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ABSTRACT
Extraordinary Bodies: Death, Divinity, and Distortion in the Art of Postclassic Mexico
William T. Gassaway

The dissertation examines the appearance and meanings of corporeal anomaly in
the arts of Postclassic Mexico (AD 900–1521). Drawing specifically upon those
categories of the human or divine body that are regularly termed aberrant, grotesque, or
otherwise “deformed” by scholars of Mesoamerican art, the images discussed here
include dwarfs, hunchbacks, twins, animal-human hybrids, disfigured deities, and
disembodied limbs, among others. While similarly distinctive images can be identified
among earlier Mesoamerican artistic traditions, the variety of idiosyncratic bodies that
pervade the arts of the Postclassic period, in addition to the breadth of available historical
sources, make it the ideal lens through which to analyze many of the most fundamental
issues of indigenous Mexican visual culture.
Relative to Classic Maya art, a tradition of naturalism and linear elegance greatly
resembling that of early modern European painting and sculpture, the art of the ancient
Mixtecs, Toltecs, and Nahuas (Aztecs) is sometimes perceived as rigid, laconic, and
hulking—even brutish—by comparison. Featuring complex figural abstractions and
esoteric symbolism, these later traditions are further distinguished by the specificity of
their physical deformations, including twisted faces, palsied limbs, contorted spines, extra
appendages, and other unnatural anatomies. Consequently, Postclassic art offers an
inventory of difference that is unique not only among Mesoamerican art but among
Western traditions as well, making it doubly challenging to interpret its motivations and

significance. However, by analyzing the role of such extraordinary bodies within the
broader anthropocentric worldviews of ancient Mesoamerica, this study offers useful
strategies for unpacking the complex religious, political, and formal motivations that
govern much of Postclassic visual culture.
As I argue, extraordinary bodies share a common identity as transformational
characters occupying specifically transitory states. As shape-shifters, gatekeepers, divine
conduits, and shepherds, it is in the liminal regions of existence—the “betwixt and
between” of reality and myth—where such figures live and serve as the custodians of
heaven and earth. With tremendous regularity, their irregular forms indicate and define
the various “borderlands” of Mesoamerican ideology, from the hinterlands of the urban
center to the margins and gutters of hand-painted books. In short, a distinctly Postclassic
notion of physical deformation stands at the threshold between creation and dissolution,
center and periphery, life and death.
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(photograph © American Museum of Natural History)

Fig. 5.4

Sacrifice of Tezcatlipoca impersonator during Toxcatl, with broken flutes
and whistles on pyramid stairs (detail from Sahagún’s Florentine Codex,
fol. 30v)

Fig. 5.5

Male anthropomorphic figure, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone, 31.5 x 11 x
7.5 in. (80 x 28 x 19 cm). Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH,
Mexico City 10-220926 (from Guggenheim 2004, pl. 15)

Fig. 5.6

Male anthropomorphic figure, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone, 21.7 x 7.9 x
5.9 in. (55 x 20 x 15 cm). Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH,
Mexico City 10-1121 (from Guggenheim 2004, pl. 23)

Fig. 5.7

Male figure with chest cavity, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone, dimensions
unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City
(photograph by the author)
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Fig. 5.8

Male figure with chest cavity, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, basalt, dimensions
unknown. Museo de la Ciudad de Cuernavaca/INAH, Cuernavaca,
Morelos (photograph by the author)

Fig. 5.9

Standard bearer, Aztec culture, ca. 1200–1325, stone with pigment,
dimensions unknown. Museo del Templo Mayor/INAH, Mexico City
(photograph by the author)

Fig. 5.10

Standard Bearer, Castillo de Teayo, Veracruz, Aztec culture (?), 15th–
early 16th century, sandstone (laminated), overall dimensions: 31 11/16 x
13 7/16 x 13 1/16 in. (80.49 x 34.11 x 33.1 cm); other: 13 7/16 x 13 1/16
in. (34.11 x 33.1 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 62.47
(photograph provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
www.metmuseum.org)

Fig. 5.11

Standard Bearer (“El Indio Triste”), purportedly from Castillo de Teayo,
Veracruz, Aztec culture (?), ca. 1319–1521, stone, 40.2 x 25.6 in. (107 x
65 cm). Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 10-81660
(photograph by the autor)

Fig. 5.12

Plan of the Templo Mayor precinct (from Sahagún 1993 [1559–61], fol.
269r)

Fig. 5.13

Standard bearers preparing for battle (detail from Codex Mendoza 67r),
ca. 1541–1542. Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Ms. Arch. Selden
A1 (from Berdan and Anawalt 1992)

Fig. 5.14

“Merchants in battle array,” wearing backstrap standards and brandishing
maquahuitls, detail from Sahagún’s Florentine Codex, ca. 1575–1577.
Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence (from Sahagún 1950–1982, bk.
9, fig. 7)

Fig. 5.15

Fragmentary head of a male figure (Xochipilli-Macuilxochitl), Aztec
culture, late 15th–early 16th centuries, obsidian, 5 x 4.75 x 5.4 in. (12.7 x
12.1 x 13.65 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
2012.517.2 (photograph provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
www.metmuseum.org)

CHAPTER 6
Fig. 6.1

Xipe Totec, Palma Cuata, Veracruz, ca. 900–1521, ceramic with traces of
pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH,
Mexico City (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 6.2

Monument 43 (“Xipe Huaxteco”), Castillo de Teayo, Veracruz, Huastec
culture, ca. 1250–1519, sandstone, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional
de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 10-627677 (photograph by the
author)

Fig. 6.3

Priest in flayed skin, Texcoco, Aztec-style, ca. 1200–1500, volcanic stone
with pigment, 18.1 x 10.4 x 10.8 in. (46 x 26.3 x 27.4 cm). Collection
Lukas Vischer, Museum der Kulturen, Basel (from Pasztory 1983,
colorplate, half-title page)

Fig. 6.4

Xipe Totec, Tepexi Viejo (alt. Tepéji el Viejo), Puebla, ca. 1400–1500,
ceramic with pigment, 38.2 x 16.9 x 7.9 in. (97 x 43 x 20 cm). Museo
Regional de Puebla/INAH, Puebla (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.5

Xipe Totec, south-central Veracruz, Classic Veracruz culture, ca. 600,
ceramic with chapapote resin, 27.3 x 11 x 8.7 in. (69.3 x 28 x 22 cm).
Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton 1997-608 (photograph ©
Bruce M. White; Princeton University Art Museum Online
Catalog, http://artmuseum.princeton.edu, accessed May 21, 2018)

Fig. 6.6

“Xipe Totec impersonator,” Remojadas-style, Classic Veracruz culture,
ca. 600–900, ceramic with pigment and chapapote resin, 21.38 x 10.75 x
7.75 in. (54.3 x 27.3 x 19.7 cm). Walters Art Museum, Baltimore
2009.20.11 (photograph provided by Walters Art
Museum, http://art.thewalters.org, accessed May 21, 2018)

Fig. 6.7

Xipe Totec, purportedly Veracruz style, ca. 1100–1521 (?), ceramic with
traces of pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Rufino Tamayo, Oaxaca
(photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.8

Xipe Totec, purportedly Colima culture, ca. 1100–1521 (?), ceramic with
traces of pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Rufino Tamayo, Oaxaca
(photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.9

Vase in the form of Xipe Totec head, West Mexico, Colima culture, ca.
200 BC–CE 300, ceramic with slip, dimensions unknown. Museo
Regional de Guadalajara, Guadalajara, Jalisco (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.10

Xipe Totec, Xochimilco-Tepepan area (Mexico City), Chinampanec-style,
1507, basalt with pigment, 30.5 x 12.2 x 9.5 in. (77.5 x 31 x 24 cm).
National Museum of the American Indian–Heye Foundation, Smithsonian
Institution, New York 16/3621 (photograph © National Museum of the
American Indian/Smithsonian, americanindian.si.edu; for an alterntaive
view, see Pasztory 1983, pl. 199 and 200)
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Fig. 6.11

Xipe Totec, Aparicio (Munic. Vega de Alatorre), Veracruz, ca. 600–900,
stone, dimensions unknown. Museo de Antropología/INAH, Xalapa,
Veracruz (photograph by the author; for an alternative view, see Acosta
Lagunes 1992, 112)
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Fig. 6.12

Xipe Totec, purportedly Veracruz-style, ca. 300–900 (?), ceramic with
chapapote resin, h. 7.9 in. (20 cm). Museo Rufino Tamayo, Oaxaca
(photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.13

Figure wearing a flayed skin (Xipe Totec?), south-central Veracruz, ca.
600–900, ceramic with slip paint, 17 x 11.4 x 11.25 in. (43.3 x 29.2 x 28.7
cm). Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland 1990.246 (photograph ©
Cleveland Museum of Art, www.clevelandart.org)

Fig. 6.14

Xipe Totec, south-central Veracruz, ca. 600–900, eramic, dimensions
unknown. Honolulu Academy of Art, Honolulu (from Wikimedia
Commons, commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Xipe_Totec, accessed
May 21, 2018)

Fig. 6.15

Xipe Totec, south-central Veracruz, ca. 600–900, ceramic with pigment or
chapapote resin, dimensions unknown. Museo de América, Madrid (from
Wikimedia Commons,
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Xipe_Totec, accessed May 21,
2018)

Fig. 6.16

Xipe Totec (fragment), Cotaxtla, Veracruz, ca. 900–1200, ceramic with
pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo de Antropología/INAH, Xalapa,
Veracruz (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.17

Xipe Totec (fragment), La Mojarra, Veracruz, ca. 900–1200, ceramic with
pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo de Antropología/INAH, Xalapa,
Veracruz (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.18

Xipe Totec, Classic Veracruz culture, ca. 600–1200 (?), ceramic with
traces of pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 6.19

Xipe Totec, Piedras Negras/Madereros, Veracruz, ca. 1200–1521, ceramic
with traces of pigment, 62.2 x 20.9 x 23.6 in. (158 x 53 x 60 cm). Museo
de Antropología/INAH, Xalapa, Veracruz (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.20

Xipe Totec, south-central Veracruz, ca. 1450–1500, ceramic with pigment,
h. 23 in. (58.4 cm). Art Institute of Chicago 1960.905 (photograph by the
author, with additional photograph © Art Institute of Chicago,
www.artic.edu)

Fig. 6.21

Xipe Totec mask, Ticomán (Northern Basin), México, ca. 300, ceramic
with slip paint, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.22

Xipe Totec, Xolalpan, Teotihuacan culture, ca. 650–750, ceramic with
pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH,
Mexico City (photograph by Claudia Brittenham; from Brittenham and
Nagao 2014, fig. 19)

Fig. 6.23

Xipe Totec, Toltec culture, ca. 950–1150, ceramic with traces of pigment,
h. 33.1 in. (84 cm). Tula Site Museum, Tula, Hidalgo (photograph by the
author)

Fig. 6.24

Xipe Totec, Central Mexican Highlands, ca. 1200–1400, ceramic with slip
paint, h. 32.3 in (81.92 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los
Angeles (photograph provided by Los Angeles Country Museum of Art,
collections.lacma.org)

Fig. 6.25

Vase in the form of Xipe Totec head, Cholula, Puebla, Eastern Nahua
culture (?), ca. 900–1521, ceramic with slip, dimensions unknown.
Cholula Site Museum/INAH, Cholula, Puebla (photographs by the author)

