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THE TRANSFORMATION FROM THE CLASSIC TO THE POSTCLASSIC
PERSPECTIVES ON THE TRANSITION

Three decades ago, there was no great discussion about distinguishing the
Classic period from the Postclassic. Scholars at that time supposed a sudden
transformation from peaceful societies ruled by priests to forms of secular and
militaristic organization. This schematic view has given way in our day to the
realization that the historical reality is far more complex. The differences between
both periods, though still recognized, are less clear, especially if one takes into
account the recent discoveries of the bellicose character of the cities of the Clas-
sic, the expansionist ambitions of their leaders, and the widespread practice of
human sacrifice. Moreover, today we are becoming aware of the great diversity of
paths that Mesoamerican societies followed in the twilight of the Classic period, in
the transformation occurring between 650 and 900 c.E., and in the subsequent centu-
ries preceding the arrival of Europeans. This leads us to inquire about the general
historical processes of the Postclassic in conjunction with regional and temporal
particularities within the overall setting.

Various friends and colleagues assisted us in the elaboration of this work, offering materi-
als, criticisms, and valuable suggestions. We want to particularly thank Elizabeth H.
Boone, David Carrasco, Michel Graulich, Alicia Hernandez, Lindsay Jones, Rex Koontz,
Geoffrey McCafferty, Federico Navarrete, Xavier Noguez, Guilhem Olivier, Scott Ses-
sions, and Karl Taube. This essay is a summarized version of our book, Mito y realidad de
Zuyua: Serpiente Emplumada y las transformaciones mesoamericanas del Cldasico al
Posclasico, Fideicomiso Historia de las Américas, Serie Ensayos (Mexico: El Colegio de
México/FCE, 1999).
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Already in 1959, Wigberto Jiménez Moreno had pointed out the need to
define an intermediate period between the Classic and the Postclassic—the
Epiclassic—which would explain the changes occurring between 600/700 and
900/1000 c.e. Although Jiménez Moreno and later Malcolm Webb (1978), in a
Manichaean way, supposed the movement from theocratic to militaristic organi-
zation, they developed the models that serve as the foundation of the current
debate. Obviously, not all contemporary authors agree on the defining character-
istics of this period, which is reflected, among other aspects, in the multiplicity of
names bestowed upon it, including the Late Classic, Terminal Classic, Proto-
Postclassic, and Phase One of the Second Intermediate Period.

A NEW PERSPECTIVE

Gradually, archaeological discoveries and the decipherment of Maya glyphs
have modified our appreciation of the differences between the Classic and the
Postclassic. Consequently, current preoccupations are centered upon understand-
ing a change that was not so radical or abrupt as previously supposed. Examples
of this line of thinking were found in the summer seminar “Cultural Adjustments
After the Decline of Teotihuacan,” which took place at Dumbarton Oaks in 1984
(Diehl and Berlo 1989; see also Mendoza 1992). In spite of their different posi-
tions, the specialists insisted on four aspects that distinguished the transition: a)
the emergence of new centers of power; b) population movements; ¢) new com-
mercial arrangements; and d) religious and architectural innovations.

In fact, the principal signs of the time were political instability, social mobility,
the emergence of new multi-ethnic centers of power, the restructuring of mercan-
tile networks, the intensification of trade, the change of spheres of political and
cultural interaction, and a distinct relationship between religion and politics. Along
with many authors, we believe that the foundations of the Postclassic world
reside in this period.

In the centuries following the decline of Teotihuacan, Mesoamerica became
an enormous crucible where ethnic and culturally distinct peoples entered into
contact and fused with one and other. The weakened power of some of the old
capitals opened the way for the mobilization of broad demographic sectors. Gen-
erally, displacements of agriculturists did not involve great distances. Artisans,
on the other hand, specializing in the production of prestige goods, tended to
travel much farther during this period in search of elites who could patronize their
activities. To these movements should be added those of merchants, warriors,
priests, and rulers belonging to ethnic groups whose roles in Mesoamerican
history would be decisive (Diehl 1989). In addition, we should mention the con-
tinuous migratory incursions of northern nomadic and semi-nomadic societies—
bellicose groups who would forge new ways of life with the ancient inhabitants of
Mesoamerica (Armillas 1964).

