linguistic confluence of peoples
who spoke Otomian languages (Otomi, Mazahua, Mat-
latzinca, and Ocuilteca) and Nahuatl-speakers. When
the Mexica began their expansionary period, the
excan tlatoloyan conquered these neighboring groups,
which by then had become highly divided. To the east,
in the Puebla-Tlaxcala Valley, the Chichimeca had also
established key centers of power. Among these, Tlax-
cala, Cholula, Huexotzinco, and Tliliuhquitepec stand
out as cities that joined forces to resist the constant
hostility of the alliance, managing to maintain the
region’s independence. To the south, in the warm land
of the Morelos Valley, lived other Nahuatl-speaking
Chichimeca, specifically the Xochimilca and Tlahuica
communities. The Mexica had long coveted the cotton
and other tropical products these groups harvested,
and they defeated the city of Cuauhnahuac after a pro-
tracted war. During this rapid expansion, the alliance
annexed political entities made up of different ethnic
groups with varying levels of development.

The imperial borders of the excan tlatoloyan
stretched from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean
and from the Purepecha (Tarascan) Empire down to
today’s border between Mexico and Guatemala. Yet

the main goal of this hegemonic expansion was not



Mexica Cihuateot| (goddess), AD 1325-1521. Probably Tenochtitlan, Mexico. Basalt; 33 x 36 x 66 cm. Purchase. 15/5597

territorial domination, but rather profits gained from
taxation. Other goals included having exclusive access
to certain natural resources, restructuring trade, and
controlling key markets. In most cases, conquered cities
paid duties, were forced to permit the unrestricted
entry of merchants protected by the alliance, and had
to provide troops and provisions to the armies of the
conquerors. They kept their legal and political systems,
however, as well as their deities. Still, they lived under
the burdensome and unsettling conditions generated by
the institutionalization of violence. In cases of extreme
opposition, the excan tlatoloyan could impose a gover-
nor or, alternatively, destroy rebellious populations and
occupy their territory with colonists.

At times, these tax-paying peoples not only had to
hand over their locally produced goods, but they also
had to pay their debt with goods acquired through
trade with neighboring peoples. In this way, the

capital cities of the alliance acquired resources from
regions well beyond its borders.

The pochteca—professional merchants from central
Mexico who lived in the three capitals as well as the
subjugated cities—took advantage of the huge territory
controlled by the alliance. Although they enjoyed ample
autonomy to trade, the pochteca were expected to serve
their masters as ambassadors, spies, and, in rare cases,
militiamen. The pochteca of the alliance jointly orga-
nized trade missions. Some pochteca of the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec traded along the route to Anahuac Ayo-
tlan on the Pacific Coast; others headed to Anahuac
Xicalanco on the Gulf of Mexico. In their southern net-
work, the pochteca controlled the region of Soconusco,
a rich producer of cacao beans, an agricultural product
that served as currency. In Xicalanco, the pochteca
traded their goods with Zoque and Maya merchants,

who in turn traded goods all the way to Honduras.
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Tepanec Ehecatl, the wind god (detail), AD 1325-1521. San Miguel, Mexico.
Basalt; 14 x 17 x 25 cm. H. H. Rice Collection; presented by James B. Ford.
9/2874

The museum’s Mexica collection includes many
remarkable stone sculptures distinguished by their
aesthetic, cultural, and historic significance. They rep-
resent many of the deities of the peoples of the Triple
Alliance and help us understand more fully their
beliefs and history. The deities also appear in Native
and European codices written shortly before and after
Spanish conquest.

Chicomecoatl] was the deity most revered by the
farmers of central Mexico (page 9o). Countless images
of this maize goddess were produced, from the most
humbly and crudely carved destined for family wor-
ship in rural communities, to more polished sculp-
tures placed in the public temples of the capitals. This
Mexica sculpture also has certain attributes of Chalchi-
uhtlicue, the goddess of ground water.

Xipe Totec, the god associated with fertility and war
and patron saint of goldsmiths, was revered throughout
Mesoamerica, especially by the Mexica and by the Yopi,
who lived in the present-day state of Guerrero. Like
Xipe, Mexica kings would wear the skins of sacrificed
individuals when leading their armies on military cam-
paigns. This Chinampanec image has the date 2-Reed on
its back (see page 94).

Women who died giving birth to their first child
became terrifying beings. Five days a year, they would
come down from heaven to inflict paralysis upon chil-
dren. The Mexica sculpture shown here represents the
Cihuateotl who descended on 1-Eagle, one of those five
days, as shown by the carving on her head (page 95). To
avoid the Cihuateotl, mothers would prevent their chil-
dren from leaving the house and would not bathe them.

As wind preceded rain, the faithful believed that
Ehecatl “swept the path for the gods of water,” bring-
ing forth life and fertility. The most common feature
of this god is his mouth-mask in the shape of a grebe’s
or duck’s bill. The sculptor exemplified the inconstant
and changing movement of the wind in the twisted

body of this Tepanec sculpture, shown at left.

The sun god Tonatiuh is usually represented as a
young, armed male, flying, surrounded by the solar
disk. In this Mexica sculpture, he appears defeated,
with an arrow piercing his mouth and his heart torn
out (page 286). His curly hair symbolizes the sunset
(Tlalchitonatiuh), since the deities of the earth and the
underworld are depicted with this type of hair.

In the early 16th century, the excan tlatoloyan
reached its greatest height, but its power did not
endure. The political situation became highly unsta-
ble. Increasingly unhappy, many subjugated peoples
saw in the arrival of the Spanish a unique opportu-
nity to regain their freedom. In joining the Spanish,
these nations paved the way for the process of con-
quest. Obviously, the end result did not match their
initial expectations.

—Leonardo Lépez Lujdn

Contemporary Mexico
There is a widely held belief in Mexico today that
the society is divided into two ethnically distinct
groups—indigenous people and people of mixed race,
who are considered nonindigenous. The first group is
a minority, both in numerical terms and politically,
by virtue of its invisibility in public life. Mexico’s
indigenous peoples are often associated in the popular
mind with stewardship of our past and our traditions,
with geographically and culturally remote regions of
the country, and—unfortunately—with poverty. Yet
according to data collected by the National Institute of
Statistics and Geography in 2000 and 2005, one-third
of the speakers of indigenous languages in Mexico live
in big cities; more than half live in cities of 50,000
to 500,000 inhabitants. The majority of indigenous
Mexicans between the ages of five and twenty-five are
urban dwellers. In other words, Mexico's Native people
today live throughout the country.

Government policies in place for more than half
a century have been explicit in the goal of bringing
Mexico's Native population into contemporary society.
At one time, these initiatives seemed to lead to the
conclusion that indigenous people had two options:

they could remain isolated from the national scene
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