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				PRESENTATION

				IN 1973, EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO PUBLISHED the first version of Historia mínima de México (followed in 1974 by the English translation A Compact History of Mexico, with a foreword by Robert A. Potash and translated by Marjory Mattingly Urquidi). The purpose of this book in Spanish was to provide Mexicans living at that time with basic historical knowledge of their country. Five authors participated in that first version—Daniel Cosío Villegas (director of the project), Ignacio Bernal, Alejandra Moreno Toscano, Luis González, and Eduardo Blanquel—, expressing what then was considered to be the most concise, accurate vision of Mexico’s past. Subsequent editions included an additional essay (by Lorenzo Meyer) covering the ensuing years; however, the work remained essentially the same until the arrival of the twenty-first century. Over three decades since its original publication, Historia mínima de México reached a print run of over a million copies and was translated into fourteen different languages, as well as Braille.

				Historical knowledge is renewed and enriched every day thanks to research and analysis. In the past three and a half dec-ades, unknown facets of Mexico’s past have been discovered, while others that had been ambiguous have been clarified. Inaccuracies have been corrected and greater depth of insight has been gained through new interpretations and ways for comprehending and elucidating both phenomena and events of the past. This has been reflected in all of El Colegio de México’s publications on history, and should also be an essential feature of a general interest work for dissemination such as this one. Similarly, one could argue that the minimum amount of historical knowledge needed by any Mexican today is greater than before because educational levels in Mexico have increased and, most importantly, Mexicans’ degree of social and political responsibility and commitment.

				In 2004, El Colegio de México felt that the time had come to prepare a Nueva historia mínima de México, the English version of which we present to our readers here. While preserving the aim of synthesis and simplicity that served as a basic guideline for the earlier Historia mínima de México, this new work constitutes a completely novel and original manuscript: it contains texts expressly prepared for this edition by another seven authors. It also provides a fresh approach due to its historical periodization, proposals, explanations, wider coverage of its topics and, above all, thanks to its more modern vision grounded on the best foundations possible in view of the more complete, refined knowledge at our disposal in the early years of the twenty-first century. Naturally, these seven authors have made efforts to ensure that their chapters are both enjoyable and enlightening for any reader, at least as much, if not more, than those of the previous version.

				El Colegio de México intends to see to it that future versions of this work contain, as it deems necessary, the findings of research and other studies that are carried out. With A New Compact History of Mexico, our institution’s aim is to offer English-speaking readers a dynamic text that reflects our knowledge of this country’s past, which is being enhanced and refined with each passing day.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				ANCIENT MEXICO

				PABLO ESCALANTE-GONZALBO

				MEXICO IS REALLY MANY MEXICOS. This is so not only because of its dramatic social differences, but because of its ethnic roots, cultural traditions, and ecosystems, which vary enormously from one region to another. The oldest division, and one of the most significant for historical purposes, existed between an agricultural civilization that spread throughout the southern half of the territory and peoples devoted to shifting agriculture and hunter-gatherers who lived in the arid North. The tendency to consider the great ceremonial center of Tenochtitlan as the reference point for Mexican nationality, and familiarity with names such as Moctezuma and Nezahualcóyotl, should not lead us to forget that other forebears lived in primitive settlements in the mountains of Chihuahua, close to wolves and bears, or walked naked over the harsh lands of Baja California, keeping a close watch on the shore.

				Thanks to their demographic and political importance, southern peoples such as the Nahua, Zapotec or Maya were able to survive and integrate into the new order that arose because of the Spanish Conquest. They managed to incorporate their customs, imagery, and memory into the warp and woof of the nation’s history in various ways. Other groups —such as the hunters of Coahuila or the peoples of Jalisco and Zacatecas who refused to accept Spanish domination—were exterminated along with their stories and ideas. Some, like the Tarahumara and the Seri, have survived on the edges of ravines, on the fringes of deserted beaches, on the margin of history.

				The brevity of this text forces us to concentrate on the central metropolitan histories of powerful groups: of the Olmecs of San Lorenzo, of Teotihuacán, of Tula, histories that belong to Mesoamerican civilization and about which we have a great deal of information. The fragmentary and dispersed nature of the data available on the peoples of the North makes it difficult to include them in this overview.

				If we draw a line on a map of Mexico from west to east linking archaeological sites such as Huatabampo in Sonora, El Zape in Durango, Chalchihuites in Zacatecas, Villa de Reyes in San Luis Potosí, and San Antonio Nogalar in Tamaulipas, the result will be an arc, high at its ends and descending in the region of the Bolsones: it represents the northern frontier of Mesoamerica at the pinnacle of its expansion, around the year 900 CE. That boundary, as well as the construction of the Mesoamerican civilization itself, was the result of a long historical process that began with the domestication of corn and other plants, and included the development of intensive farming methods, the division of society into classes, the establishment of exchange networks extending for hundreds of miles, and the construction of ceremonial complexes, like the temples placed on top of pyramids and the ball courts.

				THE HUNTER-GATHERERS

				The Americas began to be populated around the year 40000 BCE. Homo erectus had learned to make fire half a million years before, but Homo sapiens sapiens had barely come into being and the subspecies neanderthalensis had not yet completely died out. So it is important to observe that humans as we know them today began their history practically at the same time in the Americas as in the rest of the world.

				The passage to the Americas was made possible by a drop in sea levels characteristic of the geological era known as the Pleistocene, or Ice Age. During the last glaciation of that era, known as the Wisconsin Glaciation (ca. 100000 to 8000 BCE), there were periods of thousands of years during which northeast Asia and northwest America were joined, and that is where young Homo sapiens sapiens crossed over in successive waves.

				The oldest indicators of human presence in what is now Mexico date from 35000 BCE. Between then and the year 5000 BCE, when domestication of corn and beans began, there were only bands of hunter-gatherers and fishermen. These bands were quite versatile, easily breaking up into their component parts. During months of scarcity, each family inhabited a different place, built its enclosure of branches or installed itself in a cave from which to take advantage of resources available nearby. Once the season of abundance arrived, generally in the summer, families congregated in places where bands were formed to hunt and gather. Several bands could join together and form “macrobands” to exchange women, organize great hunting forays or defend their territory. A single band could consist of several dozen people, and a macroband could unite several hundred.

				This part of Mexican history, prior to the development of agriculture, is known as the Lithic Stage, and most of it took place during the cold Ice Age when the Americas still had horses, antelope, mammoths, and other species that became extinct due to climatic changes brought on by the Holocene.

				One of the first personal stories recovered from the Mexican past occurred around the year 7000 BCE, shortly before the extinction of American megafauna. Bands of hunter-gatherers living in the Valley of Mexico used to herd mammoths down to the swampy shore of Lake Texcoco. When these giant animals bogged down in the mud, the hunters wounded them with lances until they fell exhausted or died. One day some 9 000 years ago, a woman—about 25 years old and 1.5 m (four feet 11 inches) tall—took part in a day’s hunt, when she unfortunately stumbled and fell. She died and until recently remained buried face down in the mud. She is known among archaeologists as the “Tepexpan man.”

				The years around 7000 BCE are of special importance. The harsh climatic changes that caused the disappearance of a variety of species on this planet also prompted a diversification of economic activities. The technology of projectile points became specialized for hunting small and medium-sized animals such as pumas, peccaries, deer, rabbits, and raccoons. There is also enough archaeological evidence to state that between 7000 and 5000 BCE, bands intensified their gathering activities: they undoubtedly pulled weeds to clear the ground around beneficial plants, systematically harvesting fruits and seeds and doing some irrigating. The result of this intervention in natural plant cycles was the domestication of chili peppers, avocados, and squash (Cucurbita mixta). Subsequently, none of these plants could reproduce without assistance. Millstones for grinding grains—similar to a metate without feet—also appeared at this time.

				But domesticating a few plants is not the same as being an agricultural people. Centuries of experimentation and adaptation separate the two and constituted what we call the Proto-Neolithic Period (5000 to 2500 BCE). Domesticated maize developed during this time as a result of hundreds of years of selecting primitive ears of the wild corn species Zea mexicana (teosinte). It mutated to produce small ears and finally ears about eight inches long, characteristic of the fully domesticated maize (Zea mays) of today. The guaje (bottle gourd), the common bean, and white and black zapotes were also domesticated during this period.

				Toward the end of the Proto-Neolithic Period, the gatherers had become farmers. They could no longer abandon their crops; thus, permanent villages arose. It was in these primitive settlements that characteristic Mesoamerican tools and procedures evolved: the metate and its club-like pestle for grinding corn appeared; pumpkin (Cucurbita pepo) was domesticated, and its seeds were used to prepare the daily pipián (a sauce made of ground pumpkin seeds, spices, and chili peppers) of all the peoples of Mesoamerica; dogs were domesticated; and there were also signs of the beginning of human sacrifice and worship of the dead. The families that lived in these villages formed more cohesive, lasting social units than their gatherer forebears. These were societies without social stratification, and they recognized no other difference among themselves than belonging to one family or another which, technically, are defined as tribes.

				THE DAWN OF CIVILIZATION

				The history of Mesoamerica is generally considered to have begun around 2500 BCE, when sedentary life became widespread and pottery came into existence. This date marks the start of the first Mesoamerican period, known as the Pre-Classic, and in particular its first stage, the Early Preclassic (2500 to 1200 BCE). This period is also known as Village Formative, because 90% of settlements in all regions were villages containing an average of ten to twelve dwellings and a total of 50 to 60 individuals. Households in the Early Preclassic consisted of several rooms grouped around a patio, a pattern that continued up to the time of the Spanish Conquest and even beyond. The patio was usually the work area, while the rooms around it served as dormitories and storerooms, and at least one of them could include the kitchen and an altar.

