273

LEONARDO LOPEZ LUJAN

ECHOES OF A GLORIOUS PAST
MEXICA ANTIQUARIANISM

More than three decades of archaeological excavations at the ruins of
Tenochtitlan—the most powerful of the Triple Alliance’s imperial capitals—
have confirmed the enormous importance that the Mexicas attributed to civili-
zations of the past and to their material culture.! Since 1978, we members of the
Proyecto Templo Mayor have set about uncovering a good part of the sacred
precinct, a ceremonial quadrangle of approximately 460 by 430 meters that
occupied the heart of this island city.> Our mission has not been easy, because
the buildings, streets, and plazas of modern-day Mexico City completely cover
the remains of ancient Tenochtitlan. Nevertheless, it has still been possible to
locate some Mexica religious buildings that are mentioned in historical sources,
including the Huey Teocalli (Great Temple), the double pyramid dedicated to
the solar war god Huitzilopochtli and the Rain God, Tlaloc; the Huey Tlachco
(Main Ballcourt), where ritual confrontations emulated the eternal battle
between day and night; the Calmecac (temple-school), where nobles were
trained in all fields of knowledge; the Temple of Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl, a conical
pyramid erected in honor of the wind god; the House of Eagles, a construc-
tion that served as the chamber for the wake held for deceased sovereigns and
for penitential rites performed by their successors; and the Red Temples, small
shrines consecrated to the veneration of Xochipilli-Macuilxochitl, a solar deity
linked to music and dance. These splendid constructions today lie in ruins, but
a substantial accumulation of associated sculptural monuments, mural paint-
ings, offerings, and burials has been recovered, and these tell us about highly
varied aspects of the Mexicas’ economy, political situation, religion, and art that
prevailed more than five hundred years ago.

In the following pages, I will focus on analyzing evidence from the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries that deals specifically with the allure that drew the
Mexicas to the societies that preceded them in Central Mexico and, in par-
ticular, their fascination with archaeological vestiges. Special emphasis will
be given to activities such as collecting relics, the emulation of ancient sculp-
tures in ceramics and stone, and the re-creation of strongly archaistic archi-
tectural settings.’ As we shall see, the Mexica recovery of Olmec, Teotihuacan,

and Toltec material expressions obeyed a political and religious agenda that
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was highly profitable in the framework of the expansionistic system of the
Triple Alliance.

The Buried Offerings and Relics

Like many other peoples in Mesoamerica, the Mexicas were accustomed to
burying lavish offerings in their principal spaces for veneration.* They gen-
erally did so for the purpose of marking important state events—such as the
construction or remodeling of religious buildings, the presentation of major
sculptural monuments, the end of long temporal cycles, rites of passage of dig-
nitaries, the victories of their armies in war—and severe natural disasters. On
these occasions, they propitiated the deities by offering them an unusual variety
of raw minerals, plants, animals, and human sacrifices, as well as artifacts made
of ceramics, stone, shell, bone, metal, textiles, wood, and many other materials.
The fact that the vast majority of buried offerings came not from Tenochtitlan
or its surroundings but rather from tributary provinces and regions beyond
imperial borders is a reflection of Mexica power.

The painstaking archaeological excavations by the Proyecto Templo Mayor
and the detailed records made in the field have revealed that the faithful care-
fully placed these offerings in cavities, stone urns, or masonry boxes, always
following a strict ritual order marked by liturgy. Mexica offerings were veritable
symbolic complexes that communicated a message through rules of spatial dis-
tribution. For example, the gifts to the gods were horizontally arranged follow-
ing imaginary coordinates, clustered in groups with numbers of components
(4,5, 79,13, 18, 20, and 52) related to the cosmos, and placed in vertical layers
of objects made of the same types of materials. This series of actions produced
cosmograms that reproduced the Mexica image of the universe in miniature.

To date, we have explored a total of 168 offerings, from the simplest and
most humble to the most complex and sumptuous. One of the most significant
discoveries involves finds of highly prized objects that were produced not in
Mexica times (Late Postclassic, 1325-1521 CE) but centuries earlier. Although
it is true that previous archaeologists had come across relics in the ruins of
Tenochtitlan (fig. 1),> over the course of the seven Proyecto Templo Mayor field
seasons (1978-2013), we have found dozens of these pieces.® Generally speaking,
we can see that the offerings that include antiquities are distributed homoge-
neously in all architectural sections of the Great Temple from building stages II
to VI, as well as in some of the neighboring buildings, which suggests that the
practice of interring them existed from at least 1390 to 1502 CE.”

The oldest relics reused by the Mexicas date back to the Middle Preclassic

(1200-400 BCE) and pertain to the cultures of the Olmecs and their contem-








