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THE AZTECS’ SEARCH FORTHE PAST

Leonardo 1.dpeg Lujin

Everything made now is either a replica or a variant of
something made a little time ago and so on back without
breafk to the first morning of human time.

George Kubler!

THE AZTECS’ PRAGMATIC VIEW OF THE PAST
he Aztec kings exploited history for
propaganda purposes. They used it as a

powerful tool to justify, in the eyes both of their
own people and of foreigners, the hegemonic role
they had acquired after gaining independence from
the lords of Atzcapotzalco in 1430. By re-creating
history — reinterpreting the past from the
perspective of the present — they convinced
their people that the role of the Aztec nation was
to dominate all others and that their destiny was
to engage in ambitious expansionist campaigns.

At a time when great changes were taking
place in Tenochtitlan, the legitimacy of power
was derived from the relationship between the
Aztec people and their patron god Huitzilopochtli,
via a sacred link: the ruler. The sovereign was
considered a semi-divine being who belonged
to the lineage closest to the protective numen.
This explains why Aztec historical records,
commissioned by the rulers themselves to leave
traces of their passage across the earth, detail
long dynastic lists in chronological order (the main
genealogies always begin in mythic times), as well
as coronation ceremonies and endless accounts of
military triumphs. The official Aztec history also
sets down exceptional events of huge importance

for the state: major architectural programmes
embarked on by the government (temples, ditches,
aqueducts and other public works), migrations
(movements of people, foundations, arrivals of
foreigners) and extraordinary natural phenomena
(astronomical, climatological and geological).?

As well as being limited to these themes, Aztec
historical records suffer from great conciseness,
given the lack of a proper phonetic sctipt.
Knowledge of the most important events in the
lives of the Aztecs tended to be transmitted orally
from generation to generation, a practice which in
the long term distorted reality. Only some events
were worthy of being set down using a mixed
form of writing, which combined pictograms
and ideograms with phonetic symbols. This system
also included numerical and calendar symbols that,
among other things, allowed events to be fixed in
time. These messages passed into posterity either
in the form of manuscript books made of animal
skins or tree bark, or as reliefs etched into hard
rock. Unfortunately, as the centuries passed,
almost all these historical records were damaged
or destroyed through the interaction of nature —
in the form of catastrophes and weather — and
human beings. The book-burning ordered by
Itzcoatl (1427—40) to eliminate these magic tools
that the old calpulli leaders had used to wield power
is one example of the latter.?

As a direct result of the above, Aztec
knowledge of the past was always limited in
terms of time. As has been demonstrated by
H.B.Nicholson, the annals of central Mexico



Fig. 11
The carved stone atlantes
of Pyramid B at Tula.

Fig. 12

The Processional Way and
Pyramids of the Sun and Moon
at Teotihuacan.

can provide no certainty of events earlier than
three or four centuries before the arrival of Hernan
Cortés.* Furthermore, this scholar warns, any
records of events prior to 1370 should be viewed
with scepticism. Under these conditions, at the
close of the Late Postclassic period (1250—1521),
the remote past had become as malleable as the
future, a game of mirrors which reflected both
historical accounts and mythical tales.

This is clear in the Aztec image of Tula (fig. 11),
in which vague recollections of a militaristic capital
city, which achieved its greatest splendour between
950 and 1150, are combined with the well-
established myth of Tollan, the wonderful ‘place
of the Tules [reeds]’, where fruit grew to gigantic

proportions, the inhabitants were great craftsmen
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and the government had been in the hands of
Quetzalcoatl, a wise and virtuous priest who
instituted self-sacrifice.®

Teotihuacan (fig. 12), however, because of its
greater age, was devoid of historical context in the
eyes of the Aztecs. The various versions given of
its inhabitants undoubtedly resulted from Aztec
amazement at the majesty of the Pyramids of the
Sun and the Moon. Depending on the version,
these Cyclopean buildings were considered to be
the work of powerful Toltecs, deformed giants
with long thin arms, or of the gods themselves.
When the Spanish arrived, this archaeological
metropolis, enveloped in a divine aura, was
considered to be the revered place of origin, the
birthplace of the Fifth Sun and the place whence
the primordial peoples set forth on their journey.®

AZTEC ADDITIONS TO ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES
We know that Mesoamericans frequently visited
ruined ceremonial sites, avidly exploring buildings
and monuments whose shapes they could just
make out under the cover of vegetation. There is
no doubt that this activity was common among the
Aztecs, particularly considering that Tenochtitlan
was surrounded by perfect material testimonies

of great civilisations. Within a radius of 70 km lay
vestiges of real cities that had been populated by
tens or even hundreds of thousands of people. The
most important were Teotihuacan, to the north-
east, the famous metropolis of the Classic period
(AD 200—650); Xochicalco, to the south, one of the
most cosmopolitan centres of the Epiclassic period
(650—900); and Tula, to the north-west, a city
which unquestionably dominated a major part

of the Eatly Postclassic period (9goo—1250).