				During this period, some villages grew to more than 200 dwellings sheltering more than a thousand people. Signs of long-distance exchanges and public rituals have been found in settlements of this kind. San José Mogote in the Oaxaca Valley is one such village that stands out in this region: among the artifacts archaeologists found at this site are pieces of pottery, seashells, shark teeth, as well as drums made of tortoise shell and trumpets of sea snail shell, all from the Gulf Coast. During those same years, a raised platform covered with stucco and equipped with an altar was constructed in the center of the village.

				These villages were home to the first Mesoamerican chiefdoms: hierarchical societies that conferred higher rank on some members, such as the chief and his children, and perhaps on some exceptional warriors, thus promoting the use of artifacts and distinctive costumes to display rank. Religious and military authority was concentrated in the chiefs. They administered the community’s surpluses and supervised its growing commerce. These chieftainships appear to have played an important role in promoting the high level of development that was to characterize the Mid-Preclassic Period, but in most Mesoamerican regions they lasted for only a short time. Distinctions of rank very soon gave way to class divisions, the work of government became specialized, and the nobility monopolized it.

				Around the year 1200 BCE, a variety of waterworks—canals, terraces, and probably chinampas (human-made small agricultural plots anchored in the bottom of a lake)—began to appear in Mesoamerica. An improvement in agricultural productivity and an increase in population seem to be a direct consequence of these projects. From 1200 BCE to approximately 500 BCE, the Mid-Preclassic was characterized by the emergence of full-time specialized labor and social stratification, the construction of urban ceremonial centers, and the development of an array of symbolic images we usually identify as Olmec. It was precisely at this time that the first kingdoms or lordships arose in several areas of Mesoamerica.

				The exchange of prestige and worship items taking place among the larger settlements of the various regions of Mesoamerica seems to have fostered a degree of agreement among ruling groups regarding religious and political concepts, and also favored the dissemination and acceptance of certain artistic and stylistic conventions and preferences. We now know that Olmec-like features appeared more or less simultaneously in the Balsas Basin, in the Valley of Mexico, on the Gulf Coast, and in other regions. This contradicts earlier ideas about the Olmec spreading throughout Mesoamerica from the Gulf of Mexico (San Lorenzo or La Venta, Tabasco) as the result of military or trade expansion.

				Among the characteristics we usually identify as Olmec are the use of large “tables” of stone or masonry (in some cases used as thrones and in others, perhaps, as altars); the preference for jadeite and other green stones for offerings; the very frequent representation of the jaguar, associated in different ways with the human figure: felines that dance or fight with humans, feline skins used as capes, and anthropomorphic felines. Olmec-style human faces are characterized by narrow slanted eyes and very prominent thick lips, which sometimes open to reveal fierce fangs; there may be an incision in the upper central part of the head from which an ear of corn emerges. The “flaming eyebrow,” two bands crossed in an “X,” and a drop of rain with a dot and a line are also among the symbols usually called Olmec.

				Most of the large, complex urban ceremonial centers, the greatest concentration of sculpture, and the largest pieces have been found on the alluvial plains of the Gulf of Mexico. An enormous earthen platform was built at San Lorenzo around 1200 BCE that protected a major complex of ceremonial plazas and elite living quarters from river flooding. Thrones, steles, colossal heads, and other sculptures were placed in various positions on this artificial meseta. The hugest sculptures were the thrones, previously thought to be altars. Sovereigns who presided over ceremonies and quite probably attended to matters of state sat on these thrones. The carved images on these gigantic seats proclaimed the ruler’s special lineage and indicated his connection to the supernatural, especially to the interior of the mountain, a prime symbol of fertility. Some images also suggest identification of the ruler with the axis of the cosmos and the corn god. The gigantic heads were normally made of recycled thrones, most probably the throne used during the sovereign’s lifetime, converted into his own colossal portrait. Placed directly on the ground, the heads of sovereigns would appear to be emerging from it, like trees or corn plants.

				For 300 years, until 900 BCE, San Lorenzo was the political center of its region. It was then abruptly abandoned after the mutilation and burial of several of its sculptures. Between 900 BCE and 500 BCE, several sites flourished in the vicinity, but none had the grandeur of La Venta, which we can consider to be the true successor to San Lorenzo. At La Venta the first great Mesoamerican “pyramid” was built, a gigantic undulating cone of tamped earth surrounded by plazas and small platforms.

				For the people of La Venta, the trip to the basalt fields of Los Tuxtlas was even longer than for the people of San Lorenzo. However, as their predecessors had done, they constantly travelled in search of stone, which they transported on rafts along the rivers and the coast, dragging the rock on rolling tree trunks where there was no body of water. These stones permitted the survival of the excellent sculptural tradition of San Lorenzo, enriching it with new creations such as tombs constructed with basalt columns. Small sculptures of semi-precious stones, such as jadeite, also became more varied during the flowering of La Venta, as attested by discoveries on the site and in places like Cerro de las Mesas and Río Pesquero.

				It is tempting to suppose that the prosperous, partially urbanized villages of the Gulf of Mexico, inhabited by sculptors, priests, warriors, and rulers, constituted a kind of metropolis from which other Mesoamerican Olmec influences were derived. But, as we have said, the data does not support the hypothesis of expansion from the Gulf, but rather the idea that Olmec features had been adopted simultaneously by rising Mesoamerican nobilities who were in close contact among themselves as a result of trading.

				We may continue to label the inhabitants of the Gulf alluvial plain in the Mid-Preclassic Period as “Olmec.” This is an arbitrary name we have given to a group of peoples belonging to the Mixe-Zoque linguistic family. But the series of forms and symbols used in that region is not exactly an ethnic manifestation, something properly “Olmec,” but part of a supra-regional phenomenon.

				Among Olmec-type sites located beyond the Gulf Coast, Teopantecuanitlán in Guerrero and Chalcatzingo in Morelos stand out owing to the size and opulence of their ceremonial areas. Each of these sites has original features; for example, T-shaped steles in the former and unique representations of rain and caves in the latter. In both cases, however, Olmec artifacts, symbols, and stylistic conventions are clearly identifiable. They were also present in Tlapacoya and Tlatilco (in the Valley of Mexico), and in many other Mesoamerican sites.

				THE ROOTS OF REGIONAL DIVERSITY

				While uniformity is the characteristic feature of the Mid-Preclassic, regional diversity dominates the Late Preclassic (500 BCE to 200 CE). Around 500 BCE, evidence of Olmec culture is no longer found in Mesoamerica, and instead we encounter signs of several regional cultures that sprang up at that time with remarkable vigor. They included new architectural styles tending toward monumentality, as well as changes in sculpture, ritual ceramics, and the symbolic order. The motivations for this shift in the history of Mesoamerican civilization are not clear; what we can be sure of is that the regions had achieved demographic stability and economic wealth they had not enjoyed centuries before. This maturity produced very large population concentrations and allowed for the consolidation of nobilities that monopolized the functions of command. These functions came to be of a specifically political nature, ceasing to be grounded only on principles of representation and the leadership of kinship societies, and rather were based on rationale such as the efficacy of government action to win wars, organize commerce, and urbanize space.

				The rise of Monte Albán is one of the events marking the beginning of the Late Preclassic. The larger villages in the three branches of the Oaxaca Valley, which had grown steadily, stopped their individual development around the year 500 BCE and participated in the joint project of creating a city. Monte Albán was a rocky, uninhabited mountain without water, but with the advantage of being situated in the center of the valley. From its summit one could see the three branches of the valley and surrounding mountain ranges. The fact that Monte Albán had been organized, from its inception, as a system of large neighborhoods or boroughs seems to strengthen the hypothesis that its foundation was the result of a broad alliance among all the settlements in the valley.

				The rocky promontory was adapted to the needs of a growing population which, before the end of the Late Preclassic, had exceeded 15 000. The first public structure of the budding city was what we know today as the Gallery of the Dancers, which owes its name to the figures sculpted into the flat stones covering it that seem to move or writhe in contorted poses. Nude and with their viscera exposed, these figures might represent captive warriors and doubtless the complete series portrayed a long list of subdued groups.

				This public exaltation of military victory had already appeared at San José Mogote when Monte Albán was established. In the village of Dainzú, a small center dependent on Monte Albán located on a tributary of the Tlacolula River, reliefs of human sacrifices were also depicted—in this case decapitated—in association with the ball game. Around the year 200 BCE, a building was raised at Monte Albán in the shape of an arrowhead which, like its predecessor, is covered with stone slabs alluding to military conquest. On these slabs, however, instead of the mutilated captive, the emblem glyph for each settlement is used, associated with a head placed face down.

				The foregoing and other evidence from the Classic Period appear to indicate that Monte Albán’s political consolidation, urban growth, and regional dominance were achieved through intensive military activity. Among the fruits of that activity must have been large remittances of tribute capable of making the city both wealthy and prosperous.

				Funerary art, generally recognized as one of the notable Zapotec features of Classic culture, was already present in these first centuries of Monte Albán’s history: tombs made with large slabs of stone placed in rows and richly decorated with stucco and paint, as well as ceramic effigy vases known as urns, usually placed around the supine corpses of the dead.