Everything seems to suggest that, from this time on, multi-ethnic settlements
and confederations proliferated at the same time marriage alliances diversified among
nobles of different dynasties. Alongside these developments, the regions of Cen-
tral Mexico, the Gulf Coast, the Yucatan Peninsula, Chiapas, and Highland Guatemala
became linked together in a manner still not fully understood (Webb 1978; Kowalski 1989).
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One of the most impressive changes occurred in the realm of exchange. The
monofocal Teotihuacan system gave way to a new mercantile structure that con-
nected numerous production and distribution centers. This imbrication led to
complex pan-Mesoamerican bonds among politically independent, cosmopolitan
capitals that shared symbols of elite status and participated as equals in interna-
tional exchange. Luxury goods such as fine salt, cotton, green obsidian, jewelry
made of semiprecious stones, plumbate, and fine orange ceramics from many
different places were traded practically everywhere in Mesoamerica (see Fahmel
Beyer 1988). The system was significantly strengthened by the growing impor-
tance of maritime trade (Kepecs, Feinman, and Boucher 1994).

This richness of cultural contacts was also expressed in public art through
coherent eclectic styles that spoke of real or fictitious relations (Nagao 1989;
Jones 1995). In such a context the military apparatus grew in an unusual manner.
This does not mean that during the Classic period constant bellicose conflicts did
not exist, but during the Epiclassic, political instability assured that military con-
cerns would permeate all aspects of social life. Thus, the new cities of this time
were built on strategic sites, according to a strictly defensive plan.

Another fundamental aspect of the so-called Epiclassic—and one that lasted
throughout the Postclassic—was a distinct relationship between religion and
politics, a product of those times dominated by multi-ethnic political organiza-
tions. The node of this relationship was the complex formed by the primordial city
of Tollan and its ruler, Feathered Serpent. Our essay focuses precisely on this
politico-religious phenomenon that marked, in diverse ways and to varying de-
grees, the life of many Mesoamerican societies from the seventh to sixteenth
centuries. Our purpose is the general characterization of this phenomenon and
some of its expressions in different times and spaces. To this end, we will elabo-
rate two explanatory models: one concerning the hegemonic groups’ ideology
and the other concerning the articulation of this ideology with politics.

We are aware, of course, that any model is a simplification of reality that
privileges certain aspects. Our two models emphasize organizational forms and
shared thinking in order to obtain a congruent description. It is evident, however,
that the differences are greater than the similarities in the societies studied and
that specific case studies highlighting the numerous historical particularities must
follow our global evaluation of the phenomenon.

CHICHEN ITZA AND TULA IN THE CENTER OF THE DEBATE
SISTER CITIES

It is well known that in Chichén Itza, around the ninth century, Puuc style
was present along with several harmoniously combined artistic elements from
distant Mesoamerican regions. Accounting for the coexistence of these exog-
enous elements, fundamentally those from Central Mexico deemed “Toltec,” has
fueled one of the most passionate controversies in the history of Mesoamerican
studies. More than a century ago, Désiré Charnay (1885) published his Les
anciennes villes du Nouveau Monde, a book about his travels in Mexico and
Central America between 1857 and 1882 under the patronage of the French gov-
ernment. Among his bizarre anecdotes and eccentric commentaries, Charnay noted
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an important fact that until then had eluded experts and amateurs alike: the enor-
mous similarities between the architecture of Chichén Itza and Tula, in spite of the
hundreds of kilometers separating both sites. From this moment on, by means of
archaeological excavations and quantitative analysis, researchers from the team
of Alfred M. Tozzer (1957) began to uncover, one by one, the many shared char-
acteristics, until completing an extensive inventory.

Comparisons between the two cities continue to this day. Concerning the
configuration of the principal plazas of Chichén Itz4 and Tula, Lindsay Jones
(1993a, 1993b) has pointed out similarities in the orientation of monuments; the
articulation of pyramid-raised temples over a rectangular, open courtyard in the
form of an amphitheater; the correlative position of the ballcourts, zzompantli,'
and platforms; the presence of large colonnaded areas (the Palacio Quemado, or
Burnt Palace, in Tula and the Hall of a Thousand Columns in Chichén); and the
existence of almost identical buildings (the Pyramid of Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli in
the Toltec city and the Temple of the Warriors in the peninsular city).

These parallelisms, of course, are not limited to architecture; they extend to
numerous cultural expressions such as myths, historical narratives, artifacts, mural
painting, and especially sculpture. Similar sculptural features found at both sites
include atlantes supporting lintels or altars, the so-called chacmool images (Fig-
ure 1.1), columns in the form of a descending feathered serpent, and standard-
bearers with human or animal traits. Also abundant are the pilasters, benches,
panels, and other architectural elements decorated with bas-relief motifs alluding
to warfare and sacrifice, most notably, birds and felines devouring human hearts,
mythical beings (part man, bird, and reptile), and processions of richly attired
warriors armed with throwing-sticks and arrows.