Fig. 6.26

Xipe Totec, Puebla, purportedly Aztec culture, ca. 1100–1300, ceramic
with traces of pigment, 54.9 x 17.2 x 12.5 in. (139.4 x 43.8 x 31.8 cm).
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 1978.412.108 (from
Pasztory 1983, pl. 298)

Fig. 6.27

Xipe Totec, purportedly Puebla-Tlaxcala region, ca. 1100–1521 (?),
ceramic with pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Rufino Tamayo,
Oaxaca (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.28

Xipe Totec, San Mateo Tezoquipan (Munic. Chalco), México, AztecZapoteca style, Monte Albán IIIa-IV, ca. 700, ceramic with pigment, h.
66.9 in. (170 cm). Museo del Templo Mayor/INAH, Mexico City 10263223 (photograph by the author; for an alterntaive view, see Valenzuela
Pérez and Juárez Osnaya 2015, fig. 25)
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Fig. 6.29

Xipe Totec head, Río Balsas Basin, Guerrero, ca. 600–900, ceramic,
dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico
City (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.30

Xipe Totec, Tazumal Archaeological Site, Chalchuapa, El Salvador, ca.
850–1200, ceramic with pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional
de Antropología “Dr. Davíd J. Guzmán”/MUNA, San Salvador
(photograph by Mario Roberto Durán Ortiz, provided under Creative
Commons license,
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tazumal#/media/File:ES_Tazumal_06_2011_Xipe_
Totec_2292.jpg, accessed May 21, 2018)

Fig. 6.31

Xipe Totec, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, volcanic stone, shell and
pigment, 27.5 x 11 x 8.75 in. (69.85 x 27.94 x 22.2 cm). Dallas Museum
of Art, Dallas/Ft. Worth 1973.65 (photograph © Dallas Museum of Art,
collections.dma.org)

Fig. 6.32

Xipe Totec, Central Mexican Highlands, Aztec culture, ca. 1400–1521,
painted volcanic basalt, dimensions unknown. Jay I. Kislak Collection
Rare Book and Special Collections Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C. 17 (photograph © Jay I. Kislak Collection/Library of
Congress, www.loc.gov/exhibits/kislak/kislak-exhibit.html#obj16)

Fig. 6.33

Xipe Totec as standard bearer, Valley of Mexico, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–
1521, basalt, 25 x 10 x 7 in. (63.5 x 25.4 x 17.78 cm). Los Angeles County
Museum of Art, Los Angeles AC1996.146.57 (photographs by the author,
with additional photograph provided by Los Angeles County Museum of
Art, collections.lacma.org)

Fig. 6.34

Xipe Totec, Valley of Mexico, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, volcanic
stone with red pigment, 14.6 x 8.4 x 6.5 in. (37 x 21.5 x 16.5 cm).
Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton 2007-136 (photograph ©
Bruce M. White, Princeton University Art Museum,
artmuseum.princeton.edu)

Fig. 6.35

Xipe Totec head (fragment), from Templo Mayor offering 102, Mexico
City, Aztec culture, ca. 1502–1521, volcanic stone, dimensions unknown.
Museo del Templo Mayor/INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.36

Head of Xipe Totec (Iha Mahu), Huajuapan de Leon, Oaxaca, ca. 900–
1521, volcanic stone, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.37

Pendant mask of Xipe Totec, purportedly Aztec culture, probably 16th
century, rhyolite-porphyry, 4 x 3.9 x 2 in. (10.2 x 9.8 x 5.2 cm). Musée du
Louvre, Paris (from Pasztory 2005, fig. 17.3)
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Fig. 6.38

Xipe Totec ring, Aztec or Mixtec culture (?), ca. 900–1521, gold, 1.25 x
0.98 x 0.71 in. (3.2 x 2.5 x 1.8 cm). National Museum of the American
Indian, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 20/6218 (from
Guggenheim 2004, pl. 95)

Fig. 6.39

Pendant head of Xipe Totec (Iha Mahu), Monte Albán (Tomb 7), Oaxaca,
Zapotec culture, ca. 1200–1521, gold, w. 2.75 in. (7 cm). Museo de las
Culturas de Oaxaca/INAH, Oaxaca (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.40

Xipe Totec mask, Michoacán area, Tarascan culture, ca. 1200–1521,
copper, h. 3.75 x w. 3.9 x d. 2.75 in. (12 x 9.8 x 7 cm). Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 2-4263 (from Easby and Scott 1970, no.
270)
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…[The] body, and especially the failing, straining, ecstatic, degenerate,
disproportionate, “perverse,” malformed, “deviant,” mutilated body,
is the source and carrier of the divine.
—James Elkins1

CHAPTER 1. Introduction
On January 20, 1989, while digging a large trench through the northern staircase
of the Templo Mayor, the main temple and ritual heart of the historic Aztec capital of
Tenochtitlan (modern-day Mexico City), archaeologists discovered a stone head with
“unusual features” embedded in the uppermost step of construction Stage I (ca. 1325–
1375).2 Featuring an abnormally bulbous nose and conspicuously twisted grimace, this
disembodied head seemed to investigators to represent the distinctive signs of facial
paralysis—a condition that is sometimes caused by “a traumatism or a severe chill” and
results in a noticeable sagging of the muscles on one side of the face (Fig. 1.1) (Matos
Moctezuma 1991b, 7). Supporting this interpretation, project director Eduardo Matos
Moctezuma noted the sculpture’s location on the northern half of the temple, in direct
alignment with the shrine of Tlaloc, the Aztec god of rain and lightning. Among his many
roles in Aztec religion, Tlaloc was closely associated with the disfiguring ailments of
rheumatism and gout, as well as other “syndromes related to dampness and cold” (Fig.
1.2) (Guerra 1966, 320). Of course, given the six centuries that have lapsed since the
carving of this sculpture—the oldest Aztec example ever to be recovered from the
Templo Mayor—other interpretations remain possible. Nevertheless, the privileged

1

Elkins 1994, 118.

2

Dates of the Templo Mayor construction stages are based on the proposed chronologies of Leonardo
López Luján (2005, 54, fig. 19).
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placement of such a conspicuously shaped figure atop the most sacred structure of the
Aztec Empire offers a clear declaration of the centrality, value, and deep antiquity of
bodily deformation in Mexican thought prior to the Spanish Conquest (1519–1521).
For generations now, scholars of Mesoamerican art have grappled with how to
interpret the appearance and meaning of corporeal deformation in the arts of preColumbian Mexico. Why, for instance, did indigenous artists sculpt, paint, and model
such a multitude of distorted and anomalous anatomies, including hunched backs, palsied
limbs, contorted faces, warped spines, and other physical impairments?
Relying primarily on the visual analysis of surviving artifacts, a number of
researchers have suggested that differently abled, lame, sickly, or otherwise “abnormal”
bodies were historically endemic in the ancient Americas, and that many surviving works
of art represent clear (albeit astonishing) attempts by indigenous artists to record
faithfully the variegated world in which they lived. Often these studies have been
organized according to the perceived repetition of certain “pathological motifs” within
the art of a single culture—for instance, “Congenital Deformities and the Olmec WereJaguar Motif” (Murdy 1981) or “The Dwarf Motif in Classic Maya Art” (V. Miller 1985).
By contrast, others have focused instead on the generic proliferation of deformity across
time, as in Sigvald Linné’s Humpbacks in Ancient America (1943), Matos Moctezuma’s
Parálisis facial prehispánica (1970), and Hasso von Winning’s Portrayal of Pathological
Symptoms in Pre-Columbian Mexico (1987). In either case, the conclusions are largely
the same: indigenous sculptors and painters were virtuoso imitators of human affliction,
from facial paralysis, to infectious pustules, to dwarfism and spina bifida.

2

A separate and but related approach to these same objects concerns their
importance within Mesoamerican religion—namely, as the personifications of elemental
forces such as sun, lightning, and rain, and as intermediaries between the natural and
supernatural realms.3 In times of drought, for instance, the Aztecs would fabricate
elaborate, blue-slip ceramics made to resemble mischievous dwarfs known as tlaloque,
the personal attendants of the rain god Tlaloc (Fig. 1.3) (Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 2, 1).
To ensure the effectiveness of their offering, they would choose strategic locations
throughout the sacred precinct to sacrifice children suffering from bone lesions, iron
deficiency, and tooth decay (Román Berrelleza 1991; see also Román Berrelleza 1990).
A sign of the high regard placed on pain and affliction, the Aztecs believed that such
maladies imbued their hosts with “a sizeable charge of energy… [and] the ability to
communicate with the gods,” and thus their consecration functioned as an apotropaic
device to counterbalance the destructive energy of the drought (Román Berrelleza 1991,
14).4 If pleased with their gestures, the rain deities would bestow a bountiful summer
monsoon and ensure another productive crop yield.
In addition to forestalling tragedy, grievous diseases were also the clearest signs
of divine displeasure and punishment for immoral behavior. As ethnohistorian Louise
Burkhart notes, “The Nahua gods punished wrongdoers [tricksters, harlots, and
3

For a general overview of sources, beginning with the sixteenth-century colonial accounts, see V. Miller
(1985).
4

Alfredo López Austin (1988 [1984], 1:286) adds: “The ancient Nahuas thought infancy was the age when
an individual was exposed to the greatest dangers, both of a natural and a supernatural order. It was a
period of purity that gave the child the opportunity of communicating with the gods ... and it was a phase of
existence in which, at least during the first years, the child was a rational being in development and had a
limited responsibility for his acts. …It may be added that throughout infancy a person was protected by
magical and religious means, by which an attempt was made to drive away all noxious forces and win the
favor of the gods. From birth, a child had to submit to cleansing processes, sometimes by water, sometimes
by fire. He was given several names, and to do this, specific ceremonies were performed.”
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drunkards] with blindness, crippling, and paralysis as well as sickness, filth and poverty.
The ‘merit’ of the bad ruler was blindness and paralysis as well as rags and refuse”
(Burkhart 1989, 176).5 In addition, historical Aztec accounts attest that a man’s character
or nobility was judged by how he treated the aggrieved and maligned: “[The peaceful
lord] belittled no one who was poor, even though he were blind, maimed of hand,
crippled, disheveled, in rags, [or] needy” (Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 6, 255–256; emphasis
mine). Accordingly, physical deformation was regarded as “a form of social conscience
and of a practical and spiritual comprehension of the world” that served either to provoke
or assuage the moral imbalances of society (Solís 1982, 75).
Interestingly, these same pathologies marked the bodies of not only kings and
commoners but of deities as well. The sun god Nanahuatzin, for example, is described by
Seler as “syphilitic” and decrepit;6 and Tezcatlipoca, “Lord of the Smoking Mirror,” is
said to have had his foot amputated in a cosmic battle with the earth monster, whom he in
turn ripped limb from limb (Figs. 1.4–1.5).7 Hence, what is today labeled an “ailment,”
“disability,” or “disease” was for Mesoamericans a multivalent symbol of virtue and
iniquity that was judiciously meted out across realms both sacred and profane.
In an effort to describe better the roles and paradoxes posed by distinctive bodies
in ancient Mesoamerica, this dissertation presents an analysis of corporeal deformation as
it is seen in the works of art created just prior to the Spanish Conquest of Mexico. While
similarly distinctive images can be identified among earlier traditions, the variety of
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For examples of supernatural infirmities, including their role in the creation stories, see Taube 1993.
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See, for example, Seler 1904–1909, 31, 61, 65–66, 194–195, 199–200, 205–206, 287–288; Seler 1963,
2:43; and Boone 2007, 197.
7

Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 7, 3–9, 42–58; see also Matos Moctezuma 1991, 7.
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idiosyncratic bodies that pervade the arts of the Postclassic Aztecs, in addition to the
breadth of available historical sources, make this culture the ideal lens through which to
analyze many of the most fundamental issues of indigenous Mexican visual culture.
Drawing on examples of sculpture, ceramics, and hand-painted indigenous manuscripts
(called “codices”), in addition to recent archaeological findings and firsthand
ethnographic records compiled by Europeans, I argue, in particular, that Aztec depictions
of hunchbacks, twins, composite creatures, and other similar beings yield critical insights
into Mesoamerican notions of divinity, shamanic transformation, and practices of image
making generally. Furthermore, I highlight the manifold ways in which the Postclassic
body simultaneously incorporates the plastic or graphic features of “perfection” and
“monstrosity” within a holistic, dynamic continuum unique to Mesoamerican thought.
What results is a more robust and accurate portrayal of the anthropocentric worldview of
not only the Aztecs but also that of the Toltecs, Mixtecs, Zapotecs, and Huastecs,
including their basic assumptions about the world in which they lived as well as their
most profound meditations on death, morality, and the nature of the self.