				Urbanization and demographic concentration processes similar to those of Oaxaca are evident in the Valley of Mexico, and are even more marked if we take into account that two cities arose on the shores of the Lake of Mexico in the Late Preclassic. This is an exciting page in our history about which little is known. We are sure that Cuicuilco was much more than a pyramid with a circular base: there was a gigantic necropolis, which today is covered by a modern housing development, and numerous mounds can still be seen from the busy streets that cross the area. Judging by the dimensions of that religious center, we may guess that the city was very large. A layer of lava almost 15 m (50 feet) thick at some points complicates research and will never allow us a complete understanding of that settlement.

				Just as Cuicuilco was a magnet for the rural population in the southern part of the valley, Teotihuacán attracted peoples from the north and east. Some estimates indicate that between 200 BCE and 100 BCE, Teotihuacán held close to 40 000 inhabitants. Yet there is an important difference between the two concentrations: Cuicuilco contained a complex of religious monuments unlike any other settlement in Mesoamerica at the time. Teotihuacán was home to many people drawn there by the obsidian industry, but still lacked a ceremonial system comparable to that of Cuicuilco; it was more like an amalgamation of villages than a city.

				Cuicuilco began to lose population after an eruption of the Xitle Volcano in 50 BCE, but was not totally abandoned until a hundred years later, when new eruptions covered it entirely with lava. Two of the distinguishing features of the Cuicuilco culture disappeared from the valley with the extinction of the city: the circular-based ceremonial platform and the bottle-shaped tombs, characterized by a cylindrical shaft that provided access to the inner chamber. Curiously, both features appeared in Western Mexico (Jalisco, Michoacán, Nayarit, Colima) around the year 200 BCE and became typical of that region during the following thousand years. No link has been shown to exist between the two cultures; nevertheless, the possibility cannot be ruled out.

				In other regions of Mesoamerica, the works and events of the Late Preclassic showed some connection to the ancient Olmec. Such was the case of the Mezcala culture, where we observe the continuity of a very characteristic practice of the Olmec period: small anthropomorphic figures carved in stone. The abstraction of the Mezcala figures seems related to the least naturalistic tendencies of Olmec art. In addition to these vestiges, there are very clear signs of a sequel to the Olmec presence that shifted from the Gulf to the Maya region.

				Between the years 500 and 400 BCE, La Venta was abruptly abandoned, but some minor sites in the region, like Tres Zapotes and Cerro de las Mesas, remained inhabited and continued the tradition of sculpting steles and altars out of great blocks of stone. They also preserved some of the features of Olmec iconography. What is particularly interesting is the strong resemblance between the sculptures of these post-Olmec sites and those created in areas in the South, in the Upper Grijalva Basin and on the coasts of Chiapas and Guatemala. Such similarities have made it possible to identify a cultural phenomenon known as the Izapa Complex. The northernmost point of that complex seems to be La Mojarra in Veracruz, and the points farthest south are Izapa, in Mexico, and Abaj Takalik and El Baúl in Guatemala. Crucial links are Chiapa de Corzo and La Libertad, both on the upper reaches of the Grijalva River. This long curving swath, which descends from the Gulf alluvial plain and crosses the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, coincides with the location of the Mixe-Zoque linguistic family in the Late Preclassic. Coast-to-coast communication via that route was not new; it had existed for centuries. What seems to have occurred is that the descendants of the Gulf Olmecs strengthened the relationship with their own ethnic roots once the Olmec era’s world of commercial and political ties had collapsed.

				During this period of crisis and re-accommodation, one of the most transcendental inventions for Mesoamerica’s intellectual history occurred at Izapa Complex sites: the “long count,” a system for creating a calendar that makes it possible to date any event with precision based on a fixed date equivalent to what is used in the West, i.e., the birth of Christ. The reference date for the Mesoamerican Long Count was August 13, 3114 BCE, but we have no evidence that it refers to any particular event. The oldest known calendar inscriptions come from the Mixe-Zoque area: Chiapa de Corzo, 36 BCE; Tres Zapotes, 31 BCE; El Baúl, 36 CE; Abaj Takalik, 126 CE; La Mojarra, 143 CE and 156 CE; and San Andrés Tuxtla, 162 CE. This data indicates that the system we think of as Mayan par excellence was actually invented by the Mixe-Zoque during a period of regional crisis and restructuring. Nor is the combination of altar and stele an invention attributable to the Maya. As we have seen, it was in use in the Olmec era in Guerrero, in Morelos, and along the Gulf Coast, and moved to the Maya region via the Izapa Complex cultural corridor.

				In the Mid-Preclassic, there were already some Mayan agricultural settlements in the jungle, such as Seibal and Altar de Sacrificios, on a tributary of the Usumacinta River called Pasión, as well as in Tikal, Uaxactún, Nakbé, and El Mirador in the Guatemalan Petén, not far from the border with Campeche. Some of these villages were the cradle of powerful chieftainships, and in the Late Preclassic developed compact, elevated ceremonial areas characterized by groups of several mounds, each crowned by two or three pyramidal platforms. These groups’ architecture and ornamentation are very similar to those that were to be seen in the Classic Period, but some components are still absent: royal portraits and epigraphs accompanied by dates.

				The Petén groups achieved some expansion southward and towards the Grijalva River, whether peaceful or warlike we do not know. As a result of that expansion, they came into contact with the Izapa tradition. Kaminaljuyú and other sites on the Guatemalan Altiplano may have been areas that fostered assimilation of the two tendencies, the Mixe-Zoque and the Mayan. In the year 292 CE, the long count appears associated with Mayan inscriptions and architecture in the emerging city of Tikal in the jungle, which would become one of the most prosperous in the region.

				THE AGE OF EMPIRE

				Between the years 100 BCE and 200 CE, a period some authors distinguish from the Preclassic and call Protoclassic, several important events took place in the Valley of Mexico. One was the abandonment of Cuicuilco and Teotihuacán’s rise as the unquestioned political and religious center of the region.

				The Pyramids of the Sun and the Moon were built during the first two hundred years of our era, as was the Temple of Quetzalcóatl. The so-called Avenue of the Dead was laid out, and the urban phase of Teotihuacán’s history began. If any pre-Hispanic settlement can properly be called a city, it was Teotihuacán. Construction and paving covered the greater part of its surface, without leaving space for orchards or gardens, in an area of 20 km2 (about eight square miles).

				During the Classic Period (200 to 650 CE), most of the people of Teotihuacán occupied multifamily dwellings made of masonry, and very few people lived in adobe huts, indicating generalized prosperity. Groups of housing structures were constructed on large sloping aprons and their walls were windowless, with one or two porticos allowing access. The majority of these compounds rose on top of square foundations measuring 60 m by 60 m (about 200 feet by 200 feet), although some were longer and others were L-shaped. All of their sides were parallel, but the corners did not always coincide; so the intent was not to create a precisely square grid. Each compound was equivalent to a block or square; the streets of Teotihuacán were long, shaded corridors passing between sloping aprons and high walls, and it was impossible to see what went on in the dwellings from the street.

				Several patios within each residential compound provided passage to the rooms and allowed light to enter. A central patio and some larger rooms enabled all residents to congregate for religious and administrative activities of common interest. On average, some 20 families probably lived in each compound; they were all active in the same craft or trade and, furthermore, were related to one another. From genetic analyses of skeletons we know that the males in each compound had closer connections to each other than the women, which suggests a pattern of patrilocal residence: the women went to live in their husbands’ compounds.

				It has been observed that several residential compounds tended to group together to form neighborhoods or boroughs; the inner streets were usually narrower than those surrounding them. Several neighborhoods together formed a district. Each district seems to have had its own ceremonial center, equipped with three temples which converged in a small square. That must also have been the meeting point for representatives of families and neighborhoods for administrative purposes.

				A major part of the population concentrated in Teotihuacán’s urban area, perhaps half, were artisans devoted to trades such as the production of cores or finished artifacts of obsidian, pottery, bone and shell or cloth and cordage, among other items. The abundance and good quality of agricultural land in the valley of Teotihuacán and the limited number of villagers living there lead one to believe that many of the city’s residents also carried out agricultural activities on a part- or full-time basis.

				People often imagine that all pre-Hispanic societies were tyrannies in which an immensely wealthy group forced communities of producers into exhausting labor under iron-fisted political control. They were not democracies by any means, but their internal structure was far more complex than this preconception suggests. There is enough archaeological data in Teotihuacán for us to understand at least four basic ideas related to social stratification: 1] Society was founded on the basis of collective groups, like clans, which took on the form of urban neighborhoods. 2] These clans were internally differentiated; some families were more prosperous than others. The residential compounds where the leaders lived tended to be more spacious and richer than others in the same neighborhood. The remains of the highest ranking individuals in each neighborhood received special burial treatment. 3] Neighborhoods of artisans, agriculturists, and other workers enjoyed such substantial urban infrastructure (streets, market access, drainage, solid and durable dwellings) that we cannot consider them an impoverished mass. In other words, popular urban dwellings in general were not of a quality substantially different from that of the rulers. 4] Nevertheless, there are buildings whose rich mural decoration and spaciousness show them to be the dwellings of a noble class. The compounds located east of the Pyramid of the Moon and north of the Pyramid of the Sun appear to have belonged to the families of political and military leaders. There are also clusters of dwellings that seem to have been home to monks devoted entirely to religious tasks.