BALANCING AN OLD DEBATE

Faced with such similarities, researchers have argued for decades, trying to
explain simultaneously the kind of relations that could have existed between two
cities so distant from each other and the nonexistence of the same type of mani-
festations in intermediate places between the two sites. The ongoing debate has
yielded a wide range of responses that attempt to support themselves with vari-
ous combinations of archaeological and written evidence.

Jones, in his monumental 7win City Tales, has presented a detailed historio-
graphical study of this polemic (1995: 21-104). In the first part of his analysis, he
summarizes the conceptions surrounding the relationships between the Maya
and the peoples of Central Mexico. A long time ago a group of authors used to
imagine the Maya and the “Mexicans” as two discrete and quite opposite units:
the former more ancient, peaceful, and civilized; the latter more bellicose and less
refined. More recently, ideas have changed since it is now thought that these two
units derived from a more modest, common Mesoamerican descent, in constant
demographic exchange of goods and ideas (32—42).

In the second part, Jones tackles three great controversies raised in turn to
Tula and Chichén Itza: the historicity of the mythical Tollan and its identification
with the archaeological and historical Tula in the modern-day state of Hidalgo;
the chronology of Chichén Itza; and the connections between this urban center
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and Tula. Regarding the latter controversy, he brings up two groups of explana-
tions that, in general terms, succeeded each other in time (60—75). He calls the
hypotheses of the first group, those of “irreconcilable polarity.” Their central idea
is that a confrontation between the two different societies occurred and left one
of them the loser.

In this respect, all kinds of propositions exist concerning the number of
invasions, their nature, and the trajectories that followed. Charnay (1885), Daniel
Brinton (1882), and Tozzer (1957) supposed the direct arrival of the Toltecs to

Fig. 1.1. Representations of the deity known as Chacmool: a. proto-chacmool from Cerro
del Huistle, Jalisco (Chalchihuites culture), from Marie-Areti Hers 1989; b. Toltec; c.
Maya from Chichén Itza; d. Mexica; and e. Tarascan.
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Chichén Itza. Tozzer (1957: 53) affirmed that the Maya of Chichén were not in-
vaded on one, but rather three successive occasions, by peoples originating from
Central Mexico who had introduced—in addition to an architectural style of their
own—the practices of human sacrifice, the phallic cult, and sodomy. First the
Toltecs arrived, headed by Kukulcan I; then the Mexicanized Itza from the Gulf
Coast, led by Kukulcan II; and, finally, Mexican mercenaries from Tabasco. Sigvald
Linné (1934), Sylvanus Morley (1947), and Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1950) pro-
posed that peoples from Central Mexico did not arrive directly to Chichén Itza,
but rather established themselves previously in other zones of the Yucatan Pen-
insula, establishing relations with the local populations. Whether directly or indi-
rectly, all these scenarios and many more perceived Tula as the indisputable
motor of the process and the Maya capital as the “victim” of an invasion.

In stark contrast, George Kubler (1961) and Roman Pifia Chan (1980) inverted
the causal equation to suggest that groups originating from the northern penin-
sula had founded a colony in Tula and built a modest copy of their capital there.

Jones later refers to a second group of hypotheses, those of “symbiotic
polarity,” which imagine more complex scenarios in which two or more societies
established bonds of complementarity and collaboration, rather than coercion. In
these explanations, the Itz4 play a symbiotic role, and are used as “wild cards,”
attributing to them the most diverse ethnic affiliations, including Petén Maya,
Toltecs, “Mexicanized” Maya, and Mayanized “Mexicans.”

J. Eric S. Thompson (1975: 21-72) is the representative par excellence of this
group. In his most refined reconstruction, he identified the Itza with the Putin—
powerful merchants and warriors of the Gulf region, who would have settled in
Chichén Itz4 in the tenth century, giving the city its first moment of glory. Some-
time later, the Toltecs, led by Quetzalcoatl, would have fled their capital to take
refuge with their Puttn allies in coastal Tabasco. From there both peoples would
make their way to Chichén Itza. Thus, after this alliance was formed, the exiled
Toltecs, bolstered by the power of the Putlin, were able to re-create a new and
more sumptuous Tula and introduce the Feathered Serpent cult in Chichén.

