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Figure 12. House of Eagles, East-West Section of Offering V. Drawing by Fernando Carrizosa, courtesy Proyecto Templo Mayor.



7 MEXICA TEXTILES FROM THE SACRED PRECINCTS OF TENOCHTITLAN AND TLATELOLCO 153

J I

I

z—u o 10 20

—————————
cm

Figure 13. Offering V, excavation level 1. Drawing by Fernando Carrizosa, courtesy Proyecto Templo Mayor.

cavities we just described (Figure 13). These remains con-
sisted of an amorphous mixture of ash, bone, small complete
artefacts, and pieces of larger ones. Our inventory, however,
suggests that many fragments of both the skeleton and the
objects that made up the offerings are missing. This could

be due either to many of the pieces being reduced to ashes
in one or both of the two burnings, or to certain remains
having had a different destination than the burial; for exam-
ple, they could have been discarded, delivered to relatives,
or ritually ingested.
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As for the inhumation rite, we were able to distinguish
three consecutive stages. In the first stage, 95 per cent of
the large bone fragments were separated from the mixture
in an incandescent state. Part of the incandescent mixture
was immediately deposited at the bottom of the cavity to
the east and into the polychrome bottle. Then the bottle
was put inside the cavity and covered with more of the in-
candescent mixture. This produced burns on the cavity wall
and on the interior and exterior surfaces of the bottle. In
the second stage, this same action was repeated in the cen-
tral cavity with the Teotihuacan vase. This time, the mixture
had already cooled, so that the cavity wall and vessel were
not burnt. The third stage involved depositing 95 per cent
of the larger bone fragments, cold ash, and copper pins in-
side the effigy pot, and then placing it in the cavity to west.
Apparently, this exhausted the mixture, for the cavity had
to be topped off with clay. After the ceremony concluded,
the three cavities were definitively covered with earth and
with the slabs that had previously been removed from the
plaza floor.

The Textiles at Tenochtitlan

The 96 fragments of this collection of cotton (Gossypium
hirsutum) textiles exhibit common characteristics in terms
of textile manufacturing techniques. On the one hand, we
have yarns from basic weave fabrics, which are all com-
posed of a single strand with a 30-degree Z-twist. On the
other hand, we found yarns in the supplementary weave
and selvedges made up of two strands with a 45-degree S-
twist. Finally we have fragments of cord consisting of two
strands with an S-twist.

The most important variations in our collection fall into
the following five categories of cotton textiles based on their
weaving technique (Vazquez del Mercado 2000: 84-110;
Lépez Lujan 2006, 1: 211-214):

1) 15 fragments of basket weave (Figure 14a). The technique
followed in the production of the basic weave is an un-
balanced plain weave and consists of two weft yarns that
cross one warp yarn. The fabric density per square cen-
timetre is 15 warp yarns by 8 double weft yarns.

2) 27 fragments of taffeta or balanced plain weave with
a brocade or weft-float patterning in the shape of a
cross or a zigzag (Figures 14b, 15-18). A basic technique
is used, that is, a plain weave in which one weft yarn
crosses one warp yarn. The fabric density per square
centimetre is 15 to 18 warp yarns by 15 to 18 weft yarns.
In this type we identified two kinds of supplementary
weave. The first consists of a simple brocade where one
weft yarn crosses one warp yarn, which was produced
at the same time as the taffeta or balanced plain weave
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Figure 14. Offering V’s charred textiles: a) Basket weave; b) bal-
anced plain weave. Drawing by Fernando Carrizosa, courtesy
Proyecto Templo Mayor.

by inserting an additional weft yarn. In two cases we
observed a zigzag motif. The second kind has a brocade
that involves 8 warp yarns. The weave passes the first
three in a simple manner (one weft yarn crossing one
warp yarn), then it “floats” over three warp yarns and
ends by simply crossing two more warp yarns. This bro-
cade or weft-float patterning is in the shape of a cross.
3) 23 fragments of taffeta or balanced plain weave with a
brocade in the form of a step-fret pattern. Like the previ-
ous type, these follow the basic taffeta or balanced plain
weave technique. The fabric density per square centime-
tre is 15 to 16 warp yarns by 15 weft yarns. The balanced
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Figure 15. Balanced plain weave
with cross brocades. Drawing
by Fernando Carrizosa, courtesy
Proyecto Templo Mayor.
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Figure 17. Balanced plain weave with zigzag brocades. Drawing by Fernando Carrizosa, courtesy Proyecto Templo Mayor.

plain weave has a simple brocade or weft-float pattern-
ing as a supplementary weave. In this case the weft yarn
is double and thicker than the basic weave. This brocade
forms motifs of bands and zigzags that make up a step-
fret pattern.