				We know almost nothing about the kings of Teotihuacán except that it seems they had Quetzalcóatl as their supreme protective deity, just as the lords of the Olmec period identified themselves with the corn god. The power of the sovereigns of the great city in the Valley of Mexico must have emanated at least in part from their successful management of public works. The immense pyramids and the great city were proof of their effective governance. The organization of crafts and the promotion of trade assured by the arrival of raw materials and the export of products to other regions undoubtedly must have been valued by groups of specialists who depended on that commerce.

				The recognition of all the neighborhoods, districts, artisans, nobles, and peasants as members of the same political unit probably occurred under the protective image of a common deity, Tláloc, God of Water, and his consort, Chalchiuhtlicue. It is likely that the pyramids which centuries later the Mexica, who were occasional visitors to the site, called “of the Sun” and “of the Moon” were really dedicated to Tláloc and Chalchiuhtlicue. The Pyramid of the Sun was a great symbolic “hill of water” because the people of Teotihuacán dug a peripheral ditch and small central canal, so that it would appear that water was springing from the natural cave located at the apex of the pyramid, and then flowed around it. In the plaza of the Pyramid of the Moon there was only a massive, almost geometric, sculpture of Chalchiuhtlicue, the goddess identified by her jade skirt.

				Beyond the city and its immediate agricultural surroundings, Teotihuacán influenced all the regions of Mesoamerica in one way or another. First, the Teotihuacán state was the great organizer of production in the Valley of Mexico and undoubtedly also in the Toluca Valley. In view of available evidence, it is most likely that there were two major ethnic components in this area: the Nahua, who comprised the majority of Teotihuacán’s urban population, and several groups of the Otomí family. Among the latter, there were groups primarily engaged in intensive agriculture in the Lerma River Basin (who were the forefathers of the Matlatzinca), and others devoted mainly to exploiting the forests, hunting deer, and cultivating and processing agave (to obtain pulque, rope, and textile fibers) and, to a lesser extent, to agriculture (these were the ancestors of the Otomí and the Mazahua). The Otumba and Pachuca obsidian deposits, as well as lime deposits in the Tula-Tepeji area, were among the strategic resources apparently directly controlled by Teotihuacán.

				Less influential areas that also merit attention are basins in Morelos where the people from Teotihuacán obtained cotton, probably cacao, and other warm-climate agricultural products, and the Puebla-Tlaxcala Valley that supplied the clay required to make “thin orange” pottery, one of the finest craft products of Ancient Mexico. Teotihuacán must have had continuous trade with these two regions, and perhaps collected tribute from both, but we cannot be sure that it directly controlled what was produced there.

				Teotihuacán’s power extended into a third area of influence that involved settlements hundreds of kilometers away from the Valley of Mexico. The search for cinnabar deposits led its inhabitants to the Río Verde in San Luis Potosí, while their interest in a variety of semi-precious stones like serpentine and jadeite took them to the Balsas River Basin. We cannot say that Teotihuacán forcibly appropriated raw materials for itself without compensation. It is much more likely that it imposed asymmetrical trade conditions on the locals.

				The presence of people from Teotihuacán on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico was also due to their search for certain raw materials, probably the feathers of tropical birds, cacao, and cinnabar and kaolin (a fine white clay) deposits in the area of Los Tuxtlas. They founded a colony at Matacapan near Lake Catemaco. This not only assured access to raw materials, but also supervision of an important port of exchange where trade routes met coming from northern Veracruz, the Yucatán Peninsula, the Guatemalan coast via the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and the Mixteca region via the Teotitlán-Tuxtepec route. Among the most convincing evidence of Teotihuacán presence in Matacapan is the use of multifamily housing compounds following the model of the metropolis.

				Teotihuacán’s relations with the Maya and Zapotec peoples have been the subject of much debate. We are sure there was some association, that it lasted several centuries, and that it was quite close. Many Teotihuacán artifacts reached Oaxaca and the Maya region, and numerous Teotihuacán forms were imitated by the artisans of the south. But what was the nature of these relations?

				The first explicit evidence of a strong Teotihuacán influence on the Maya area was found 50 years ago. Since then, archaeological projects and advances in deciphering epigraphs (engraved inscriptions) have confirmed that influence and made it possible to define its major features. There are very clear signs of Teotihuacán influence in architecture and pottery, as well as in the representation of military paraphernalia and some symbols, in several Maya cities of the Petén. Tikal is definitely the place where Teotihuacán characteristics appear with the greatest clarity. In addition to Teotihuacán-type vessels like the typical tripod vase with a cover, within this jungle metropolis there are several structures that use slope and panel (talud y tablero) construction, interpreted in the Teotihuacán fashion, and recently a stone standard was found almost identical to the one we know as a “ball game marker” found in Teotihuacán’s La Ventilla complex.

				One of the vases found at Tikal depicts obviously armed warriors in Teotihuacán dress coming before a Maya personage who receives them with burning incense. A mural at nearby Uaxactún also represents a Teotihuacán warrior being revered by a Maya noble. The epigraphs that make it possible to understand the event to which these scenes allude have only been deciphered very recently. We now know that on January 31, 378 CE, a foreigner by the name of Siyaj Kak came to Tikal. The presence of this same person was recorded eight days before at the village of El Perú, located on the banks of one of the tributaries of the Usumacinta River, a natural entry to the Petén for someone traveling from the Valley of Mexico. The king of Tikal, Chak Tok Ichaak, died on the same day as the foreigner’s arrival. In other words, in all probability, the king was killed by the foreigners.

				Mention is also made of the arrival of Siyaj Kak in inscriptions at Uaxactún, Bejucal, and Río Azul. In no case is it said that Siyaj established himself as ruler; the inscriptions indicate that this personage installed new monarchs. At Tikal, the ruler installed by Siyaj was from Teotihuacán and was known as Búho-Lanzadardos (Spearthrower Owl). After power was usurped, the newcomers removed from public areas the steles commemorating the rulers that preceded the Teotihuacán incursion. They were all destroyed or taken away from the city. It was a matter of establishing a new dynasty, and from then on, for several generations, the legitimacy of the kings of Tikal would be linked to their Teotihuacán origins. The son of Spearthrower Owl, Yax Nuun Ayiin I, is represented on a stele in non-Maya costume and posture, and Teotihuacán-type vessels were buried in his tomb. The grandson of Spearthrower Owl, Siyaj Chan Kawiil II, is portrayed in a style closer to Maya conventions, but is flanked by two images in which his father is dressed in the attire and carrying the arms of a Teotihuacán warrior. There are also indications of Teotihuacán military presence at Piedras Negras, while at Palenque it is likely that Teotihuacán imposed a new dynasty in the year 431 CE.

				On the Guatemalan Altiplano, Kaminaljuyú also suffered a Teotihuacán invasion around the year 400 CE. In this case there are no inscriptions, but the archaeological remains are very eloquent. What Michael Coe has called “a miniature version of Teotihuacán” was created at Kaminaljuyú. The colonists built temples as in the Valley of Mexico, and their pottery was decorated reproducing the artistic conventions of the metropolis. They preferred to be buried with vessels brought from their city of origin. Among Teotihuacán’s motives for establishing dominion at this site in the highlands, the most important one must have been to control the obsidian deposits in the area, particularly at El Chayal.

				Teotihuacán’s relationship with Monte Albán seems to have been discreet and symmetrical, but although in the Maya case it is clear that there was a military aspect, at Monte Albán the association was probably more diplomatic. The Zapotec potters felt less attracted by the Teotihuacán style than the artisans of Tikal; the presence of Teotihuacán forms in Monte Albán is far scarcer. There is a lintel at Monte Albán referring to a visit by Teotihuacán ambassadors, but these ambassadors are priests carrying sacks of copal to present as an offering, and not warriors. With Oaxaca, moreover, there is a reciprocity not observable with the Maya. A neighborhood in Teotihuacán was inhabited by Zapotec who maintained their customs for centuries. These Zapotec were buried in underground chambers like those at Monte Albán, and not directly beneath the floor like other residents of Teotihuacán. Furthermore, the mortal remains of the Zapotec were surrounded by effigy urns identical to those that have been found by the hundreds in the Oaxaca Valley.

				The Teotihuacán presence in Western Mesoamerica has yet to be clarified. It has repeatedly been claimed that visitors from Teotihuacán came to sites in Zacatecas, such as Alta Vista, in order to control trade in turquoise and benefit from other mining activities in the region. But so far no solid proof has been offered. On the other hand, attention has always been drawn to a settlement in Michoacán, namely Tingambato, because of the startling similarity of its architecture to that of Teotihuacán, but there is no ceramic evidence of a link between the two sites. Settlements in Nayarit, Jalisco, and Colima—characterized by their ceremonial centers with circular platforms and plazas, and burial complexes with shaft tombs and ceramic recreations of realistic scenes of daily life and animals—continued to be an essential part of a regional system linked to the pueblos of the Sierra Madre Occidental (Western Sierra Madre) and the Pacific Coast rather than to Teotihuacán.

				CRISIS AND CHANGE

				The years between 650 and 900 CE are commonly known by two different names. If considered from the center of Mexico, with the fall of Teotihuacán and the dramatic changes that followed, this era is called Epiclassic. But viewed from a Mayan perspective, given that the Maya were just then reaching the peak of their prosperity, these years are called Late Classic. In any event, the initial date of this period coincides with the crisis that ended Teotihuacán’s dominance and the end date refers to the disappearance of classic Maya culture. To be precise, 909 CE is the last date recorded on the monuments at Calakmul and Toniná.