THE “PROBLEM” OF THE BODY IN MESOAMERICAN ART
Mesoamerica describes both a geographic region and the highly variegated
populations that inhabited it prior to the Conquest in 1521. Encompassing much of
modern-day Mexico south of the Chihuahua desert, including the Yucatan Peninsula, as
well as Belize, Guatemala, portions of El Salvador, western Honduras, Nicaragua, and
northern Coasta Rica, the physical environment ranges from barren deserts in the north to
warm and tropical lowland areas to the south and along the Gulf Coast (Fig. 1.6). Arising

5

as a hunter-gatherer tradition around 12,000 years ago, the first inhabitants of
Mesoamerica began to settle in communities and domesticate cultigens such as maize,
avocado, chiles, and squash as early as 6000 BC. By the second millennium BC, village
settlements were blooming, population densities were increasing, and ethnic and
linguistic differences multiplied among communities demonstrating increasing degrees of
social complexity.
Despite the tremendous linguistic, religious, and political differences that
distinguished ancient Mesoamericans, the cultural commonalities that united them were
at least as profound. Among these shared traits were a 260-day ritual calendar, a pantheon
of nature and ancestral spirits, the practice of human sacrifice and bloodletting, the
domestication of maize (corn) and the use of cacao beans as currency, monumental
architecture (especially pyramids), a ritualized ball game played in precisely built courts,
and the belief in a shared cultural genesis in the deep past (Kirchoff 1943; see also Schele
and Miller 1986). While written records remain unknown or undecipherable for many of
the earliest societies, ongoing scientific excavations continue to produce treasures of
artifacts whose iconographic content and formal continuities are consistent with the
characteristics described.
Historically, scholars have divided the three millennia of Mesoamerican art into
periods that more or less correspond to the florescence of major, unifying cultures: the
Formative or Preclassic period (1400 BC–AD 250), which pertains largely to the Olmec
people of the Gulf Coast; the Classic period (AD 250–900), centered on Teotihuacan in
the central Valley of Mexico and the Maya of the tropical lowlands; and the Postclassic
period (AD 900–1521), which was ruled by the successive empires of the Toltecs of
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“Tollan” (Tula) and the Aztecs of the Basin of Mexico. Each of these periods is further
divided according to major developments in both local and regional artistic traditions.
Although each of these visual traditions was individually vibrant and distinct, at
least one node of thematic unity can be identified coursing through all of them. As art
historian Carolyn Tate (1993, 7) notes, “It is not landscape, nor abstract designs, nor
artificial objects in an illusion of space” that define Mesoamerican art, but rather, it is the
human form that anchors the very core of indigenous creative expression. Indeed, to
speak of the art of Mexico is to speak of the art of the body. Yet despite its pervasiveness,
images of the human figure resist simple classification. At times awkward, blocky, and
dissembling, elsewhere the body is so true to life that it is breathtaking. Accordingly, no
single approach to “the body” can encapsulate the whole of Postclassic visual culture. No
unifying theory, tack, or trajectory can fully encompass its countless permutations.
Beginning about 1400 BC in the tropical lowlands of the southern Gulf Coast, the
Olmec culture achieved an unprecedented level of social and political complexity
resulting in massive architectural constructions and a stunning category of stone
sculptures known as the Olmec colossal heads (Fig. 1.7). These disembodied heads
present strikingly realistic features for the earliest monumental sculpture: a flat, wide
nose, thick lips, drooping eyes rendered in a slight squint, and in many cases a slightly
deformed skull. At over seven feet (2.1 m) in height, the massive scale and individualized
physiognomies of these sculptures suggest they were the likenesses of important rulers
capable of wielding tremendous manpower and natural resources (e.g., de la Fuente 1996;
de la Fuente 1996; Diehl 2004; Pool 2007; Berrin and Fields 2010). However, other
scholars believe they may be portraits of particularly formidable enemies captured in
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war—their great size being commensurate with the reputation of the latter and by
extension, that of their captors (Pasztory 1998, 29–30). Whatever the meaning, their
obdurate physicality and unmatched realism were surely meant to impress, if not
intimidate, allies and enemies alike.
Contemporary with the Olmec, the Tlatilco culture of the Basin of Mexico is
renowned for producing a distinct category of ceramic figures known as the Tlatilco
“pretty ladies.” With their large heads, small waists, and prominent hips, these solid,
hand-modeled effigies likely embody late-Formative ideals of the feminine form (Fig.
1.8). However, this early corpus also includes a strain of notably grotesque depictions of
the human form, including hunchbacks, dwarfs, contorted acrobats, conjoined twins, and
two-headed women of varying sizes (Fig. 1.9–1.10). While the meaning behind these
latter figures is less obvious, they probably indicate a belief in shamanic transformation
similar to West Mexican ceramics of a few centuries later, in which humpbacked dwarfs
seem to sprout hornlike protuberances from the tops of their heads (Fig. 1.11) (Danien
2004; Asplan 2010).8
At the site of Monte Albán, located in the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca, a
series of low-relief architectural ornaments present fantastical depictions of contorted
male figures known as the “danzantes” (Fig. 1.12). Nude and with their arms and legs
akimbo, the danzantes are thought to exhibit the splayed and writhing postures of either
dancers or swimmers. Additionally, several of the figures feature petal-shaped streams of
blood emanating from their groins as if newly castrated. There is still widespread
disagreement about the identities of these emasculated individuals, and they have been
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variously described as slain captives (Caso 1947; Coe 1962), ecstatic priests (Davalos
Hurtado 1951; P. Furst 1968), illustrations of pathological diseases (Pérez-Ramírez
1963), vanquished warriors (Marcus 1976; Scott 1978), and portraits of rulers engaged in
autosacrifice (Orr 2002, 17). In short, each generation of scholars has presented new
evidence and novel arguments to counter those that came before, yet time after time, the
Mesoamerican body seems to evade whatever theories might otherwise hope to contain or
explain it.

The Postclassic Period (AD 900–1521)
The Postclassic period was a time of tremendous cultural vitality, economic
growth, and political consolidation in the areas of Mexico known today as the Basin of
Mexico (centered around contemporary Mexico City), the Southern Highlands region of
Oaxaca, and the eastern states of Puebla and Tlaxcala.9 Precipitated by the successive
expansions of the Toltec and Aztec tribute empires of central Mexico, and the unification
of multiethnic alliances among the Mixtec and Eastern Nahua peoples to the south, this
era of military conquest, strategic intermarriage, and long-distance trade sparked a
florescence of artistic innovations seldom equaled in the history of Mesoamerica (Pohl
2003a–d).
Central Mexico is an ecologically diverse collection of river basins with ample
volcanic and alluvial soils, punctuated by high plateaus and large mountain chains.
Beginning with the Tlatilco culture (ca. 1150–900 BC), and for the next two and a half
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Conventionally called the Valley of Mexico, this giant bowl-shaped depression is surrounded by a
continuous ring of mountains and volcanoes lacking an egress to the sea. It is thus more correctly termed a
basin, not a valley.
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millennia, this area of the New World had been host to numerous civilizations, including
the Teotihuacan, Tarascan, Toltec, and Nahua peoples. However, it was not until around
the twelfth century AD, when the Toltecs exited the world stage, that the Aztecs were
able to descend from the north to populate the High Central Plateau (Aguilar-Moreno
2006).10 These Nahuatl-speaking nomads, who called themselves Mexica, believed that
they had been chosen by the god Huitzilopochtli to become the supreme rulers of the
Basin of Mexico; and it was with his divine guidance that the Mexica were eventually led
to the shores of Lake Texcoco (Fig. 1.13). Unfortunately, as latecomers to the valley,
their prophetic resting place had long since been populated by dozens of other wellestablished cultures. Consequently, they were forced to settle on the only bit of
unoccupied land left to them: an island in the middle of the great lake (Fig. 1.14).
By means of barter and trade, military expansion and alliance, the Aztecs soon
became a formidable force in the region. Their waterlogged gardens (chinampas) brought
impressive returns during the harvest season, and their neighbors on the mainland
admired their courage in battle. Eventually, through their mastering of a centuries-old
Mesoamerican cosmology, calendrical structure, and pictographic writing system, the
Aztecs were able to manipulate the dominant ideology of the time to fit their own ideal of
a highly stratified social order. They recast themselves as semi-divine kings and forged
strategic alliances with other lakeshore cultures.11 Throughout the late-fourteenth and
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Nahua culture refers generally to the heterogenous groups of Nahuatl-speaking peoples who rose to
prominence in Central Mexico at the onset of the Postclassic period. The term “Aztec” is a modern
appellation used to designate the enclave of Nahuas who ruled over most of Mesoamerica in the Late
Postclassic (AD 1200–1521). Yet Aztec elites living in the imperial capital of Tenochtitlan—as well as
their neighbors in Tlatelolco—referred to themselves as “Mexica,” which is the origin of the modern-day
name of Mexico (Umberger 1987, 65 ff.; Boone 1988, 1).
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The Aztec belief in the divine or semi-divine nature of the tlatoque (sing. tlatoani, ruler) is evidenced by
speech recited during his inauguration—an incantation through which he literally came to embody the
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early-fifteenth centuries, their cultural and military dominance continued to coalesce
along important geographic and political fault lines, and the population of the capital of
Tenochtitlan eventually swelled to perhaps 300,000 (Aguilar-Moreno 2006, 46). Thus,
with their hegemony firmly established in countless far-flung provinces, the MexicaTenochca had become perhaps the largest civilization in Mesoamerican history (Smith
2003; Townsend 2009).