At these archaeological sites, dominated by
silence and desolation, the Aztecs performed a
huge range of activities. Unfortunately, many of
these have left no perceptible traces for modern
archaeologists. We know that they took place
because a few sixteenth-century historical
records exist, particularly a report on the town
of Tequizistlan (‘Relacion de Tequizistlan y su
partido’).” This document shows that societies
living eight centuries after the turbulent collapse
of Teotihuacan, including the Aztecs, used the
ancient Pyramids of the Sun and the Moon for
worship, to consult oracles, to perform sacrifices

and as a place to execute criminals.

There were other lesser idols [worshipped by the Aztecs]

in the town of San Juan [Teotihuacan], which was the
[location of the] temple and oracle attended by nearby towns.
In this town they had a very tall temple |...]: at the summit
of it was a stone idol called by the name Tonacatenctli. |...]
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17 faced the west and on a plain that stretched in front of
this temple, there was another smaller temple |...] on
which was another idol a little smaller than the first one,
called Mictlantenctli, which means Tord of Hell. |...]
A little further, toward the north, was another temple
slightly smaller than the first, which was called ‘the hill of
the Moon’, on top of which was another idol |[...], which
was called the Moon. All around it were many temples, in
one of which (the largest of them) there were six other idols,
who were called Brothers of the Moon, |and] the priests of
Montezuma, lord of Mexico, came with this Montezuma,
every twenty days to [offer] sacrifices to all of them.®

Other Pre-Hispanic activities, however, did
leave an indelible mark on archaeological sites. The
first group of these we might define as additive,
because they resulted in new elements being added
to the ruins. Such interventions were carried out
by many different people at different times and
practically everywhere in Mesoamerica. A clear
example of this can be found in the Preclassic
settlement of Cerro Chalcatzingo, Morelos.”

On the sides of this sacred mountain sufficient
evidence exists for us to state that the Olmec-like
reliefs sculpted there between 700 and 500 BC were
venerated two thousand years later. In fact, around
the thirteenth century Ap, the Tlahuicas who lived
in the immediate surroundings built a series of
wide stairways and platforms which led to a place
of worship. These structures allowed people to
ascend 30 metres with ease and perform
ceremonies in front of the relief known as
Monument 2.

Other additions include offerings and corpses
buried inside destroyed buildings, indicating the
way in which ruins were regarded as sacred.

Both practices were widespread during the
Postclassic period. Examples are the Mayan
effigy censers that were buried as propitiatory
gifts or as symbols of gratitude in the collapsed
temples of the Late Classic period in Dzibanche,
Quintana Roo;' the sumptuous Mixtec funerary
offerings deposited in Tomb 7 at Monte Alban,
Oaxaca;'! and the mortal remains of two
individuals with Aztec and Tetzcocan pottery
placed in Structure 1-R of the Ciudadela in
Teotithuacan.'?

However, it is the ruins of Tula which provide
the most evidence. As a consequence of two
decades of excavations in the main square,
the archacologist Jorge R. Acosta recovered
huge quantities of so-called Aztec pottery,
unquestionable proof of three hundred years of
human activity taking place directly over the ruins
of the city.”* Unfortunately it has been impossible
to determine exactly who brought this pottery here

because we know it was made in at least four

different zones of the Basin of Mexico:
Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco, Chalco and the far
western end of the Ixtapalapan peninsula. We

can establish with accuracy, however, the type of
additive activities which these groups engaged in.
Large quantities of offerings are buried inside the
ruins of the main buildings of the Toltec golden
age, including the Central Shrine, Buildings B

and C, and the Burnt Palace. Fewer in number are
the tombs of individuals of all ages, almost always
buried with very humble funerary offerings,
discovered in Building B, Building 4 and the
Burnt Palace. It is also worth mentioning the
construction of religious buildings and sumptuous
residences over the ruins of the ancient ceremonial
centre. Examples of this include the residential
complex erected over Building K, the shrine
attached to the north-west corner of Building

C and the pyramidal plinth placed over the

Burnt Palace.