				Sometime before the year 600 CE, Teotihuacán’s influence over the Maya area ceased, and between that date and the year 700 CE, evidence of Teotihuacán’s presence disappeared from all of Mesoamerica: the great port of Matacapan was no longer a center of commercial exchanges; Teotihuacán pottery was no longer found in the cinnabar mining area in San Luis Potosí; trade stopped between Morelos and the Valley of Mexico; and, in short, the Teotihuacán era came to an end. This violent contraction of the Teotihuacán system seems to have been caused by the impetus of middle-sized cities seeking a more active role in exchange networks. It is as though the regions of Mesoamerica simply shook off a dominance that sought to regulate the economic life of all. During the crisis, the former capital lost over four-fifths of its population.

				The disappearance of Teotihuacán influence in the Maya area seems to have been one of the causes for more rapid regional development. Maya cities became more prosperous; architecture, sculpture, and the manufacture of ritual and luxury objects took on unprecedented variety and richness. Some of the principal Maya cities such as Palenque, at the foot of the Chiapas mountains, Piedras Negras, and Yaxchilán on the Usumacinta River, Tikal in the Petén, and Calakmul in the southern Yucatán Peninsula all flourished to the greatest extent in the seventh century. And, as is true of the rest of Maya history, this era of splendor is known to us in more nuanced detail than other parts of Mesoamerican history because the Maya used a glottographic script capable of reproducing speech and a precise dating system. Maya narratives of the Classic Period are sometimes monotonous: they list births, enthronements, declarations of war, temple dedications, and deaths. Nevertheless, a complete reading of the inscriptions, which has been particularly successful in the last 20 years, makes it possible to discover shades of meaning and singularities: not all kings behaved the same way, nor did all cities tell their tales in the same way. There are hundreds of stories to be gathered from available inscriptions, and many come from this seventh-century period of great splendor.

				The inscriptions of Yaxchilán introduce us, among other individuals, to an especially fortunate king, Itzamnaaj Balam II, who governed from 681 to 742 CE. He appears in the most famous carved lintels of Yaxchilán as a great warrior and protector of the city. His government thrived and his life was long; like his mother, he lived more than 90 years. Among his several wives, Kabal Xook was the most important: one of the best temples in Yaxchilán was dedicated to her, and the interior was decorated by expert sculptors brought in from other cities. Deceased seven years after the king, Kabal Xook was buried in a magnificent temple, with an impressive offering of 20 000 obsidian knives.

				Another story about the epoch of prosperity is that of Pakal (Pacal) and his son Kan Balam, lords of Palenque (called Lakamhá in their time). This city’s artists preferred to record their stories in stucco on walls and on stone objects, but not on steles. Kinich Janaab Pakal I, known as Pacal the Great, received his power from his mother, something uncommon in a preferentially patrilineal society. It seems that his mother, Sak Kuk, had assumed power in the absence of male siblings, the last having died in the fierce war against Calakmul. After ruling for three years in a sort of regency, she left power in the hands of her 12-year-old son. Pakal succeeded in restoring the city after an unfortunate series of military defeats and acquired enough wealth to build one of the greatest palaces in Ancient Mexico, as well as a monumental mausoleum—the so-called Temple of the Inscriptions—for his voyage to Xibalbá, the World of the Dead. Thanks to the stability achieved by Kinich Janaab Pakal I, his son Kinich Kan Balam II brought the city to its greatest height of power and equaled his father in building by constructing the celebrated complex of the Temples of the Cross, of the Foliated Cross, and of the Sun.

				Contemporaries of Pacal the Great were Yuknoom Head and Yuknoom the Great, lords of Calakmul. Singularly brave, and in charge of a city more prone to war than its neighbors, Yuknoom Head zealously maintained the military prestige of the kingdom and its authority over lesser cities. When the city of Naranjo in the Guatemalan Petén tried to become independent, Calakmul’s army immediately overwhelmed it, and Yuknoom personally murdered its king. The record uses the verb kuxaj to express what Yuknoom did to his adversary. It may be translated in two ways: he tortured him or he ate him. The heir to Yuknoom Head, Yuknoom the Great, directed the forces of his kingdom to fight against Tikal, supporting Tikal’s enemies or attacking it directly.

				An indication of the power of the Maya kingdoms in the seventh century may be seen in their capacity to influence Central Mexico. However, this was part of widespread expansion of the regions that had constituted the periphery of the Teotihuacán system. Groups from Central and North-Central Veracruz, headed by the flourishing city of Tajín, penetrated the Huasteca Region and the central meseta. Some artifacts found in the city of Cholula show clear influence of Gulf of Mexico decorative styles. Mixtec groups also reached Cholula and undoubtedly contributed to the dissemination of certain iconographic features, specifically on calendars, in settlements in Puebla and Morelos. The Maya, for their part, had a decisive influence on the lives of the elites of two important cities: Cacaxtla and Xochicalco. In the renowned mural painting at Cacaxtla there are figures and symbols from the Gulf and also from Teotihuacán, but the style of the paintings, the composition of scenes, and the treatment of personages is preponderantly Mayan. The artists who painted them, and undoubtedly also a segment of the local nobility, were familiar with the artistic tradition of the Usumacinta River Basin.

				In the case of Xochicalco, the confluence of regional traditions is even more surprising. The organization of urban space is similar to what we see at Monte Albán. It comes close to the Maya system of ceremonial complexes and the formation of acropolises. The architectural platforms are constructed with sloping sides and horizontal panels in the Cholula manner, but with the Tajín flying cornice. The decoration of the temple to Quetzalcóatl reproduces a Teotihuacán theme, but beyond that homage, Xochicalco eschewed contact with the declining metropolis and preferred to get its obsidian from the deposits in Michoacán, in spite of their being much farther away than those in the Valley of Mexico. Oaxacan influence is evident in the calendar inscriptions of Xochicalco, although efforts to create a new system are also apparent. And once again, as at Cacaxtla, we find at Xochicalco stylistic elements that can only be explained by close contact with elite groups well informed about Maya art. The human figures carved in the temple to Quetzalcóatl undoubtedly came from the Maya artistic tradition, probably from far-off Copán.

				It seems that in confronting the void left by the demise of Teotihuacán, the people who remained all quickly worked from their respective regions to reconnect the threads of an ancient exchange network. And within that network, formerly administered by a central power, nodes now formed where several initiatives came together. Without a doubt, this was an unsettled time and a period of intense military activity. Teotenango, at the source of the Lerma River, sat on a mountain that was hard to attack, while Xochicalco and Cacaxtla, dissatisfied with their hilltop defenses, surrounded themselves with trenches and walls. In the Cacaxtla murals, the struggle between water and drought is portrayed as a cruel battle. On the upper part of the Pyramid of Quetzalcóatl at Xochicalco, the individuals sculpted display an enormous shield and handful of darts.

				During the eighth century, military activity intensified in the Maya area as well, where it reached levels never before seen. Disputes over areas of influence, which ultimately took the form of struggles for economic resources, caused a spiraling increase in war that only ended with the extinction of Maya culture in the form in which it had flourished in the lowlands for centuries. Some events in the Pasión River area and at Lake Petexbatún may serve to illustrate that period of bellicose frenzy. A regional conflict developed there in the decade of 760 CE that involved Dos Pilas, Aguateca, Seibal, Aguas Calientes, and Amelia. The city of Dos Pilas, which until then had been the most powerful of the region, was abandoned by the local nobility. The people who remained there built a double rampart that crossed ancient plazas and ceremonial areas. The residents of Aguateca also used ramparts to improve their defenses, and eventually took refuge on an island, which they also fortified. At the end of this crisis, by the year 830, the only relatively prosperous city in the region was Seibal. In general, it may be said that Maya cities experienced insoluble crises throughout the ninth century and, as a result, were progressively abandoned: Yaxchilán became depopulated around 808 CE and Palenque shortly thereafter; Tikal was deserted close to 870 CE. Calakmul, in decline for almost a century, was finally abandoned around the year 909 CE, as was the city of Toniná.

				Most recent historiography has refuted the earlier idea of a mysterious collapse. Today we know that it was war that brought on the final catastrophe for the ancient Maya kingdoms. Nevertheless, one must remember that behind these battles there was more than uncontrolled, irrational bellicosity. Quite probably, this was the most intense expression of a struggle for survival among the dwellers of an apparently exuberant rainforest made fragile by having to bear the burden of many cities. The Maya utilized the rich land on river banks for cultivation and frequently improved it with irrigation canals. They also grew crops inland, in soil they reclaimed from the hills by the system of felling trees and burning vegetation. But riverside land was scarce and the “slash and burn” system had a downside: after two to three years, the land used had to be allowed to lie fallow for a decade or more to recover its natural vegetation and nutrients.

				The nobles saw war as a way to rapidly increase their resources from the tribute they imposed on the vanquished, but the energy and time invested in these wars ended up affecting agricultural organization and productivity, especially in irrigated zones. There is solid proof that the nutrition of the Mayan peasants deteriorated progressively during the Late Classic Period as a result of decreased agricultural production and probably also because of the many demands for tribute from elites who knew no limits when it came to making their cities richer. Less cohesive and weaker societies, and noblemen persistently seeking to improve their position and their resources by means of war, brought the kingdoms to a critical point. Many cities fell, devastated or exhausted, and in others peasants turned their backs on the nobles: peasant farmers had only to disappear into the mountains for a few months for the nobility to be left without sustenance.