4) 15 fragments of selvedge (Figure 19). The fabric den-

sity per square centimetre is 8 to 12 warp yarns by 8 to

10 weft yarns. Subtype 1 consists of a lateral selvedge
where the weft yarns extend 0.5 centimetres beyond
the base fabric to form weft-fringes. Subtype 2 com-
bines a lateral selvedge and a notched decoration. Each
notch is composed of a group of 12 yarns. Subtype 3 is
constituted by bands with two lateral selvedges, which
are made up of four warp yarns and have a plain weave
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Figure 18. Balanced plain weave with zigzag brocades. Drawing by Fernando Carrizosa, courtesy Proyecto Templo Mayor.

with a weft face. The centre is a warp work. Finally,
Subtype 4 consists of bands with two lateral selvedges
made up of four warp yarns and have a plain weave
with a warp face. The centre is a special work that we
were not able to identify.

5) 16 fragments of cotton cord (Figure 20). Apparently they

formed part of the same element. Each fragment is

composed of two strands of S-twisted fibres. We should
also mention another 16 cord fragments, but these are
stiff palm fibres of the species Brahea dulcis. All of these
fragments are from a single strand of Z-twisted fibres.
The function of these cords escapes us, although they
might have been used to fasten the hypothetical mortu-
ary bundle of the cremated person.
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Figure 19. Three different types of selvedge. Drawing by Fernando
Carrizosa, courtesy Proyecto Templo Mayor.

The process of carbonisation that permitted the conser-
vation of the cotton and palm objects in our collection pre-
vented us from determining if they were white or if they
had been woven from one or more colours. Today they are
reddish-yellow or utterly black. Nevertheless, the brocades,
as well as indigenous pictographs, lead us to suspect that at
least the decorative elements were a colour other than white
(see Mastache 1968: 17, 39).

cm

Figure 20. Cord fragments. Drawing by Fernando Carrizosa, cour-
tesy Proyecto Templo Mayor.

Although they make up an important set, the fragments
recovered from the burial are so small that it is impossi-
ble to reconstruct their original forms and thus determine
their function with certainty. Nevertheless, some indica-
tions would support the notion that, before they were ritu-
ally burnt, they were worn as noble attire. The technolog-
ical analysis suggests that the 80 textile fragments formed
part of at least three different garments: two made of taf-
feta or balanced plain weave and one of basket weave. These
garments not only were made of soft and very fine cotton
yarns, they were also densely woven and decorated with
beautiful, perhaps multicoloured, brocades. As we said ear-
lier, these fabrics were probably enriched with small gold
laminate pendants. As for the associated materials, these
fabrics and cords may have formed part of the interred per-
son’s clothing, an offering made in his honour, or the mor-
tuary bundle in which his corpse was wrapped.

Moreover, elements such as cotton and the brocades sug-
gest the elevated status of the interred person (see Fernan-
dez 1965: 148-152; Anawalt 1980). It is well known that in
the Postclassic societies of Central Mexico, each person was
obligated to wear clothing appropriate to his or her station.
At this time, dress involved a complex code that implicitly
conveyed one’s rank, occupation, and ethnic affiliation. But
as Patricia Anawalt (1980: 42-43; 1981: 15-21; 1985: 5) has
pointed out, the differences generally were not reflected in
the form of attire, but rather in the materials and qual-
ity of its manufacture. In this regard, we should remem-
ber that multicolour cotton textiles were reserved for the
exclusive use of the nobility. According to sumptuary laws,
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commoners could not wear them under pain of death. In ad-
dition, they were prohibited from wearing their cape below
the knee or knotted in front instead of over the right shoul-
der. We should also remember that uncooperative nobles,
lords who refused to pay tribute, and captains beaten ter-
ribly in battle, were punished by disallowing them to wear
cotton.