Another additive activity engaged in by
carriers of Aztec pottery, albeit of a different
nature, relates to the creation of sculptures in
the immediate surroundings of the main plaza,
specifically the reliefs of Cerro de la Malinche,
created at the end of the fifteenth century in the
purest Aztec style.'* This unique group, which
consists of the effigies of Ce Acatl Topiltzin
Quetzalcoatl and Chalchiuhtlicue, has been
interpreted both as an Aztec homage to the
deities inherited from their Toltec forefathers!®
and as a ‘retrospective historical image’ of Ce
Acatl — the most famous ruler of Tula — validating
the Aztec tradition of sculpting portraits of their
rulers on the rocks of Chapultepec hill.*¢

The Dominican friar Diego Duran recounts
one of the last recorded additive activities.!” He
states that in 1519, while still at the coast of the
Gulf of Mexico, Hernan Cortés sent Motecuhzoma
Xocoyotzin a gift of wine and biscuits. On
receiving the gifts in Tenochtitlan, the Aztec
tHatoani (ruler) refused to consume them — whether
because he found them strange or because of the
way they looked after having travelled across the
ocean we shall never know — and stated that they
‘belonged to the gods’. He gave orders for his
priests to take them all to the ruins of Tula ‘with
great solemnity and to bury them in the temple
of Quetzalcoatl, whose sons had arrived’.

AZTEC REMOVALS FROM ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES
Archaeology and history also provide much
evidence of activities we could define as
subtractive. Naturally they include the excavation
of buildings to extract architectural elements,
sculptures, offerings and bones, all actions that
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ragment of a Teotihuacan mask,

D 150—650, found in Chamber 111,
very rich Aztec offering in the
orth-western corner of Stage IV(a)
f the Templo Mayor. Greenstone,
wered by the Aztecs with a layer

f tar, 16.7 X 7.7 X 5.7 cm.

usco del Templo Mayor, Mexico City

ig. 14

iffering 82, found in the south-
istern corner of the Templo
layor, contained, among other
iings, the skull of a decapitated
dividual, a Teotihuacan mask
at. 260), and an Aztec

avertine mask.

useo del Templo Mayor, Mexico City

many modern authors have defined pejoratively
as sacking and pillage. Most of these operations,
however, were clearly not carried out for profit
but only to recover useful construction materials
or objects that were appreciated for their aesthetic
beauty, particularly because they were considered
to be the work of gods, giants or almost mythical
people.

In the case of Teotihuacan, a simple bowl —
a fragment of an Aztec container found at the
entrance to a large man-made cave over which the
Pyramid of the Sun was built — could be a clue to
planned excavations having taken place just before
the arrival of the Spanish. When archaceologists
entered this sacred space in the early 1970s, they
found that the walls that sealed access along the
tunnel had been knocked down, and that in the
four-lobed chamber at the end there were no
traces of offerings or burials. According to some
researchers, unless it was accidentally left there in
recent times, the fragment of pottery would
suggest that the people who broke in were the
Aztecs themselves.'®

Historical sources from the sixteenth century
provide firmer evidence. For example, the
indigenous informants of Friar Bernardino de
Sahagun describe the procedures individuals

had to perform to acquire precious stones:

And those of excperience, the advised, these look for it [the
precious stone]. In this manner [they see,] they know where
it is: they can see that it is breathing [smoking], giving off
vapour. Early, at early dawn, when [the sun] comes up.
They find where to place themselves, where to stand; they
Jace the sun [...] Wherever they can see that something like
a little smoke [column] stands, that one of them is giving off
vapour, this one is the precious stone |...] They take it up;
they carry it away. And if they are not successful, if it is
only barren where the little [column of] smoke stands, thus
they know that the precious stone is there in the earth.

Then they dig. There they see, there they find the precious
stone, perhaps already well formed, perhaps already
burnished. Perbaps they see something buried there either
in stone, or in a stone bowl, or in a stone chest; perhaps
1t is filled with precious stones. This they claim there."®

The same work contains a more explicit
mention, and talks not only about the profound
knowledge Aztecs had of the vestiges of Tula but
also of the way they went exploring underground
in search of antiquities:

Becanse verily they [the Toltecs] there [in Tula-Xicocotitlan]
resided together, they there dwell, so also many are their
traces which they produced. And they left behind that which
today is there, which is to be seen, which they did not finish
— the so-called serpent colummn. |...] And the Tolteca
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mountain is to be seen; and the Tolteca pyramids, the
mounds, and the surfacing of Tolteca [temples]. And
Tolteca potsherds are there to be seen. And Tolteca bowls,
Tolteca ollas are taken from the earth. And many times
Tolteca jewels — armbands, esteemed greenstones, fine

turguoise, emerald-green jade — are taken from the earth.*®

Various people who lived at the same time
as the Aztecs were also involved in taking Toltec
antiquities. There is credible testimony that, after
they had been exhumed, old sculptures were taken
to various destinations, one of which was the city
of Tlaxcala, capital of the Aztec empire’s greatest
enemies. According to Friar Toribio de Benavente
(Motolinia),?' a mask and a small image brought
from Tula were venerated in the main pyramid of
this city, together with the sculpture of the fire god
Camaxtli. Another destination was Tlatelolco, as
described in a short passage of Historia de los
mexicanos por sus pinturas (A History of the Mexicans
Through Their Paintings):