				THE WARRIORS OF QUETZALCÓATL

				Outside the Maya area, the flourishing cities of the Epi-Classic Period—Tajín, Xochicalco, and Cacaxtla—stopped developing and became partially or totally abandoned around the year 900 CE. Teotihuacán itself, which had survived for more than two centuries as a regional center, was also deserted. Thus began the period known as the Post-Classic, which would last until the Spanish Conquest.

				Another phenomenon that marks the beginning of the Post-Classic is the abandonment of many northern Mesoamerican settlements and the consequent flow of immigration to the south. Many peoples who had lived for centuries in the Bajío, in the Altos de Jalisco, and in the Sierra Madre Occidental migrated toward the Valleys of Puebla-Tlaxcala, Mexico, and Toluca, and toward the Tarascan Plateau. Most of them were Nahua, but apparently there were also some Pame and perhaps some Purépecha. Colonial sources refer to all of them as Chichimeca. These people were accustomed to living on the frontier of civilization, in harsh areas inhabited by bands of hunter-gatherers. As in military chieftainships, they were bellicose groups who conferred the highest social status on warriors.

				The permanent conflict that characterized the post-Teotihuacán era and the belligerence of the newly-arrived northerners combined to place war at the center of public life in the cities of the Post-Classic Period. Warriors appeared invested with religious attributes; battles were fought in the name of the gods; and human sacrifices practiced after battle were seen as necessary for the functioning of the cosmic order. The warrior’s image and values came to enjoy unprecedented social prestige. Elite military orders, especially those represented by eagles and jaguars, became the main support of sovereigns. The theme of opposition between the eagle and the jaguar, portrayed as struggle, copulation or juxtaposition, was very common in Post-Classic iconography: it was the preferred metaphor of a society at war.

				But not all conflicts were resolved by force of arms, nor could societies permanently devoted to war have survived. The Post-Classic kingdoms sought to stabilize and manage conflict by means of diplomatic alliances and agreements. Alliances were usually triple, although some were quadruple. They facilitated organizing the political domination of regions, recognizing the influence of each of the allied kingdoms over a specific area and population, and sharing the benefits of all the tribute collected. Among other celebrated Post-Classic alliances, we know of those of Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, and Mayapán on the Yucatán Peninsula; Ihuatzio, Pátzcuaro, and Tzintzuntzan in Michoacán; and Teotihuacán, Texcoco, and Tlacopan in the Valley of Mexico. Besides these alliances among “friends,” there were also temporary pacts that permitted some degree of diplomatic relations between enemy kingdoms. A particularly eloquent example of this was the presence of lords of Michoacán at Mexica coronation celebrations. After participating in banquets and entertainment for several days, the Tarascan dignitaries returned to their territory and continued their open enmity toward Mexico-Tenochtitlan and its allies.

				The most important city of the early Post-Classic Period (900 to 1200 CE) was Tula in the present-day State of Hidalgo. It was here that the warlike daring of the Chichimeca blended with the tradition of some southern Nahua, heirs to Teotihuacán. At Tula, warriors were the principal actors in society: they occupied the highest level of the most important building in the city, the base of which is decorated with a parade of coyotes, jaguars, and eagles grasping bleeding hearts in their beaks. Courts for the ball game are most important at this site, and must have been the scene of a warrior rite that culminated in the beheading of prisoners of war. Tula was the first Mesoamerican city in which the macabre tzompantli was used, a kind of gigantic abacus on which each crosspiece was a skewer loaded with human heads, one of the contributions of the Chichimeca peoples to the final centuries of Mesoamerican history. Also used for the first time at Tula was the monumental portico, formed by several parallel colonnades, and the anthropomorphic altar which we know as the chac-mool, both elements originating in mountain settlements in the West.

				Tula’s success was more modest than that of Teotihuacán, but its political and military might was sufficient to support long-distance trade routes that extended as far as Central America in the south and at least as far as Sinaloa in the north. Some artifacts of Mesoamerican provenance found in settlements of agricultural oases in New Mexico, such as Pueblo Bonito in Chaco Canyon, seem to be from the Toltec period, although it cannot be affirmed with certainty whether they arrived there because of Tula’s commercial reach or as a result of some regional networks. We know that the agricultural villages of the Sonoran rivers traded with peoples of the Sierra Madre, and there are indications of contacts between the mountain settlements of Chihuahua and Durango and agriculturists in Arizona and New Mexico. The most complex agricultural settlement in the extreme north of present-day Mexico was Paquimé (also called Casas Grandes) in Chihuahua, where a giant multifamily adobe complex was constructed. Four stories high, and provided with heating and drainage, it was surrounded by ceremonial platforms and plazas. It is quite probable that Paquimé was an important stopover on the road for groups taking Mesoamerican products northward. It is not unlikely that merchants coming from Tula went at least as far as Paquimé, attracted by New Mexico’s turquoise that was traded in the region.

				As had been the case with the people of Teotihuacán, the Toltec had an important presence in the Maya region, although it is much harder to define how that relationship came about. The city of Chichén Itzá on the Yucatán Peninsula was practically re-founded around the year 900 CE, beside the ancient city of the Classic Period. In the new Chichén, some of Tula’s principal images and structures were recreated: the L-shaped portico of colonnades; the Temple of the Warriors, atop which two erect feathered serpents serve as columns flanking the entrance to a roofed enclosure; the pillars with warriors engraved on their surfaces; the chac-mools; the friezes of eagles and jaguars; and even a carved tzompantli that reproduces the skewer of Toltec skulls. Were the re-founders not emigrant Toltecs but rather powerful groups of merchants with Mayan affiliation —usually called putunes—who were accustomed to visiting Nahua cities and familiar with them? We can definitely say that the new city’s architecture was designed by someone who had seen Tula. Chichén Itzá was the most prominent city on the peninsula until 1300 CE, although it exercised that power in alliance with Uxmal and Mayapán. The latter broke the alliance and controlled the region, apparently in a tyrannical manner, until 1450. However, the prestige of Chichén Itzá and its elite reformers, identified with Kukulkan (the Yucatec name for Quetzalcóatl), would persist until the Spanish Conquest.

				In addition to its physical remains, Tula left a trail of glory among the Mesoamerican peoples. Its fame surpassed that of the Nahua and was always linked to political power and the idea of civilization. Much the same happened in the case of Quetzalcóatl, the legendary lord of the Toltecs. It was said, for instance, that the first king of the Guatemalan Maya-Quiché had been confirmed in his post by Quetzalcóatl, called Kukumatz by the Quiché. The Mixtec also attributed the foundation of the dynasties that governed in the Post-Classic to Quetzalcóatl. Both the Maya and the Mixtec refer to Tula in their narratives. The Maya stated that their rulers’ ancestors came from that city, whereas the Mixtec claimed that the great conquering king Eight Deer Jaguar Claw had traveled to Tula to be confirmed in his post. For their part, the majority of the sixteenth-century Nahua peoples referred to Tula as the place of origin of their ruling lineages. The same may be said of the Chalca, Texcocan, Cholulteca, Cuauhtinchantlaca, and Mexica peoples, of course, as well as others.

				The deep impression left by Tula and Quetzalcóatl in the ideology of the peoples of Mesoamerica cannot be explained merely by the acts of the Toltecs of Tula, their mercantile enterprises, and military force. There is more. The word “tula” (tollan in its correct Nahuatl form) etymologically means “clump of rushes,” a place where rushes, or tollin, abound. The metaphor of rushes evokes the great conglomeration of people characteristic of a big city. In the sources preserving the indigenous tradition of the colonial period, the word referred to a marvelous, mythical city inhabited by gods like Quetzalcóatl and Tezcatlipoca, and was also used as an epithet to allude to a series of real or historical cities like Cholula, Culhuacan, Tenochtitlan, and Tula itself.

				What is common to all the Tulas is their prosperity, urban dimensions, high degree of civilization, and the wisdom and religiosity of their rulers. Tula was the city par excellence, the marvelous city, and so was each of its terrestrial replicas. It is quite probable that the prototype of all Tulas—the largest, most powerful, and most prosperous city of Ancient Mexico—was Teotihuacán. It was there that the Nahua urban tradition began, as did the cult of Quetzalcóatl. The ancient myth was reinforced in Tula de Hidalgo, and apparently some new ideas about the exercise of power originated there: the ruler of this Tula bore the name of the god Quetzalcóatl and enjoyed the prerogative of confirming the sovereigns of other cities in their posts, which he did by perforating their nasal septum with the claw of an eagle and another of a jaguar.

				The familiarity of the Maya and the Mixtec with the concept of Tula and the god Quetzalcóatl reflects the impact of the Nahua tradition on the south. Its influence was felt as of the Teotihuacán period, but it seems to have had greater political and religious consequences during the Toltec era. The Maya Kukulkan could have been the lord of Chichén Itzá, just as the Tula to which the Mixtec refer in their sources may well have been Cholula (Tollan Cholollan). The latter had continued the Teotihuacán tradition for several centuries, had strong links with Oaxaca, and in the Post-Classic was reputed to be the principal sanctuary of the god Quetzalcóatl. The fact is that there were several Tulas and various Quetzalcóatls, and that different Mesoamerican kingdoms, at least during the Post-Classic Period, embraced that legend and those symbols as part of a strategy to legitimize their position of power, recognize a seat of power, and render homage to a noble lineage.