THE DEBATE TODAY

In recent times, the polemicists have left aside these two groups of hypoth-
eses to explore new routes. Fundamentally, this has been possible thanks to
incredible transformations in our way of conceiving Maya society. Today it is
clear that Maya societies had always participated in an intense network of rela-
tions with the rest of Mesoamerica. These bonds would be strengthened in the
ninth century, giving the Maya a cosmopolitan conception of the world. Along
with these new scientific perspectives, many authors have supposed that the
builders of Chichén Itza were Maya who conscientiously imitated models from
Central Mexico as part of a new political strategy.

Along this line of thinking, the hypothesis of Jones himself (1995: 76-78,
307-425) stands out, who in a suggestive manner thinks that the architectural and
sculptural program of Chichén was eclectic and undertaken by local Maya groups,
quite belligerent and knowledgeable of the outside world, given their mercantile
activities. He deduces that the imitation of Toltec style could have resulted from
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in the traces of demographic variations nor in the presence of exogenous cultural
traits (Arnauld and Michelet 1991). On the other hand, historians are faced with
very particular Mesoamerican conceptions of history that make the direct inter-
pretation of texts and distinguishing myth, history, and political propaganda within
them extremely difficult (Marcus 1992b).

A good part of the investigations that have tried to resolve this issue has
proceeded from the disciplines of archaeology and history. Even in the best of
cases, archaeologists have supported themselves in nonanalytical readings of
texts, or historians in archaeological findings that are too specific. Lacking, in the
face of these problems, has been a global, critical comparison of a considerable,
diverse accumulation of historical and archaeological data.

Moreover, it seems pertinent to us that in order to breathe new life into the
discussion regarding Tula—Chichén Itza connections, the specific case must be
transcended. This means studying similar phenomena that took place within the
overall cultural area between 900 and 1500 c.t. The similarities, of course, are not
absolute and become evident when comparing information from areas as distant
as Central Mexico, Michoacan, Oaxaca, Highland Guatemala, and Yucatan. None
of these regions offer all of the urban, architectural, iconographic, mythical, ar-
chaeological, and historical indicators. We are facing a polythetic group, whose
entities share a good number of attributes, but none of them possess them all.?

To manage richer and more varied information and widen the spatial-tempo-
ral focus, we present the following two models of general explanation.

THE MODELS
AN ATTEMPT AT AN EXPLANATION OF GREATER SCOPE: THE ZUYUANS

These observations led us to formulate a proposition in an earlier book,
intended to provide a global view of the indigenous past throughout the territory
corresponding to modern-day Mexico (Lopez Austin and Lopez Lujan 1996: 247—
271). Particular characteristics of the work—above all, the small amount of space
we had for each one of the historical periods—Ilimited our presentation of the
proposal to a mere outline. We will now develop some of its aspects.

As one might guess from the problems we posed at the beginning of this
essay, research in the last few years has tended to look for:

a) A politico-ideological explanation of the problem.
b) Answers from a wider spatial-temporal range, given that the political relation-
ships of the Postclassic present disturbing common aspects.

Various authors have preceded us in emphasizing the politico-ideological
character of the problem. For example, Brinton (1890: 83—100) expressed an ideo-
logical explanation in his Essays of an Americanist. According to him, the pro-
cess studied, which for many other specialists was produced by invasions of
foreign peoples, did not necessarily occur because of population movements:
what traveled were not peoples, but rather ideological paradigms and religious
and aesthetic ideas. Linnea Wren and Peter Schmidt (1991), on the other hand, in
studying the art of Chichén Itza, found the simultaneity of two different styles
substantiating the harmonic coexistence of ruling groups from different ethnic
communities, and concluded that the so-called Modified Florescent style, rather
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than merely suggesting the existence of a flow, in whichever direction between
Tula and Chichén Itz4, may have been the product of elites who propagated a new
multi-ethnic policy of greater integration. For Jones (1995), as we have seen, there
was a clear intention of reproducing architectural, sculptural, and pictographic
styles of outside origin, as there was a quest for political prestige, along with a
seductive propagandistic image of cosmopolitanism; copying the model of a
remote capital hallowed in glory was desirable.

We can say much more about authors who have looked for a wider interpre-
tive radius in terms of time and space. One of the first explanations that tran-
scended the case of Chichén Itza attributed the innovative processes emerging in
northern Yucatan and Highland Guatemala to a single group of people. This was
the position of Thompson (1975: 21-72), followed by many other researchers,
which identified this group of people as the Putiin or Chontal Maya of the coast
of Tabasco and Campeche.