THE ART, CULTURE, AND POLITICS OF THE BODY IN POSTCLASSIC MEXICO
Encompassing the graphic clarity of the Mixteca-Puebla painting style with the
characteristic monumentality of Central Mexican sculpture, Postclassic art includes a
wide range of indigenous artistic traditions that once dominated much of modern-day
central and southern Mexico, from the tenth through the early-sixteenth centuries. As
with the Olmec and Maya before them, Mixtec, Toltec, and Nahua artists were masters of
many media. Their most notable contributions to the Mesoamerican corpus include
monumental architecture and sculpture, as well as relief carvings made of volcanic stone,
jade, and obsidian; portable vessels and life-size or smaller figures in terracotta; feather
headdresses and decorative shields; woven textiles; hand-painted manuscripts that are
folded rather than bound, generically referred to as “codices”; and metal jewelry
incorporating precious shell and stone. There are also many works constructed of

supernatural: “[Now] thou art deified. Although thou art human, as are we, although thou art our friend,
although thou art our son … we do not look to thee as human. Already thou representest, thou replacest
one. Thou callest out to, thou speakest in a strange tongue to the god, the lord of the near, of the nigh. And
within thee he calleth out to thee; he is within thee; he speaketh forth from thy mouth. Thou art his lips,
thou art his jaw, thou art his tongue, thou art his eyes, thou art his ears. He hath given thee gifts, he hath
given thee honor, he hath provided thee thy fangs, thy claws” (Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 6, 52–53; emphasis
mine).
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perishable materials, such as wood, deerskin, dough, and amaranth seeds, though few
examples of these ephemeral objects have survived to the present.
Forged in the context of an agricultural worldview, in which every facet of the
economy was reliant upon agricultural production, Postclassic visual culture arose as a
primarily religious tradition concerned with the successions of the solar year and the
personifications of elemental forces such as the sun, rain, wind, and earth. Indeed, its
forms are everywhere rooted in the natural world, and its most fundamental themes
revolve around the indissoluble intersection of human and supernatural forces.
An illustration of this metaphysical underpinning of Postclassic art can be found
in the myriad personifications of maize fashioned by the Aztecs in the centuries prior to
the Conquest. Maize (corn) was the main food staple of the Mesoamerican diet and
formed an important facet of native religious beliefs. Aspects of maize and its growth
cycle were represented in the form of beautiful and potent deities, such as Cinteotl
(“deified corn,” a youthful god) and Xilonen (“fresh, tender corn,” a virginal goddess).
Among the finest sculptures that have survived are those of Chicomecoatl (“7 Serpent”),
a female deity who specifically embodied mature, ripened corn.
Seated in a kneeling position with her feet turned inward beneath her, the image
of Chicomecoatl typically bears a pair of corncobs in each hand and supports a towering
crown, or amacalli (“paper house”) on its head (Fig. 1.15). Pinwheel-shaped rosettes
decorate each of the upper corners, as a group of streamers descends down the figure’s
sides and back. The central panel of the headdress features an ornamental device made of
folded bark paper (amatl) and is framed, above and below, with twisted ropes. At the top,
bands of crenellated and flamboyant motifs define the upper limit of the figure’s tapered
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silhouette. All of these costume elements were common fixtures during the celebration of
agricultural festivals, when priests and their enemy captives would dress as the gods, sing
sacred songs, dance, and offer sacrifices in the hope of securing a bountiful harvest.
In many such images, the economical depiction of corn—simplified, standardized,
and positioned upright—underscores its emblematic aspect and reiterates the vertical
thrust of the immense paper crown. The goddess, like the corn, is portrayed generically as
well, with her individual traits—a pair of coffee-bean eyes, thin lips, and modest nose—
rendered subordinate to her elaborate, architectonic adornments. In this way, the goddess
is conceptualized as an anonymous maternal force, and symbol of protective shelter, and
the embodiment of agricultural fecundity.
A fine exemplar of a ubiquitous Aztec figure type, the image of Chicomecoatl
serves as a useful standard or baseline with which to calibrate the present discussion
concerning the extraordinary bodies of Postclassic art. Additionally, its overtones of
fertility and sustenance underscore the Postclassic belief that the human body was in fact
formed of ground maize, as evident in the description of the goddess in colonial accounts:
“Truly she is our flesh, our livelihood, through her we live; she is our strength” (Sahagún
1950–82, bk. 2, 64).12
But just as the flesh of the gods was necessary to sustain mankind, supernatural
beings were only able to speak, see, hear, or otherwise interact sensuously with the world
through the medium of the human body. Taking the form of both manufactured effigies
as well as human impersonators of the gods, called teixiptla (divine, localized
embodiment of the gods), they were regarded as the sentient, animate incarnations of
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teotl, or the “dynamic, vivifying, eternally self-generating and self-regenerating sacred
power, force, or energy” (Maffie 2014, 12; see also pp. 21–77).13 Thus, these “godbodies” were constituted by the selfsame energy that manifest the cosmos and all its
inhabitants (Bassett 2015, 3). By providing a vehicle or physical substance (e.g., clay,
stone, or flesh) through which the numinous and intangible force of teotl could be made
visible and concrete, the Nahuas and Mixtecs made perceptible on earth the affective
power of the gods.
Additionally, the efficacy of these otherwise inert objects and living
impersonators could be enhanced through the embellishment of various costumes. For
example, as part of his initiation rites, each Aztec king was carefully adorned in the
characteristic attire of Tezcatlipoca (“Lord of the Near and Far”) and instructed: “Thou
art the replacement, thou art the image of [Tezcatlipoca] the lord of the near, of the nigh.
Thou art the backrest, thou art the flute; he speaketh within thee; he maketh thee his lips,
he maketh thee his jaw, he maketh thee his ears… Thou art his lips, thou art his jaw, thou
art his tongue, thou art his eyes, thou art his ears. He hath given thee gifts, he hath given
thee honor, he hath provided thee thy fangs, thy claws” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 6, 50–53;
italics mine). In this way, the bodies of both men and the gods were implicated in an act
of eternal reciprocity, with the latter helping to solidify the palpable, agentive force of the
former through the reenactment (and thus re-creation) of the most central mythohistories
of the pre-Contact world.14 Whether beautiful or crippled, resplendent or homely, every
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For comparative definitions of teotl, see, for example, Boone (1989, 4) and Smith (2003, 199).
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Referring to the pre-Columbian visual culture of the Andes region, Gary Urton first used the term
“mythohistory” to describe the “potentially equal and simultaneous, and thus fully ambiguous, mythical
and historical status of the accounts contained in [the Spanish chronicles]” (Urton 1990, 141, n. 144). More
recently, Mesoamerican historian Molly Bassett has productively applied the term to Aztec studies “in
order to gesture to the shortcoming of both ‘history’ and ‘myth’ with respect to the text produced in pre-
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anomaly, flourish, or eccentricity of the body was an opportunity to know, honor, and
make manifest the divine presence.
While it is true that much of Postclassic art represents the gods as harmoniously
proportioned and flawless in their outward appearances, it is also clear that these
appearances are often fleeting and can adopt rather monstrous aspects. The particular
appearance of “beauty,” then, seems to have its time and place: namely, in moments of
repose and order. But in times of flux, at the moment when worlds are being destroyed or
brought back into existence, it is the gods’ most abnormal and unseemly traits that take
center stage (see Chapter 3). As mentioned above, it is during the creation of the different
worlds when Tezcatlipoca’s foot becomes horribly mangled and Nanahuatzin is finally
able to shed his aging, syphilitic skin. Thus, while the gods are capable of forging new
suns and then setting them in motion, they are still prone to the deformations and
maladies of mortal men.
That the afflictions of both man and god were so deeply intertwined provides the
impetus for the present examination concerning the role of corporeal anomaly in the
Postclassic world. Of particular interest to this study are those depictions of the human
body that best exemplify what archaeologist and historian Felipe Solís Olguín (1982)
termed “bodily aberrations”—namely, those features that do not easily conform to the
otherwise standardized traits of age, sex, pose, activity, or anatomy. Included among
these distinctive attributes are:
…[A]n erect sexual organ, decapitation or the substitution of the head with
other forms, the mutilation of the hands and feet or the substitution of the
hands and feet with other forms, a totally or partially fleshless face, a
Contact (oral and pictographic) and post-Contact (alphabetic and pictorial/pictographic) Nahuatl” (Bassett
2015, 5).
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skeletal trunk (when the spine and vertebrae are visible), a spinal hump, a
club foot, dental mutilation, canine teeth, the showing of the tongue, earlobe
perforations, a head cavity, a chest cavity, tattooing, and the appearance of
a hole in the sculpture’s base. (Solís Olguín 1982, 76–79)
Seeking specific iterations of these general characteristics, the principal focus
here is the array of dwarfs, hunchbacks, twins, two-headed creatures, animal-human
hybrids, disfigured deities, and disembodied limbs that abound in Postclassic art. While
many if not all of these traits can be identified among earlier Mesoamerican artistic
traditions as well, the breadth and variety of bodily distinctions presented by Postclassic
art make it the ideal lens through which to examine arguably one of the most fundamental
and compelling issues of Mesoamerican scholarship.