				If the Mexica identified Tula de Hidalgo as the sacred city of Quetzalcóatl and attributed greater historical importance to it than to Cholula or Teotihuacán, it is because that was “their Tula,” their metropolis. The Mexica had been part of the northern provinces of the Toltec kingdom, perhaps located in present-day Querétaro, and had come down toward the Valley of Mexico when their metropolis suffered a crisis and was abandoned, sometime before 1200 CE. Even in their days of splendor, the Mexica marauded the ancient city of the Atlantes (great figures of warriors sculpted in the round) and chacmools, digging in search of pieces they recycled as offerings at Tenochtitlan, and finding inspiration in designs of the abandoned city to create their own works of art. The Mexica considered themselves direct heirs of that Tula, locating Teotihuacán in a more remote time, at the creation of the world.

				The fall of Tula, apparently in the midst of serious conflict toward the year 1200 CE, marks the beginning of the Late Post-Classic, a period that would conclude with the Spanish Conquest.

				THE WATER LORDS

				On the eve of the Spanish Conquest, the Valley of Mexico was experiencing remarkable urban development. There were many cities, all of them populous. The chroniclers write of crowds in the streets and canals, and express surprise at the hubbub in the marketplaces: Chalco-Atenco, Xochimilco, Coyoacán, Culhuacan, Iztapalapa, Texcoco, Tlacopan, Azcapotzalco, Mexico-Tenochtitlan, Mexico-Tlatelolco, and dozens of medium-sized towns like Coatlinchan, Mixcoac or Tacubaya. More than two million people lived in the Valley of Mexico, spread out among these population centers.

				Most of these cities were ruled by families of Nahua nobility, but many of them were home to other ethnic groups, particularly the Otomí and Matlatzinca. The Nahua used the term altépetl (which means water-mountain or water hill) to refer to the city, with its population and its land. Each altépetl was headed by its tlatoani or king, who was assisted by an extensive bureaucracy of judges, collectors of tribute, captains, and other administrators. Although each city enjoyed considerable independence in its internal management, there were three great kingdoms that ranked above all the others; these received tribute from the rest and could call on them to participate in wars or public works. The three kingdoms were Tlacopan, Texcoco, and Mexico-Tenochtitlan; this was the most famous of the Post-Classic Triple Alliances. Tlacopan obtained only one-fifth of the tribute from the subordinate lordships, and carried little weight in the alliance, whereas Texcoco had a fairly symmetrical relationship with Tenochtitlan, except during times of war. There was no doubt that the Mexica were the military leaders of the alliance.

				This Triple Alliance was a necessity. No kingdom in the Valley of Mexico could have singlehandedly administered the complex system of routes and marketplaces, tributary provinces, and networks of loyalty among noble lineages. It was not just a matter of administrative capacity, but of the need to respect traditional authority of the kingdoms over certain populations and ethnic groups. This helps us to understand why the Mexica and Texcocan peoples, who had just fought against and defeated the Tepanec of Azcapotzalco, invited Tlacopan, also a Tepanec kingdom, to join in the alliance: they needed to count on the sway that the Tepanec wielded over the peoples to the west of the valley and the Toluca area, particularly the Matlatzinca. Furthermore, the Azcapotzalco marketplace played a crucial role in the valley’s economy.

				The Valley of Mexico’s population density and urban complexity at the beginning of the sixteenth century were sustained by a highly prosperous agriculture. In the two centuries prior to the arrival of Cortés, referred to in detail by colonial sources, only two great famines are mentioned, which were the result of prolonged droughts. The valley’s high agricultural yield is explained by the extensive use of irrigation, and by a system of chinampas. Fields were fertilized with mud and bat droppings, and some crops were produced from seedbeds, which made it possible to cultivate only the healthiest plants in each plot.

				The agricultural products of the Post-Classic Nahua were the same as those of Teotihuacán, the Toltec, and the majority of Mesoamerican peoples: corn, beans, squash (especially pumpkin, i.e., the species Cucurbita pepo), chili peppers, various types of tomatoes, chia (a species of sage), and amaranth, among others. Furthermore, the valley was capable of providing many other edible resources: a great variety of fishes, birds, frogs, diverse insects, snakes, rabbits, deer, and many other species. There was salt at the bottom of the lake (in the Texcoco area), and in the neighboring forests it was possible to cultivate maguey (agave) and obtain firewood. Some fruit bushes and trees, such as tejocote (Mexican hawthorn) and capulín (chokecherry), were also among the region’s resources.

				Each kingdom relied on its own subjects’ production, plus tribute from other populations in its sphere of influence. Settlements had to pay tribute in kind to their lords, as well as being forced to take part in war and public works. The large kingdoms, such as those that formed the Triple Alliance, received tribute from distant provinces and could fill their storehouses with quetzal and macaw feathers, gold and crafted jewelry, decorated cloths, cotton, jade, cacao, and other products. These luxury goods were reserved for use by the nobility and for religious celebrations.

				The population in all the Valley of Mexico’s Nahua cities was divided into two social groups, the nobles or pipiltin (singular pilli) and the common people or macehualtin (singular macehualli). One was pilli or macehualli by birth, and only in exceptional cases of military valor could a macehualli enter the ranks of the nobility. The macehualtin were agriculturists, fishermen, artisans, and other workers who all paid tribute to the nobility. Pipiltin were engaged in tasks related to government, the administration of justice, and the organization of war and religion. They lived off the products that the macehualtin paid as tribute to the palace and the tlatoani distributed periodically. Some of the pipiltin received tributary benefits directly, as in the case of judges, because the profits from certain lands were linked to that office. Some even possessed a kind of feudal property they could sell and bequeath; these were officials who had distinguished themselves in war and certain nobles whom the tlatoani wished to reward. Both received lands, enjoying their products, and benefited from the personal services of the peasants who lived on and worked them.

				Legislation reinforced class distinctions and helped consolidate the nobility’s prestige and power. The nobles used dress and jewelry that were prohibited for the rest of the population. Even supposing that he might be able to buy it in the market, a macehualli could not use a piece of jade jewelry, and if he did, he could be sentenced to death. The nobles wore cotton cloth, not the coarse fiber used by the common people; their houses were richer, higher, and better decorated; noblemen could have many wives, but not so for the macehualtin. Nobles slept on comfortable beds with feather mattresses, puffed feather pillows, cotton sheets, and deerskins. The macehualtin lived very austerely.

				This division of society into two classes was qualified by a series of exceptions and inconsistencies. Artisans were not obliged to participate in public works and only paid tribute in kind. Moreover, there were artisans of great prestige connected with the palace who lived comfortably under the lords’ protection. Merchants did not pay tribute with labor either, nor were they forced to go to war like the rest of the macehualtin: their service to the kingdom took the delicate form of espionage in enemy cities, to which they could travel without arousing suspicion. Elite eagle, jaguar, and coyote warriors and those of the Otomí battalion lived a very special life: they entered combat with almost maniacal enthusiasm, and frequently died on the battlefield or on their adversaries’ sacrificial altars. But during peacetime they enjoyed a position of privilege and social recognition that was unique: they danced, drank cacao, enjoyed the company of courtesans and, if any of these warriors reached old age, they devoted themselves to instructing youth in the schools.

				Among the peasants there were those who worked land they considered their own because they were members of one of the many calpultin (singular calpulli; neighborhoods created on the basis of former clans), whose right to settle there had been recognized in the history of an altépetl. These workers, which early documents called calpuleque (singular calpule), paid tribute to their tlatoani. But there were also peasants who worked and lived on lands that had been conquered and granted as fiefs to nobles or army officers. In some documents, these workers are called mayeque (singular maye; i.e., “those who have hands”). According to colonial documents, the situation of the mayeque was described as worse than that of the calpuleque, and this was due, apparently, to the excessive tribute in kind and labor that the mayeque had to pay the noble who owned the land.

				The extreme lower end of the social scale was also differentiated and enhanced by those living under circumstances and in conditions far more hazardous than those of the common macehualli. The populous Post-Classic cities sheltered vagabonds, delinquents, and scoundrels of various descriptions. In theory, all individuals were subject to and protected by the community to which they belonged, but when they became detached from their community, it was impossible for them to incorporate themselves into another; their only recourse was vagrancy. That occurred when an adolescent decided to flout paternal authority and leave home, when someone who had committed a crime fled to evade punishment, or when a community or city sentenced one of its members to exile for a serious misdeed. This was apparently the origin of the market porters or tamemes (from tlamama, he who carries), beggars, prostitutes, thieves, and highwaymen of whom the records speak. There are some quite dramatic descriptions of ragged, disheveled individuals covered with scrapes and scratches, staggering through the streets, restless or drunk, on the fringes of humanity, rummaging nightly through the marketplace in search of scraps left by traders.