Marie-Charlotte Arnauld and Dominique Michelet (1991) also attributed a
common cause to processes occurring in distinct regions of Mesoamerica. They
demonstrated that a background of radical sociopolitical transformation exists in
indigenous Tarascan and Quiché migration stories that should not necessarily be
explained in terms of invasions.

We will reconsider both explicative currents. The historical event studied, in
fact, has a profound political nature. In it one can observe—with particular shades
of temporal, regional, and historical diversity—the confrontations between those
who tried to maintain the ancient forms of sociopolitical organization and those
who looked for a definitive change. As in different Mesoamerican political move-
ments, the innovators supported their conception of dominion and control in a
mythological and ritual complex derived from millenarian religious traditions, but
in this case, under a new interpretation that fulfilled the political functions of the
moment. This was not an exceptional phenomenon, inasmuch as Mesoamerican
religion was utilized as a component of political action. And, of course, the new
religious interpretation did not depend upon universal acceptance. In some writ-
ten sources it is said that during the conflicts those who disagreed were de-
nounced as heretics and sinners.

The fundamental purpose of this essay is to find a link between political
action that attempted to make changes in regional relations and an ideological
complex that served to support them. For many years, specialists—especially
Mayanists—have recognized the ideological nucleus: the Tollan-Quetzalcoatl
duality.* This duality constituted a paradigm of the primordial order of society,
religion, and authority (Carrasco 1992: 1-2, 106). Our problem now is to determine
how politics, religion, mythology, and ritual were related.

The historical scenarios and times were diverse (see Map 1.1). Among them
would be found:

a) Central Mexico, with its privileged position in Tula, Cholula, and the Basin of
Mexico.

b) Michoacan, with Tarascan expansion.

c¢) Oaxaca, with disputes among the Mixtec kingdoms.

d) Northern Yucatan, with majestic Chichén Itza at its head.
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e) Highland Guatemala, with the aggressive expansion of the Quiché, Cakchiquel,
and Rabinal Maya.

Concerning the actors, these were:

a) on the one hand, original peoples with conservative tendencies
b) on the other hand, innovators who could just as well be native groups as im-
migrants or invaders.

The problem of naming half of the actors arises.> Taking into account that
current investigations dismiss the idea of indispensable military flows penetrat-
ing the affected regions to impose their dominion, what name would be generi-
cally suitable to give to these innovators? Fray Diego de Landa (1982: 16) quite
inappropriately called the aggressive outsiders who supported the illegitimate
government of the Cocom in Mayapan, “Mexicans.” Centuries later, Thompson
(1964: 114-144) would perpetuate the absurd name, comparing them with the
destructive honey moth that had invaded the industrious Maya beehive, and one
still hears the term.® The terms “Toltec” and “Chontal-Putin” are inadequate
because they do not extend to the realities of Michoacén and Oaxaca. In fact, any
names with ethnic content are limited when facing the possibility that at least
some of the political innovators were natives of the affected zones. In short, we
cannot give a name to these actors that indicates an ethnicity, language, or place
of origin, because other aspects besides ethnic, linguistic, and those of ideologi-
cal origin are crucial for understanding the historical process.

If this process is of a profoundly political character and is based in myth, our
designation of the innovators should come from their own discourse. Given that
the reference that they themselves had to a place of origin exists as a common
denominator, and that one of the many names of this place is Zuyud, we believe it
is accurate to call them Zuyuans.

DEFINITION OF THE ZUYUAN POLITICAL SYSTEM

We understand the Zuyuan system as a form of sociopolitical organization
and suggest that its primary characteristic is control, on the part of an organic
hegemonic complex of settlements of diverse ethnicities who inhabited a region,
through a system that assigned an economic and political place and function to
each one of the subordinate political entities. This system tended to the mainte-
nance of (traditional ethnic) internal public order and respected the ideological
foundations of power in each one of the units; but superimposed a multi-ethnic
apparatus as the head of the global organization.’

The Zuyuan system differed from the forms of political organization of the
Classic in at least three spheres:

a) The type of multi-ethnic structure.
b) The type of hegemonic influence and dominion of some political units over others.
c) The type of bellicose action.

First, we will look at the ethnic sphere. From the indigenous perspective,
each human group had a patron deity, a profession received from this deity, and
alanguage. Gentillic identity was a principle of the first order in the political life of