AZTEC PHILOSOPHY
A primarily religious tradition, Aztec art is predicated upon a metaphysical
philosophy that sought to make sense of the world, from the cyclical forces of nature to
“questions of origins and purpose—the creation of the [earth], and the ultimate destiny of
all life” (Pasztory 1983, 63). Much like the ancient Mixtecs of Oaxaca or the Huastecs of
Veracruz, the Aztecs believed it was their responsibility to maintain the continuation,
balance, and benevolence of the universe—a task they accomplished through ceremonial
warfare and regular sacrificial offerings.
To appreciate better the role that the gods played in Aztec daily life, it is helpful
to understand the Aztec notion of time. For these pre-Hispanic peoples, the sun, moon
and stars were regarded as the real, living embodiments of the gods. When the sun set, it
was said to “die”; and when the moon, Venus, or other heavenly bodies became
illuminated in the night sky, the gods were said to be born anew. As such, all natural
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phenomena were regarded as consequences of the movements, desires, lives, and
temperaments of the gods themselves, and their willful actions were the mechanisms by
which the flow of time was created and reckoned. Events continuously recurred with only
minor variations, good or bad omens accompanied certain days, and the anniversaries of
past tragedies promised similar misfortunes in the present. Indeed, much of the Aztec
notion of time and their place within in it functioned according to “a continuum of myth
and history” in which man was deeply implicated in an eternal dance of death and rebirth
unfolding simultaneously on the terrestrial and celestial planes (Umberger 1987, 63). In a
system such as this, any linear reckoning of time constituted a impoverished, ultimately
incomplete understanding of a continuously repeating existence.
For Postclassic-period cultures in Central Mexico, the calendar was organized
into two distinct systems: a 365-day solar calendar known as the xiuhpohualli (“year
count”) and a 260-day sacred calendar called the tonalpohualli (“count of days”). The
xiuhpohualli consisted of eighteen periods of twenty days each (called veintenas, from
the Spanish for “twenty”), each of which was ruled by a particular deity and its related
agricultural festival. Five remaining “nameless” days (neomontemi) occurred at the end
of every year and signified a period of ambiguity or imbalance.
By contrast, the 260-day tonalpohualli was considered a “sacred” calendar
because of it primarily functioned as a divinatory tool. Consisting of thirteen numbers
and twenty day-signs named for natural or quotidian objects, such as coatl (serpent) or
calli (house). For the Aztecs, this ritual calendar helped diviners to provoke, forestall, or
otherwise predict various supernatural influences in order to determine the most
propitious dates for births, marriages, royal accessions, and monthly rituals (Miller and
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Taube 1993, 48–54; Boone 2007, 3–18). In this sense, the tonalpohualli demonstrates the
principle of reciprocity that governed the relationship between humans and the divine;
and the omens and rituals it prescribed were necessary for the maintenance of equilibrium
between the spheres of private and public life as well as the earthly and celestial.
Together with the xiuhpohualli, these two calendars revealed mankind’s proper
relationship with a cosmos deeply dependent upon their self-sacrifice as a form of
repayment for the benevolent gift of creation and sustenance. Yet while there were
clearly defined ways of appeasing the gods, elements of uncertainty still loomed large
along the borderlands.
Both the Aztec and Mexica peoples believed that the world had been created five
separate times and that each new sun was the creation of a different god’s benevolent
self-sacrifice. The fifth and final sun, that of the Aztec era, was created by the god
Nanahuatzin, who is variously described as the “pustule-covered one.” When the richest
of gods could not bear to sacrifice himself to become the new sun, it was Nanahuatzin
who threw himself into the great bonfire and was born again (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 7,
42–58). As the sun, his benevolence shined on the earth and caused the corn to grow and
thrive. But as was the case with each of the previous divine sacrifices, the solar deity
could express a rather unforgiving temperament as well. If displeased, the scourge of the
gods took on fearful proportions, producing pestilence, drought, miscarriages, and
famine. Naturally, such a fate was something to be avoided. And in order to curry the
favor of the gods once more, the people made offerings in the form of blood-sacrifice—
the only suitable recompense for the gods’ own primordial magnanimity.
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SOURCES OF INFORMATION ON AZTEC ART AND CULTURE
Some five centuries since the destruction of the Aztec Empire at the hands of
Spanish conquistadors, the meanings of Aztec art remain only partially understood even
today. As a result, the most direct points of access into native life, ritual, and meaning
derive from the detailed population surveys and ethnographic inquiries compiled by the
conquistadors and Spanish and missionaries following the Conquest.15 These colonial
chronicles present a rich and storied vision of Aztec belief systems and social
organization, including the structure of ritual practice, calendrical observations, linguistic
behavior, and dietary habits—observations now indispensable to the study of preColumbian peoples. None of these sources is without bias, however, as most of the
inquiries were commissioned by the Spanish Crown or the Holy Roman Church for the
purposes of converting the “heathen” inhabitants of the New World and exploiting them
economically (Smith 2003, 15).16 Additionally, many of the chronicles incorporate the
inconsistencies of earlier works, making them as problematic as they are invaluable
(Matos Moctezuma 1988, 10).17
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Franciscan friar Bernardino Sahagún’s General History of the Things of New Spain (1950–82) is
regarded as the most comprehensive colonial-era account of pre-contact Mexico. To read more about the
native informants Sahagún employed in the compilation of his chronicle, see, for example, Peterson 1988.
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As archaeologist Michael Smith (2003: 15) adds: “As helpful as these documents are to modern scholars,
they are biased in several ways and must be treated with caution. The Spaniards, Cortés in particular, were
trying to justify and glorify their actions, and they slanted their accounts accordingly. Cortés gained greater
glory by inflating the size of the armies he defeated, or the size of the cities he converted. Furthermore,
Cortés and his army were criticized by priests and others for their wanton destruction of the Aztec people
and their property, and he tried to justify his actions by portraying the Aztecs as terrible savages in great
need of civilizing and conversion by the Spaniards. So long as these biases are taken into consideration,
however, the lengthy reports of Cortés, Díaz del Castillo, and others are essential sources of information.”
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For an overview of the most important early chronicles compiled by Spanish missionaries, see Pasztory
1983, 18–35.
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Consequently, scholars of the ancient Americas must deploy a variety of
resources, each with its own benefits and foibles, to corroborate their interpretations of
ancient works of art. Where the present study differs from many previous interpretations
of Central Mexican and Southern Highlands art is in its privileging of the object over the
historical text. By focusing on the remarkable abstractions, deformations, and images of
abjection fundamental to indigenous visual culture, the goal is to avoid using works of art
as “mere” illustrations of the colonial ethnographic accounts written by Europeans
(Boone 1989, 33). A formidable task, to be sure, Louise Burkhart explains the stakes of
such a proposal:
All of the texts are ambivalent to varying degrees, combining indigenous forms of
discourse with forms introduced by the friars, interweaving native and imported
voices so intricately that it can become very difficult to unravel them. The fallacy
of forcing a strict separation between “native” and “European” texts is evident.
Although it is possible to distinguish these texts according to the point of view
they purport to represent, it should be kept in mind that each side was affected by
continual feedback from the other. (Burkhart 1989, 22–23)
It is vital therefore to establish a new line of inquiry for Postclassic scholarship, wherein
the most extraordinary bodies are allowed to express a vocabulary, ethos, and
performativity particular to themselves. In so doing, I hope to define more precisely why
such exceptional bodies differ physically as well as ontologically from more conventional
representations.
By examining the circumstances in which distinctive bodies emerge, reside, and
perform as agentive forces in Postclassic art, this dissertation presents a clearer picture of
the purpose and import of disfigurement generally. Rather than being concerned with the
minutiae of the gods’ most mercurial attributes, such as their notoriously fluid exchange
of costumes and ritual ornaments, I draw attention instead to their intrinsic forms,
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contortions, and contexts—that is, to their attitudes and location within narrative space.
In this way, art-historical analysis allows unconventional bodies to embody multiple,
context-specific interpretations that espouse more fruitful clusters of meaning within a
general morphology of the body and cosmos.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND METHODOLOGY
In serving to corroborate, repudiate, or otherwise interrogate the historical
accounts of Postclassic art and culture, modern archaeology provides the skeleton upon
which the flesh of this project clings. Yet even archaeological findings must be
occasionally amended or overturned; and it can be tempting to interpret the absence of
physical evidence as proof that a particular object or idea did not exist. Nevertheless,
archaeological investigation, when performed in concert with art-historical analysis,
forms the surest grounds upon which to proceed in the absence of written records
produced by the Nahua, Mixtec, and other Postclassic peoples themselves. So I employ
these resources liberally yet purposefully, and with the intent of claiming (or rather reclaiming) a greater consideration of the actual artworks as the principal means of
understanding the past. In this way, I emphasize the ability of the art objects to express
their own multivalence. To echo theorist W. J. T. Mitchell (2005, 5–6), “Rather than
relying on a preexisting theory, method, or ‘discourse’ to explain pictures, I [want] to let
them speak for themselves.”
Despite the apparent inextricability of the body within the scholarship, few works
of art-historical focus has sought to incorporate the latest archaeological findings into a
complete and up-to-date archive of the human body in Aztec thought. In fact, to this day,
Esther Pasztory’s Aztec Art (1983) remains one of the most comprehensive such
monographs, addressing each of the major artistic genres: architecture and cliff sculpture,
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major monuments, codices, stone sculpture, other lapidary arts, wood sculpture and
turquoise mosaic, featherwork, terracotta sculpture, and ceramics. Other scholars who
have probed deeply in this arena include H. B. Nicholson (1971a), George Kubler (1970),
Quiñones-Keber (2002), Boone (2007), and López Luján, et al. (2006).
With any attempt to grapple with the concepts of the body held by the ancient
Nahuas, one must refer to anthropologist Alfredo López Austin’s groundbreaking work,
The Human Body and Ideology: Concepts of the Ancient Nahuas (1988 [1984]). Through
his use of both colonial and pre-colonial documents, the author attempts to disavow “the
nearsightedness that causes our limitations” by recognizing that the Nahua notion of the
body is specific to each social class and, thus, is highly heterogeneous (López Austin
1988, 1: 2). To construct his argument, the author devotes special attention to the
divisiveness of socioeconomic forces such as sex, age, social affiliation, and bureaucratic
organization, as well as the division and distribution of labor and resources. When taken
together, these factors form the very foundation of social coercion and actively frustrate
any single conception of something so intimately experienced as the body. Indigenous
notions of medicine and a corporal taxonomy further complicate the matter by raising
such pressing questions as: What is the ideal state of the body? How is it to be cared for?
And how might equilibrium become lost? With a few emendations, these same questions
serve as a strong basis upon which the general schema of this dissertation is organized.
By incorporating archaeological, ethnographic, and art-historical findings into the
fold of newly emergent theories of the body, scholars are now able to construct a clearer
picture of Postclassic strategies of image-making more broadly. Many of these strategies
will become relevant to this thesis at different times and may include, for example, the
ways that individual rulers, gods, and humans were represented in Central Mexico during
the Late Postclassic as well as how individual cultures from across Mesoamerica
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collectively depicted themselves (e.g., León-Portilla 1992, Elkins 1994; Evans 1998,
166–183; Carrasco 1999; Fash and López Luján 2009). Furthermore, because of recent
developments in theories of the body, it is possible to discuss with greater facility the
issues of pre-colonial medicine (e.g., Guerra 1966; Tate 1993; Matos Moctezuma 2005),
ethics and morality (e.g., Burkhart 1989; Klein 1990/1991; Purcell 2017), gender and
sexuality,18 and the role of performance in the ideological constructions of space (e.g.,
Hassig 1988; Quiñones-Keber 2002; Garner 2009). It is this last topic, the role of the
body in the “performance” of Aztec ritual space, which I shall develop further.
By applying these recent theories concerning the reception and perception of precolonial (though not pre-historical) ritual objects and practices, some scholars have
envisioned indigenous performativity in ways previously unconsidered. In stressing the
performative aspects of Aztec life, particularly as they may pertain to the positioning of
an object within the “center space” of a temple complex, historian Davíd Carrasco (1999)
expands upon previous literature in the history of religion by explaining the
“metamorphic vision of place” held by the Aztecs. Recognizing the ways in which the
Nahua or Mixtec peoples “oriented” themselves in relation to the sacred through the
continual recreation (or reenactment) of centuries-old legends involving the gods and
important culture heroes, Carrasco demonstrates how ancient peoples systematically and
metaphorically ordered the imperial realm. But while his discussion offers new and
important avenues for research in the realms of religious synesthesia and the cosmomagical motivations of ritual life, Carrasco’s conclusions concentrate overwhelmingly on
his imaginings of animate beings (i.e., the god-impersonators). As a result, he elides a
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The literature concerning the depictions and meanings of gender and sexuality in ancient Mesoamerican
art is robust; however, the author particularly recommends Roosevelt (1988), Evans (1998), Klein (2001),
and Overmyer-Velázquez (2005).
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substantive discussion of certain “inanimate” (i.e., plastic) representations of the body.19
As I demonstrate, there is tremendous value in recovering something of the Aztec notion
of the agency of objects—a point of view in which non-sentient beings are held to
express a social and performative role akin to that of their makers as well as the gods.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Each successive chapter of this study presents a different facet, construction, or
nuance of “deformation,” along with illustrative examples to explicate that particular
iteration. Together, these self-conscious, debatable, highly conventionalized concepts
help to structure the beginnings of the first substantive description of a class of objects
unique within Mesoamerican art.
As Chapter 2 argues, the belief that ancient works of Mesoamerican art can be
viewed as reliable indices of modern medical conditions—for example, dwarfism or
kyphosis (hunched back)—depends in large part on an outmoded notion of biological
determinism. That is to say, in assuming that many of the most extraordinary nonWestern art forms were based on literal (even prosaic) examples of anatomical
difference, some pre-Columbian scholars have come to view sculptural figurines not as
objects of artistic creativity but rather as historical records of pathological symptoms. Yet
art has an expressivity beyond mere scientific fact, and it is important to consider that
artists of the past did not always illustrate in some slavish way the maladies and twisted
vicissitudes of everyday life. In an effort to present a more equitable assessment of the
role of disability in the pre-contact Americas, I propose that scholars must first recognize
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It is particularly notable that the author includes only eight illustrations in this two-volume masterpiece;
and most of those are hand-drawn reproductions of colonial sources.
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the tendency to “diagnose” art rather than interpret it. To this end, I focus particularly on
the appearance and meanings of dwarfism in ancient art, as it seems the contemporary
focus on this condition may reveal more about scholars’ own preoccupations than it does
those of the indigenous sculptors.
Perhaps one of the most ubiquitous categories of deformation is that of the
fragmented body, the principal theme of Chapter 3. Despite the prevalence of this
crucial leitmotif in Postclassic art, much remains to be discovered about how
Mesoamericans conceived of the body rendered in pieces. From the disintegration of the
human form into collections of hearts and hands at Teotihuacan to the famous Aztec
monolith of the dismembered Coyolxauhqui, such corporeal disintegration bears
important implications for an indigenous notion of proportion, pain, and the logic of
representation generally. Particularly revealing in this respect is the Aztec creation story
of the Fifth Sun, in which the enfeebled and syphilitic Nanahuatzin (from nanahuatl,
meaning “pustule-covered”) leaped into a great bonfire to be reborn as the solar deity
Tonatiuh. An important transformational figure that helped to secure the first foodstuffs
for man, it was by means of this “diseased” deity’s humble act of self-immolation and
reincarnation that man’s reciprocal sacrifice finds its genesis and meaning. Appearing
perhaps as early as the Classic period (ca. AD 600) in the form of a doorjamb mural at
Teotihuacan, and again in the Late Postclassic Codex Borgia (before 1519), images of a
disfigured solar deity lend body to Matos Moctezuma’s important observation that, “For
a sick god to become the sun in one of the main Nahua myths illustrates that illness had a
major religious significance in the Nahua world” (Matos Moctezuma 1991, 7).
Chapter 4 offers a working typology of “monstrosity” and “the grotesque” by
focusing on the large corpus of composite creatures that pervade late Mesoamerican art.
Anchored by the monumental stone sculpture of the Great Coatlicue, this discussion
offers insight into the potential meanings of the multiple configurations of two-headed
25