In the year 99 [AD 1422] the people of Tlatilulco went to
Tula and since [the Toltecs] had died and left their god

there, whose name was Tlacabuepan, they took him and
brought him back to Tlatilulco.*

These activities, which had been carried out
intensively since at least the thirteenth century,
had a devastating effect from an archaeological
point of view. In fact no records exist whatsoever
of the massive, if not total, loss of sculptures and
covering stones.

RECOVERY OF A GLORIOUS PAST: REUSE
These additive and subtractive activities not only
had a serious impact on archaeological sites but
also affected the populations responsible for them.
Relics recovered during planned excavations, as
well as those discovered accidentally and handed
down from generation to generation,?® were reused
as worthy relics of vanished worlds.?* The high
quality of the raw materials and manufacture of
these objects certainly had an influence on their
value, but the allegedly supernatural origin of these
items, which were thought to have been created by
powerful beings, convinced their owners to wear
them as amulets or to re-bury them inside temples
and palaces as part of dedicatory and funerary
offerings. Furthermore, as is often the case with
all kinds of relic, fragments were also venerated.
This would explain why these offerings include
so many broken bits and pieces (fig. 13).%°

The Aztecs were not the first Mesoamerican
people to reuse antiquities to establish a direct
connection with their ancestors and gods.
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Evidence of this practice has been found in many
other Mesoamerican regions. Examples include
numerous anthropomorphic and zoomorphic
figurines, masks, pendants, ritual spoons, miniature
canoes, celts and self-sacrifice instruments all made
of greenstone and produced by both the Olmecs
and their contemporaries of the Middle Preclassic
period (1200—400 BC) which have been found by
modern archaeologists in Protoclassic (100 Bc—AD
200) and Classic (AD 200—900) sites. The most
notable finds were made at Cerro de las Mesas,
Veracruz;?® Dzibilchaltin and Chacsinkin,
Yucatan;?” Cozumel, Quintana Roo;*® Laguna
Francesa, Chiapas;*® and Uaxactin and Tikal,
Guatemala.*® Similar objects have also been
found at Postclassic (9oo—1521) sites, including
Mayapan, Yucatan,* and San Cristobal Verapaz,
Guatemala.*? To this list we could add the Olmec
pieces found in the sacred well at Chichén Itza,
which may have been thrown into the water by the
Maya during the Classic and Postclassic periods.*?
Although we lack any contextual archaeological
information, other Olmec works of art were clearly
reused as amulets by dignitaries of the Protoclassic
and Classic periods, as is demonstrated by the
presence of Mayan inscriptions on their surfaces.

Examples include the ritual spoon in the Museum
of San José, Costa Rica,* and the greenstone
pendants in the shape of a human face in the
Brooklyn Museum of Art,** the British Museum?®
and at Dumbarton Oaks.>” Around 5o Bc, an effigy
and an inscription in the early Mayan style were
engraved on the back of this Dumbarton Oaks
piece which appeared to allude to the
enthronement of a ruler called ‘sky-moan bird’.
Although these activities were commonplace
throughout the vast Mesoamerican territory,
Tenochtitlan was the centre when it came to
reusing antiquities. A century of archaeological
excavation in the Aztec capital has unearthed
hundreds of relics in the main religious buildings
(fig. 14). Items made of greenstone predominate,
although there are also beautiful ceramic and basalt
objects. Most notable are a mask, a pendant and
various fragments of figurines made by the Olmecs
and other Middle Preclassic societies;*® hundreds
of masks, and anthropomorphic and zoomorphic
figurines, in addition to a model of a temple,
Mezcala-style objects, all of them ranging from
the Middle Preclassic to the Epiclassic periods;*
various pendants that may date back to the Classic
Mayan period; tens of masks, anthropomorphic

Fig. 15

An Early Postclassic Toltec
chacmool. Stone, 49 X 106 X 46 cm.
Found in the colonial building
known as the Casa del Marqués
del Apartado, located in front of
the ruins of the Templo Mayor.

Museo del Templo Mayor, Mexico City

Fig. 16

Front and rear views of a mask
made in the Mezcala region,

AD 150—650. Greenstone, 11 X 9.5
X 3.9 cm. From Chamber IIT of
the Templo Mayor. The Aztecs
added the image of a person
playing a horizontal drum.

Museo del Templo Mayor, Mexico City