From the data presented thus far, some basic conclusions
may be formulated. Since the corpse was cremated with the
remains of a dog, and a greenstone bead was found inside
the deceased’s mouth, it is clear that this person died a tla-
Imiquiztli, or natural death. The incineration rite had the
purpose of liberating the teyolia, one of the body’s three
main animistic entities, so that he could begin his journey
to the World of the Dead. On the other hand, it is necessary
to emphasise his high status in Mexica society, attested by
the richness of his mortuary offering as well as his inter-
ment within the sacred precinct of the imperial capital. Un-
fortunately, we lack sufficient elements to discern if this in-
dividual was a tecuhtli lord or a high-ranking warrior. We
can only say that he was not a king, for the historical sources
tell us that the uppermost Mexica dignitaries were buried in
the Templo Mayor or in a building just to the west called the
Cuauhxicalco (L6pez Lujan 2005: 172-183; 2006, 1: 251-253;
Lopez Austin and Lopez Lujan 2009: 338-341, 403-407).

The Provenance of the Raw Material, Yarns, and
Fabrics

Before concluding, we should mention that the origin of the
archaeological fabrics and cords analyzed in this presenta-
tion can be found anywhere in the Mexica empire—includ-
ing the cities of Tlatelolco and Tenochtitlan—as well as in
the independent domains of the Mexica’s enemies, as can
be inferred from the sixteenth-century historical sources
(Fernandez 1965: 143-144; Anawalt 1980: 38-42). Cotton
was cultivated in very diverse regions of Mesoamerica.
Prominent among them is the hot land of the coast of the
Gulf of Mexico, as well as the present-day Mexican states of
Morelos, Puebla, Guerrero, and Oaxaca, in addition to other
areas located in Sinaloa, Nayarit, Jalisco, Colima, Michoacan,
Chiapas, and Yucatan (Rodriguez 1976: 70-84).

Unspun cotton could be processed where it was culti-
vated or it could be sent in tribute or trade to manufactur-
ing centres that did not grow the plant. This is clear from
Friar Bernardino de Sahagtn’s texts that speak of the exist-
ence, presumably in Tlatelolco, of vendors of cotton bolls
(Sahagtin 1989: 616). The best known data in this respect,
however, come from the Matricula de Tributos (1991: 18,
26, 31, 32) and the Codex Mendoza (1992: 38r, 48r, 531, 541)
which note that the provinces of Cihuatlan—on the Pacific

coast—and Tzicoac, Atlan, and Cuauhtochco—on the Gulf—
paid their tribute obligations in bundles of unspun cotton.

Centres of textile production were found everywhere in
Mesoamerica. The pictographic and written sources, includ-
ing the two codices just mentioned, indicate that, with few
exceptions, all of the imperial regional capitals produced and
sent cotton cloth to Tenochtitlan, and that some of them also
provided articles of clothing in tribute (Rodriguez 1976: 37-
51). At the same time, yarns, cloth, and clothing were im-
ported from many different regions and sold in large quan-
tities in the market of Tlatelolco (Cortés 1994: 63; Diaz del
Castillo 1950: 176; Sahagin 1989: 531, 538-539, 610-611).
Archaeological data likewise confirm this. Mary Parsons
(1972: 65, 71), for example, calculates that a third of all the
malacates found superficially in the regions of Teotihuacan
and Texcoco were used exclusively for spinning cotton. This
means that these areas, unfit for growing the plant, some-
how acquired the raw fibres, spun them, and probably wove
them as well. She goes on to propose that, since cotton fab-
ric was limited to the nobility and not so important in the
Teotihuacan Valley, the bulk of its production was paid in
tribute to Tetzcoco, the regional capital. Thus, in short, cot-
ton textiles were made throughout Mesoamerica, and clearly
Tlatelolco and Tenochtitlan were among the main manufac-
turing centres (and consumers) at that time.
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