creatures (e.g., opposed vs. facing) in order to challenge reductive interpretations of the
central Mesoamerican tenets of symmetry, duality, and shape-shifting.
In order to investigate the grotesque in Mesoamerican art, it is imperative that one
establish an iconic pivot, or standard, against which to critique any “deviation.” As such,
Chapter 5 concerns the Postclassic “standard bearer.” A sculptural type whose origins
are found at the Early Postclassic site of Tula (AD 900–1125), the standard bearer
eventually became the “everyman” figure of Late Postclassic Aztec art. Antonio León y
Gama (1832) began writing about “El Indio Triste” as far back as the 1790s, and images
of the standard bearer appear in the colonial-era Codex Mendoza (1992 [1541–1542]) and
Sahagún’s Primeros memoriales (1993 [1569–1571]). However, in spite of its looming
position atop nearly every pyramid-temple in the Aztec world, as well as its presence in
many colonial texts, this archetype of Aztec sculpture has largely been ignored in modern
scholarship. As I argue, however, the standard bearer is a figure that embodies the
notions of sturdiness, immutability, and iconic resonance that were once so crucial for the
Aztec notion of communal and cultural cohesion, and it deserves recognition as such.
Within the long tradition of Mesoamerican art, images of the deity Xipe Totec
(“Our Lord the Flayed One”) occupy a dominant, if somewhat infamous, position. As the
lord of fertility, eye disease, death and rebirth, his relevance to pre-Hispanic thought
resides in his enduring importance to the body, and thus he occupies much of the focus in
Chapter 6. Often portrayed as a priestly impersonator dressed in the flayed, sagging, and
sutured skin of his victims, depictions of Xipe Totec are often as fascinating as they are
“hard to stomach.” As such, they present an opportunity for a deep, abiding meditation
concerning what constitutes a pre-Columbian notion of the human form.
Finally, Chapter 7 provides a synthesis of the preceding chapters as well as
identifies the most pressing issues for future research. In attempting to refine a
Postclassic system of aesthetics—if such a term can be used to describe ancient art from
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the non-West—this chapter also lends proper shrift to the complicated nature of duality
among ancient Mesoamerican worldviews.
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Of course, I have found that anything that comes out of the South is going
to be called grotesque by the Northern reader, unless it is grotesque, in
which case it is going to be called realistic.
—Flannery O’Connor20

CHAPTER 2. “Sculptural Pathology”: The Body in the Study of Mesoamerican Art
For generations now, our understanding of an Aztec notion of physical perfection
has relied in part on the writings of Bernardino de Sahagún, a Spanish missionary who set
about recording the myths, remembrances, and daily lives of his Nahua informants
beginning in the mid-sixteenth century. As the Franciscan friar famously described, “For
he who was chosen [as the god’s impersonator] was of fair countenance, of good
understanding and quick, of clean body—slender like a reed; long and thin like a stout
cane; well-built; not of overfed body, not corpulent, and neither very small nor
exceedingly tall … [He was] like something smoothed, like a tomato, or like a pebble, as
if hewn of wood” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 2, 64). An evocative description, to be sure, this
definition of the idealized human form has rarely been corroborated through any
systematic comparison to the Aztecs’ own representations of the human form. Much to
the contrary, attempts by art historians and anthropologists to reckon with indigenous
bodies—whether real or imagined, historical or depicted—have routinely adopted
Western notions of proportion and fragmentation demonstrably at odds with
Mesoamerican thought (Elkins 1994). As a result, substantial quantities of
unconventional, heteromorphic, or otherwise anomalous figures have been subjected to
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far different criteria than those which express more traditional Euro-American notions of
anatomical correctness.21
Based on the numerous images of hunched backs, paralytic limbs, contorted
spines, and other corporeal distinctions that appear in the arts of the ancient Americas, a
large corpus of pre-Columbian scholarship contends that disability and “deformation”
were once endemic among New World populations.22 Relying primarily on the visual
analysis of indigenous artifacts, these archaeologists and art historians argue that preColumbian people were susceptible to a vast range of medical conditions, including spina
bifida, facial paralysis, syphilis, and widespread achondroplasia (the most common form
of dwarfism) (e.g., Matos Moctezuma 1970; von Winning 1987). However, in electing to
articulate disability as a “pathology” or “sickness” (enfermedad) rather than as an
imposed social, cultural, or political identity, such analyses assume that some of the most
extraordinary examples of non-Western art were modeled on literal, even prosaic,
examples of bodily anomalies. Consequently, several dozen sculpted figurines known to
scholars of Mesoamerican art as “dwarfs” have at times been viewed not as objects of
artistic creativity but rather as historical records of identifiable illness.23
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As Elkins (1994, 122, fn. 29) makes clear: “The persistence of Western perspectives has shown itself in
the Western schemata that have been used to house the Nahuatl terms”—even in the otherwise emic
analyses of Mexican scholars. Note, for example, that in López Austin’s (1988) seminal study of the body
in Nahua thought, the author universally employs the Western body form to illustrate indigenous
Mesoamerican concepts.
22

The term “deformation” is problematic for a number of reasons, not least of which for its frequently
pejorative and disparaging connotations (both passive and intentional) in both Euro-American colonialist
and modern popular treatments of non-Western cultures. The goal here, however, is to engage with
deformation as one of many possible dialectical modes useful for explicating non-Western artistic activity,
particularly insofar as the former helps to explain the historical and religious motivations of the latter on a
material level.
23

As discussed below, scholars of Mesoamerican culture commonly use the term “dwarf” in a monolithic,
universalizing sense to describe the depictions of short-statured individuals generally. As a result, “little
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Over the past several decades, researchers have made tremendous progress in
reconstructing the social and religious contexts in which atypical sculptural types were
created, deployed, and viewed in the Mesoamerican world. Principally, these findings
make clear that indigenous people regarded corporeal anomaly as essential to the
continuation of the earth’s fecundity, the daily rise of the sun, and the regular progression
of seasons. At the same time, however, historical accounts by the Spanish missionaries
affirm that distinctive bodies were a form of punishment, or divine retribution, for man’s
worldly sins (see Introduction). As ambivalent indices of virtue and iniquity, these
anomalous forms thus pose a number of conceptual paradoxes that significantly challenge
our modern investigations into the pre-Hispanic past.
While examinations of the supernatural and affective role of distinctive bodies
within pre-contact cosmologies have provided grounds for what disability studies scholar
Simi Linton calls a productive “epistemological basis for inquiries” into the cultural
construction of disability as such, there is nevertheless a lingering tendency within
Mesoamerican scholarship to regard disability as a medical issue.24 As this chapter will
demonstrate, the naturalistic appearance of many of the most unusual morphological
features in art of the past has encouraged the belief that people long ago duplicated
observable traits that today are often associated with physical impairment, spinal cord
disability, injuries to the head and limbs, and other incapacities.25 As such, it has been

people” remains altogether absent from the literature, both at large and, correspondingly, in the present
essay.
24

Linton’s (1998) appeal to move beyond a “corrective” or “medicalized” approach toward disability
articulates most eloquently the need for an epistemological approach toward the sociopolitical and cultural
construction of the phenomenon.
25

A notable exception is art historian Rebecca R. Stone’s recent work concerning pre-Columbian
shamanistic practices among the Moche culture of Peru. In her essay “Empowered, Not Disabled,” Stone
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problematically suggested that distinctive body types can be explained in etiological
terms and, by extension, show signs of easily observable clinical conditions. As one of
several disability theorists who seek to correct such generalizations, Alison Kafer (2013,
5) notes, “The medical model of disability frames atypical bodies and minds as deviant,
pathological, and defective, best understood and addressed in medical terms.”26 Indeed, I
argue that these are precisely the terms in which some scholars have come to
conceptualize—or rather, re-imagine—people of the distant past. However, by
incorporating recent advances in the field of disability studies and body theory,27 I
believe this reductive view of corporeal anomaly can be reformulated and made receptive
to new explanations of, and possibilities for, the diversity of human anatomy in ancient
American visual culture.

concludes: “The Native American positive attitude toward anomalous bodies—seeing them as decidedly
not disabled—seems fairly unusual in world history and culture. Therefore, recognizing the wide range of
human responses to the interrelated issues of what constitutes disease, curing, health, and survival is all the
more crucial in today’s world. Such cross- temporal and cultural awareness may inform present-day global
attitudes in intriguing ways. Empowerment is a theme that can unite rather than divide” (Stone 2018, 7–8).
For criticisms of the medical model of disability, see Abberley 1987; Hyler, Gabbard, and Irving 1991; and
Oliver 1996.
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While Kafer offers an insightful summary of the social/medical model binary, the broader relevance of
her work lies in its juxtaposition of feminist and identity politics alongside environmental ethics and
reproductive justice. Her formulation of a completely new model of disability theory, which is predicated
upon a feminist/queer/crip alliance, provides a useful paradigm for the integration and/or transcendence of
the disciplinary divisions discussed in the present study.
27