				The presence of these unattached individuals is disconcerting and seems all the more out of place in a rigorously organized corporate society. Among the Nahua of the Valley of Mexico, one would belong to a calpulli of workers, a tribe of merchants or a noble lineage. Not belonging was virtually tantamount to not existing. Noble lineages were scrupulously documented in the codices. Persistent polygamy allowed ruling families to form a court by the end of one generation, facilitating the existence of an extensive bureaucracy comprised of the sovereign’s blood relatives. As regards worker communities, we know that they were the basic unit of all pre-Hispanic social organization. Debate has raged as to whether they were family-based groups, such as clans, or administrative demarcations established by the State. All in all, documentary sources indicate that the answer lies somewhere in between; there is no doubt that there were family connections in the calpulli, members were related and recognized common ancestors, but at the same time, once established in a city and subject to its laws, the calpulli functioned as an administrative unit for purposes of tax collection and participation in war, as well as religious observance. There was a limit to the involvement of the tlatoani in the calpulli, but there were also restrictions upon the autonomy of the communities, due to their commitment to obedience to a higher political power. The communities’ motivation to belong to such a political order is obvious: it provided organized urban life, a marketplace, and military and even divine protection.

				The calpullis had an active life of their own within their urban neighborhoods. Their members prayed to their own patron god, contributed teams in rotation to the maintenance of the temple, protected the less fortunate members of their own community, organized festivities, and gathered daily in the neighborhood plazas and narrow streets to rest, chat, and tell jokes. Every calpulli recognized a chief, which some sources call an “older brother.” This chief made the required decisions with the aid of a council of elders. The meetings of this council and of family heads from each neighborhood took place in a community house.

				The tlatoani had collectors and foremen responsible for overseeing the taxes that every calpulli had to pay and organizing the people of the calpulli for public projects. Furthermore, the calpulli’s male children were obliged to attend a sort of school in which they received military training, the name of which in Nahuatl was telpochcalli, or youth house. In this telpochcalli the boys received training from experienced warriors, and those who distinguished themselves by their bravery could rise to the rank of captain or elite warrior, authentic heroes in the eyes of that society.

				Young nobles also went to school, called calmécac in the old texts. There they received a stricter education clearly geared to preparing them for positions of command: military strategy, the priesthood, and government. Some of these youths would remain in the temples as priests of the realm, while others would participate in administration and government. In the calmécac the students’ behavior was closely supervised and contact with women was prohibited. In the telpochcalli, on the other hand, discipline was more relaxed, and apparently boys frequently had affairs with girls of their same rank, whom they met at evening dance practice which was conducted at the cuicacalli, or house of song.

				Membership in a larger unit, a kingdom, was affirmed by participation in the city’s many religious celebrations that took place throughout the year. School-age youths performed dances and joined in ritual games and skirmishes on top of the temples in the sacred central enclosure, while the entire populace watched, participating more actively in those that took place on city streets and in plazas and neighboring sanctuaries.

				The most intense rituals of all celebrated in the Nahua cities had to be those that involved the death of human beings. The Mexica stood out among all the peoples of Ancient Mexico for the frenzy with which they practiced different types of human sacrifice. At times it was considered necessary to immolate dozens of babies to satisfy Tláloc, the god of storm and rain; they were thrown into whirlpools of water or were sacrificed on altars erected in the mountains. An old woman was beheaded at one of the yearly feasts, and a warrior ran through the city holding the severed head by its hair and waving it in all directions. To worship Xipe, the god of spring, a priest would parade around draped in the skin of a sacrificial victim. Wounds, dismemberment, and death were a constant presence in Tenochtitlan and neighboring cities. The populace was given the opportunity to recover from these dramatic scenes through the catharsis of public diversion: street games, comic rituals such as the greased pole, and satirical comedies in which people could make fun of boys dressed as bumblebees that bumped into each other and fell from the cornice of a building or of actors playing the aged, the crippled or the sick.

				Besides their religious significance, doubtless some of these sacrificial occasions were devoted to demonstrating the military might of the Triple Alliance’s armies. The campaign against the Huasteca Region undertaken by Ahuítzotl, the most bellicose of the Mexica tlatoani, culminated in the sacrifice of thousands upon thousands of enemies—men, women, and children who for a period of four days and nights formed four lines before the steps of as many temples of the Valley of Mexico, awaiting their turn to mount the sacrificial stone. While they marched to their death they intoned the traditional sad song of a bird.

				ON THE EVE OF THE CONQUEST

				By the time of the Spanish Conquest, the Triple Alliance, led by Tenochtitlan, had managed to extend its domain as far as both coasts, and north and south from Querétaro to Oaxaca, besides controlling the area of Soconusco in Chiapas. The Gulf of Mexico coastal plain had been subdued. The prosperous cities of the Totonac, with their stone-paved streets, networks of irrigation and drainage canals, orchards and gardens, fortified ceremonial centers, and abundance of corn, cacao, vanilla, fruit, cotton, wood, and other products, periodically received the disturbing visit of tribute collectors sent by the Mexica. They were also obliged to protect and shelter the merchants who traveled through the area on expeditions originating in allied cities. The Huastec, northern neighbors of the Totonac, constantly challenged Mexica expansion: no sooner did the Mexica return home to celebrate their military victory over the Huastec than the latter declared themselves in disobedience and refused to pay tribute. Colonial sources attribute the conquest of the Huasteca Region to several tlatoani, an unequivocal sign that none of them had achieved it completely.

				In the south, the Mexica were able to impose their conditions of tribute and trade on the Mixtec kingdoms of the mountain areas and the Oaxaca Valley, as well as on the Zapotec in the valley. But there were several independent kingdoms on the coast grouped around the leadership of Tututepec, as well as on the isthmus. In what is now the State of Guerrero, the Tlapanec paid tribute to the Triple Alliance, but there was tenacious resistance by some settlements. The lordship of Teloloapan, a rich producer of cacao, persistently refused to accept passage through it by trade caravans protected by the Mexica and fell victim to the most atrocious war of the time: the entire population was exterminated (including even the dogs and turkeys) and the lordship was repopulated by Nahua settlers sent from the Valley of Mexico. On the other hand, the rustic chieftainships of Yopitzinco were never subdued, and their inhabitants—linguistically related to the Apaches—occasionally attacked tributary villages and even Mexica garrisons.

				In the west, the Triple Alliance was met with an impenetrable barrier. The Tarascan kingdom, with its center at Lake Pátzcuaro, was ruled by another Triple Alliance consisting of Ihuatzio, Tzintzuntzan, and Pátzcuaro. That alliance’s influence extended over all of Michoacán and part of the present-day states of Guerrero, Colima, Jalisco, and Guanajuato. The Purépecha people’s use of copper for certain agricultural tools and some weapons has led several researchers to suggest that a qualitative change was under way in Michoacán unlike anything Mesoamerica—with its Neolithic technology—had ever seen. Nevertheless, there is no firm evidence of agricultural production substantially different from the rest of Mesoamerica or of a military advantage comparable, for example, to that which the Assyrians enjoyed with their iron swords in the Old World. The Purépecha defended their territory well; they used walls, small forts, and lookout points; they organized their military campaigns with a unified command and were able to resist armies sent against them from the central valleys of Mexico. Yet their cities, architecture, and dress, and even their writing and artistic production were notably more austere than those that characterized the Nahua as of the Teotihuacán period.

				As for the Maya region, the areas of greatest demographic concentration and largest number of cities were the highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala and, above all, the Yucatán Peninsula. After the fall of Mayapán, there were no less than 17 independent lordships on the peninsula, but this fragmentation was no obstacle to the development of a rather prosperous economy that benefited from active coastal trade. The port of Tulum in Quintana Roo was a vital link between the navigable routes that united the peninsula with Central America and the Caribbean, as well as the footpaths leading to Tehuantepec and, from there, to the territories controlled by the Triple Alliance. The Maya traded with the Late Post-Classic Nahua. The Mexica lacked the power that Teotihuacán had to invade those territories. In fact, the territorial expansion of the Triple Alliance of Mexico, Texcoco, and Tlacopan seems precarious when compared to the stable, vast imperial dominion of Teotihuacán.

				EPILOGUE

				The Totonac saw in Cortés an acceptable ally with whom to shake off Mexica domination, and it would be a mistake to reproach them for that alliance. They had no way of knowing, for example, that smallpox, whooping cough, and typhus would eventually kill them, and that their cities would be left deserted, their corn fields and orchards converted to pastures. The Tlaxcaltec ceased their initial resistance and chose to unite with the Spaniards because it seemed to them that such an alliance would ensure the integrity of their territory. They owed no loyalty whatsoever to the Mexica. On the contrary, the Mexica were their enemies. From the time of Cortés’ arrival in Yucatán until the end of the siege of Tlatelolco with the capture of Cuauhtémoc, there were many lordships which, after having been defeated in combat or coming to terms with Cortés, joined his ranks. The conquest of Tenochtitlan was a victory of the Tlaxcaltec, Texcocan, Totonac, and many other indigenous groups. It was the last war of pre-Hispanic Mexico, albeit led by a small army that was not part of that story.

				With the fall of the Mexica capital, the Spaniards controlled most of the former territories subjected to the Triple Alliance. In the following three years, with a few battles and numerous pacts, the Spaniards subjected even the independent territories to the crown of Castile: Michoacán, Metztitlán, Tututepec, Tehuantepec, and several localities in the highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala. The much slower conquest of Yucatán was inconclusive for close to two hundred years. The lordship of Tayasal, a refuge in Lake Petén-Itzá, was not subjugated until 1697. The conquest and occupation of the Sierra Madre Occidental and territories north of Mesoamerica, populated by hunter-gatherers and some village agriculturists, was a goal that was not entirely achieved even during the three centuries of colonial history.
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