In applying theorist Judith Butler’s seminal work Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subervsion of
Identity (1990) to her analysis of the cultural construction of the sexed body in ancient Mesoamerica,
anthropologist Rosemary Joyce provides a fruitful overview of the field of body theory: “In Butler's view,
particular physical characteristics of the body are isolated as signifying sex through the performance of
gendered activity, while this embodiment misleadingly casts an air of naturalism on the already cultural
categories of sex. Instead of presuming that sex acts as a kind of grounding, a preexisting essence, for
gender, Butler views sex itself as a cultural and symbolic interpretation of bodily materiality. Not denying
the real existence of the body, Butler instead argues that bodies are only made intelligible in terms of
specific cultural readings that mutually construct sex, gender, age, race, and other embodied ways of being.
It is with this understanding of the social construction of bodies, as the imposition on the flesh of certain
forms of intelligibility, that I [undertake the current work]” (Joyce 1998, 147).
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Art has an expressivity beyond mere scientific fact, and it is important to bear in
mind that artists of the past did not always illustrate in some slavish way the maladies and
twisted vicissitudes of everyday life. So, in an effort to present a more equitable
assessment of the role of disability and deformation in the ancient Americas, I argue we
must first acknowledge the prevalent tendency to “diagnose” art rather than interpret it.
To this end, the following examination will reveal a few of the ways in which previous
interpretations of dwarfism have paradoxically revealed more about the preoccupations of
contemporary scholars than of indigenous artists. It is my hope that with the groundwork
laid here, a future historiographic study might take up the crucial work of historicizing
disability as one of several oppressed identity categories vis-à-vis ancient and modern
Mesoamerican religious and social practices, in ways akin perhaps to the productive
discussions of race, gender, and sexuality that have been addressed elsewhere (e.g., Klein
2001; McCafferty and McCafferty 2009).

PROBLEMS OF SCALE OR PERSPECTIVE?
In the arts of pre-Columbian Mexico and Central America, there exists a distinct
category of figures whose diminutive statures, puckered mouths, and short, fleshy limbs
are believed to resemble those of individuals termed “dwarfs” in modern parlance (e.g.,
Asplan 2010; Tate 2009).28 Bare-chested and wearing simple loincloths, their habitual
associations with elite contexts and supernatural phenomena are as conspicuous as their
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A report by the Mayo Clinic (2014) offers the following definition of dwarfism: “Dwarfism is short
stature that results from a genetic or medical condition. Dwarfism is generally defined as an adult height of
4 feet 10 inches (147 centimeters) or less. The average adult height among people with dwarfism is 4 feet
(122 cm).”
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flamboyant headdresses. Appearing in nearly every artistic medium, their presence in the
Mesoamerican artistic corpus spans at least three millennia and a vast array of cultures.
One of the earliest and most celebrated works in all of pre-Hispanic art is Potrero
Nuevo Monument 2 (1200–900 BC), a stone dais featuring a pair of small-scale figures
hoisting a slab of rock high above their heads (Fig. 2.1). With their stout, muscular
frames, large heads, shortened extremities, and flattened facial features, these two
crouching individuals embody many of the most salient characteristics of the dwarf type
in Mesoamerican art. But what can be said of their role in this work of art? One
interpretation is that they represent Atlas-like “sky-bearers.” As art historian Susan
Milbrath and anthropologist Karl Taube note, the monolith they support represents the
schematic rendering of a celestial serpent’s maw on its upper ledge (Milbrath 1979, 15;
Taube 1996, 53). Furthermore, evidence suggests that this monument likely served long
ago as the throne of an Olmec ruler. Thus, as pillars of both cosmic and political order,
these individuals were apparently regarded at one time as figures of tremendous
consequence (Taube 2004).29
Depicted among rulers and courtiers in Classic Maya art, and featured in several
origin myths of the Postclassic period, so-called dwarfs are associated throughout
Mesoamerican history with symbols of nobility, elite authority, and divine intercession
(Fig. 2.2).30 Furthermore, the colonial chronicles suggest that it was because of their
wisdom and exceptional self-assurance that the Aztec ruler Moctezuma II asked the
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Although Diehl (2004, fig. 14) refers to the banded element supported by the dwarfs as “the upper jaw of
the Olmec Dragon,” most scholars recognize it as the Mesoamerican “sky band” motif. Another pair of
similarly arranged dwarfs is found on San Lorenzo Monument 18 (see Taube 2004, fig. 32).
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Archaeologist James A. Doyle (2014) provides an enlightening discussion of the representation of
dwarfs, mirror-bearers, and other typically diminutive figures seen throughout Maya courtly art.
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palace dwarf to advise him in matters of state and religion (Miller and Taube 1993, 82).31
Although no Aztec-era depictions of dwarfs have survived to the present day, such
images may have resembled the many whistles and other ceramic figurines popular
among the ancient Maya (e.g., Houston 1992, 546). Festooned with amulets of precious
stone, ankle-length skirts, and ceremonial deer- or bird-shaped headdresses, their
luxurious adornments indicate the strong kinship of dwarfs with mystics, priests, and
other official counselors to the royal court (Figs. 2.3–2.5).
Yet despite the relative clarity of their costumes, there is still a great deal of
uncertainty about the meaning of dwarfs and their likenesses. Some scholars have
suggested they are portraits of historical individuals. Whether such portraits were
intended to be honorific or satirical, however, we cannot say. Another theory contends
that dwarfs possessed an apotropaic function and helped to encourage rainfall; but this is
based largely on historical accounts of the Aztecs that have been retroactively applied to
the much earlier Olmec and Maya (Asplan 2010, 41–44). Recently, art historian Carolyn
Tate proposed such images may represent fetuses in utero, thus placing them among the
world’s oldest examples of medical illustration (Tate 2012). While this final explanation
has not gained much traction at present, the point is clear: even in the most general terms,
no single approach to the Mesoamerican body seems capable of universal appeal.
So what is to be done with a corpus of images at once so abundant yet so
mysterious? Scholars of art history, and more recently medical history, have sought to
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The author has chosen to use the most common spelling of the ninth tlatoani’s name: Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin (called Moctezuma II); however, other variations include Montezuma, Moteuczoma,
Motecuhzoma, Motēuczōmah, and Muteczuma.
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clarify the historical and religious significance of dwarfs by first taxonomically
identifying and classifying their physical characteristics. As art historian Virginia Miller
(1985) argues, among the Maya, dwarfism is represented more often than any other
physical abnormality. Most of these depictions, she contends, share a common set of
features, such as “small stature, abnormally short and fleshy limbs, a protruding
abdomen, and a disproportionately large head with prominent forehead, sunken face, and
drooping lower lip,” the combination of which is “diagnostic of the most common type of
dwarfism, usually called achondroplasia … [or] short-limb dwarfism” (V. Miller 1985,
141). Beyond this subset, Miller identifies additional representations of figures with
compressed torsos, barrel chests, hunchbacks, and several other characteristics typical of
the over 200 different instances in which proportionate and disproportionate dwarfism are
known to occur.32 Having successfully itemized her archive of idiosyncrasies, the next
question for Miller then becomes: What possible function did these objects perform? To
answer this query, scholars of the ancient Americas utilize a number of different
resources, including ethnographic analogy and the eyewitness accounts of indigenous
practices as recorded by Europeans.
When the Spanish conquistadors arrived in Tenochtitlan (modern-day Mexico
City) in 1519, they delighted in the Aztec ruler Moctezuma’s impressive retinue of welldressed musicians, comedians, and other palace performers. As in many European royal
courts of the time, this motley troupe of players was comprised of high-flying acrobats,
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Although Miller notes there are around one hundred distinct types of dwarfism, a recent report by the
Mayo Clinic Staff (2014) identifies more than twice that number. Significantly, this latter report groups
dwarfism under the heading of “Diseases,” defining it as “short stature that results from a genetic or
medical condition.”
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stilt-walkers, contortionists and clowns, many of whom were said to exhibit clear signs of
physical impairment (Miller and Taube 1993, 82). As the soldier Bernal Díaz del Castillo
recalls of his time in the palace of Moctezuma II: “Sometimes some hunchbacked Indians
[indios corcovados] would be present at his meals—very ugly [individuals] who were
slight in stature and whose bodies were broken in the middle [muy feos, porque eran
chicos de cuerpo y quebrados por medio los cuerpos]. Included among them were vulgar
individuals [comedians?] and other Indians who were [his] jesters.33 Elsewhere, the
Dominican friar Diego Durán relates that, upon the death of Lord Tizoc in 1486: “Many
slaves and hunchbacks and dwarfs were killed … so that not one was left and so they
would accompany the king to serve him in the otherworld. All his jewels and wealth were
buried together with his ashes” (Durán 1994, 307).34 These two brief but descriptive
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Interestingly, the English translation of (Díaz del Castillo 1963, 226–230) is much more pointed in its
identification of the individuals “slight in stature,” describing them as “little humpbacked dwarfs…whose
bodies seemed almost to be broken in the middle.” The full Spanish text reads: Mientras que comía, ni por
pensamiento habían de hacer alboroto ni hablar alto los de su guarda, que estaban en las salas, cerca de le
de Montezuma. Traíanle fruta de todas cuantas había en la tierra, mas no comía sino muy poca de cuando
en cuando. Traían en unas como a manera de copas de oro fino con cierta bebida hecha del mismo cacao;
decían que era para tener acceso con mujeres, y entonces no mirábamos en ello; mas lo que yo vi que traían
sobre cincuenta jarros grandes, hechos de buen cacao, con su espuma, y de aquello bebía, y las mujeres le
servían al beber con gran acato, y algunas veces al tiempo de comer estaban unos indios corcovados, muy
feos, porque eran chicos de cuerpo y quebrados por medio los cuerpos, que entre ellos eran chocarreros, y
otros indios que [dieran] ser truhanes, que le decían gracias, y otros que le cantaban y bailaban, porque
Montezuma era aficionado a placeres y cantares, y [a] aquellos mandaba dar los relieves y jarros del cacao,
y las mismas cuatro mujeres alzaban los manteles y le tornaban a dar aguamanos, y con mucho acato que le
hacían; y hablaba Montezuma [a] aquellos cuatro principales viejos en cosas que le convenían; y se
despedían de él con gran reverencia que le tenían; y él se quedaba reposando” (Díaz del Castillo 1964,
155).
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Torquemada describes remarkably similar funeral rites for a chief: “A solemn procession, including
neighboring chiefs, relatives, friends, wives of the deceased, and chanting priests marched (without beating
of drums) to meet other priests at the temple. At the foot of the pyramid, they ignited the pyre of wood and
some incense. As the body burned, as many as one or two hundred slaves were sacrificed in the usual
manner, and burned in another pyre. These we’re household slaves (including dwarfs, jesters, and the like)
and others presented by visiting dignitaries. Next day, the ashes were gathered, along with the remaining
hair previously cut. Friends, relatives, and wives laid offerings before the box. There were four days of such
ceremony, after which fifteen or twenty more slaves were sacrificed, since, it was thought, the soul of the
deceased had undertaken its travels and was in need of aid. Other slaves—up to a dozen or so—were later
killed at the end of twenty, forty, sixty. and eighty days. Yearly thereafter, for four years, quail, rabbits,
birds, and butterflies were offered before the box, along with incense, food, wine, flowers, and canes of
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accounts of Aztec religious and courtly life reveal important details regarding the
ambivalent significance of disability just prior to the Conquest.35
Primarily, the preceding passage suggests that individuals with markedly different
bodies held a social and perhaps putative status akin to that of slaves. As commander in
charge Hernán Cortés recounted:
There was also in this house a room in which were kept men, women and children
who had, from birth, white faces and bodies and white hair, eyebrows and
eyelashes… There was yet another house where lived many deformed men and
women, among which were dwarfs and hunchbacks and others with other
deformities; and each manner of monstrosity had a room to itself; and likewise there
were people to look after them. (Cortés 1971, 111)
Segregated from society yet “looked after” by others, it seems that “monstrosity” (as
Cortés termed it) was not necessarily a damnable condition among the Aztecs but was
nevertheless deserving of quarantine—or at least close supervision. A comparable
ambiguity is revealed by Durán’s account, in which figures with similar distinctions are
entrusted with the hallowed responsibility of conveying the ruler’s body to the afterlife,
along with all his worldly riches. Expected to sacrifice their own lives so that they might
continue as his eternal companions, dwarfs faced a journey at once perilous and deeply
honorable.36

tobacco. These ceremonies were accompanied by feasting, drinking, and dancing” (Torquemada 1723, 521
ff.; emphasis mine).
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For Spanish accounts of dwarfs and their role in the Aztec imperial court, see Díaz del Castillo 1963,
226–227, 230; Durán 1994, 295–296, 307, 356, 466, 483–489; Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 3, 19, 35, and 43, fn.
11, and bk. 8, 30 and 49; and Cortés 1971, 111. For additional references in Aztec belief and the Nahuatl
vocabulary, see Molina 1555, fol. 151v; Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 5, 179, and bk. 10, 114 and 118.
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Durán 1994, 295.
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If the accounts above are to be believed, then dwarfs and hunchbacks were clearly
figures of importance in Aztec political and religious thought. Furthermore, given the
long-standing fascination with dwarfs in the Spanish royal court at this time, it is
unsurprising that the chronicles would include mention of them.37 Nevertheless, it
impossible to know whether the people described in the passages above truly exhibited
the characteristics of dwarfism we recognize today. After all, Díaz del Castillo was a
soldier of fortune with very little formal education, so his investigative rigor and
reliability as a narrator are by no means unassailable. And Durán’s story of the funeral
procession, it bears noting, was penned nearly a century after the death of Tizoc; thus
neither he nor his informants were ever witnesses to such events. Additionally, without
any standardized definition of dwarfism available in the sixteenth century, it is difficult to
know whether any of the parties involved—either the Spaniards or their native
informants—were speaking about (that is, intended) the same bodies at the same time.
With the colonial accounts found wanting, scholars have endeavored to illuminate
the complexities of the past through ethnographic analogy, a theory which supposes
dependable correlations endure between the ethnographic reality of modern-day peoples
and the archaeological remains of their ancestors (P. Furst 1968, 143, fn. 1).38 Much like
the colonial sources, ethnographic analogy is a knotty problem; and according to Louise
Burkhart, the belief in an “ethnographic present” is too tenuous to draw dependable
conclusions. She notes:
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For a fascinating overview of the role of dwarfs as exotic Others in the history of European explorations
of the non-West, see Adelson 2005.
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For examples of ethnographic analogy in practice, see Rugeley 2001 and Sandstrom 1991.
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The use of colonial sources to reconstruct pre-Conquest culture is symptomatic of
a general tendency within anthropology to place other cultures into an
‘ethnographic present’ in which they are described as static, self-perpetuating
systems. … Living societies, with whom an investigator has had extensive personal
contact, are made to seem removed in time and space, objectified; the investigator’s
dialogue with individual people becomes his or her monologue about the ‘culture’,
now presented as a homogeneous unit. (Burkhart 1989, 5)
For example, if the modern-day Maya or Nahua (cultural descendants of the Aztec
tradition) believe that dwarfs function as guardian earth spirits, could one reasonably
assume the same was true of their ancestors so many centuries ago? To infer that level of
correspondence between the past and present would require us to assume a great deal of
ideological unity among ancient and contemporary peoples—a unity too fragile to be
reliable.39
When ethnographic accounts assume too much, and the colonial texts are
problematic, art historians next turn to the morphological analysis of objects in order to
draw productive conclusions concerning their function or meaning. A foundational
method of the field, visual analysis helps to unlock something of the how and why of
native expression by disentangling the structural logic of a particular artwork, and in
incredibly revealing ways often. The inherent difficulty, however, is that formal analysis
is a highly subjective and speculative mode of inquiry. At times, it may embolden
scholars to make great, classificatory leaps and to claim, for instance, that the physical
characteristics of dwarfism are more or less accurately portrayed (Shiff 2012, 339–343).
Scholars may even go so far as to assert that a particular work constitutes an example of
39

Again, I would argue that this is exactly what it seems medical historians and some art historians are
trying to do in their analysis of disability: to make it static throughout history. Art historian George Kubler
(1984 [1962], 166) cautions that “ethnological analogy is an imperfect form of induction”—one that
ultimately distorts the past “by pinning or imposing whole clusters of late ethnohistorical detail upon
isolated fragments of very ancient symbolic behavior…”
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mimetic portraiture—that is, specific variations in costume and physiognomy like those
noted above depict the idiosyncrasies of individuals living more than 1,500 years ago. As
it stands, however, no anthropologist has ever had the opportunity to examine the
physical remains of a Mesoamerican dwarf because, after more than a century of digging,
no such skeleton has yet been discovered archaeologically.40 And without these remains,
neither the indigenous depictions nor colonial accounts of dwarfs can be definitively
proved.41
Acknowledging such discrepancies, many more pressing questions come to the
surface. For example, can a uniquely Mesoamerican concept of the human organism,
including its form, function, and any ritual meanings that indigenous peoples may have
attached to it, be made to abet a scientific (and decidedly Western) mode of inquiry?
When are these two approaches to the work of art commensurate—and who is qualified
to decide? Certainly the majority of scholars who harbor such claims are not themselves
medical experts. As anthropologists, archaeologists, and art historians, they have neither
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Archaeologists William Haviland and Hattula Moholy-Nagy (1992, 58–59) note: “If members of the
important lineages tended to intermarry, then they would have constituted an endogamous caste. Hints to
this effect are afforded by the presence of a dwarf in a North Acropolis tomb [at Tikal], the fact that certain
vertebral anomalies as presently known were confined to the elite, and the fact that wormian bones—for
which a genetically set potential may be involved—appear more often in these people than in others. Taken
together, these might suggest congenital anomalies showing up in a family line through time… If the
practice of polygyny was a royal prerogative, as this implies, we have found no archaeological evidence at
Tikal to confirm it.” However, it should be noted that Haviland revealed to Virginia Miller (1985, 141) that
the supposed “dwarf” skeleton was actually found in a poor state of preservation and thus could not be
confirmed as such.
41

Of course, part of the problem may be that we are seeking reliable proof rather than analyzing a historical
form of disability representation. Factual or not, these representations reflect the society’s beliefs about
disability at the time of their creation. Thus the difficulty of the historian’s task is that she must
simultaneously keep in mind both their reality and hers, as well as where the two might overlap. In her
analysis of the Spanish chronicles, historian Mercedes da la Garza (1991, 108) perhaps clarifies this point
better: “[The] colonial books … are a most useful guide for the person attempting to reach an
understanding of the codices and of the pre-Hispanic material remains, which are generally full of complex
symbols. At the same time, the remains serve to confirm or invalidate the data in the written sources. Both
sources are indispensable to a study of the pre-Hispanic peoples.”
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the credentials to recognize or classify the characteristics symptomatic of impairment, be
it social, cultural, or physical.42 Yet this is oftentimes their defined objective: to identify
those peculiar traits among the ancients that, from their contemporary vantage point,
appear “diagnostic” of an alleged disorder.
Among the early artistic traditions of the Olmec civilization, anthropologist
Carson Murdy (1981) has identified a class of congenital idiosyncrasies that he believes
are partially, though not completely, explained by the so-called “were-jaguar” motif of
Olmec art. Developed in the 1950s and 1960s by anthropologists working in the southern
Gulf Coast region, the theory of the “were-jaguar” was based on pioneering archaeologist
Matthew Stirling’s (1955) discovery of three large yet highly fragmentary stone
sculptures made by the Olmec peoples of coastal Veracruz (Fig. 2.6). In his assessment of
Río Chiquito Monument 1, for example, Stirling claimed that “the sculpture apparently
represents an anthropomorphic jaguar seated on a human figure lying on the back crosslegged. Presumably the lower figure is that of a woman, and the act of copulation is
depicted” (Stirling 1955, 8). Despite the incompleteness of the sculpture, which makes it
difficult to identify either the genitalia of the superior figure or the gender of the inferior
figure, Stirling’s introduced the belief that the Olmec peoples considered themselves the
progeny of a supernatural union between man and beast.43 Such evidence, it was argued,
42

In her article “Still Invisible: The Problem of the Aesthetics of Abstraction for Pre-Columbian Art and Its
Implications for Other Cultures,” Esther Pasztory (1990, 112) elaborates on the distinct yet complementary
approaches to the pre-Columbian past offered by the humanities and the sciences, noting: “[The] scientific
metaphor and model is very much the product of Western civilization and as such is not, by any means,
value free. Nevertheless, the analysis of beings other than humans has allowed natural scientists a degree of
detachment less available to anthropologists and historians.”
43

Before the identity or antiquity of the Olmec culture was understood, archaeologists such as Howard
Marshall Saville (1929) and George C. Vaillant (1932) had already classified several hybrid feline-human
figurines originating from the Gulf Coast as either “tiger-face” or “baby-face” sculptures. Discussions of
the “were-jaguar” motif only arose with the advent of the bestial origin myth proclaimed by Stirling and
others.
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helped to explain why so many Olmec figures are shown in the process of physically
transforming into feline alter egos (e.g., Metcalf and Flannery 1967; Pyne 1976).
As Murdy (1981, 861) elaborates, “In its extreme form, “this were-jaguar motif
consists of a round baby-like face, often with a cleft forehead, characterized by an open
mouth with fleshly lips turned down at the corners and canine teeth sometimes shown as
protruding fangs.” As the Middle Formative (900–500 BC) jadeite mask seen in Figure
2.7 demonstrates, these figures typically display slanted, slightly squinted eyes, a
bifurcated brow, and a highly symmetrical scowl that invokes the salient feline
characteristics. It should be noted that notwithstanding their concave depression, such
“masks” were not intended to be worn over the face, as most examples lack perforations
in the eyes or mouth. More likely, they were meant to be suspended from the wearer’s
belt, headdress, or neck. It is also possible that they “may have been affixed to a textile,
as part of a funerary bundle” (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1977.187.33).
As art historian Whitney Davis (1978, 453–456) notes, evidence suggests that the
“were-jaguar” motif was a product of twentieth-century inference and speculation rather
than an idea originally held by the Olmecs themselves. While scholars do not discount
the presence of human-animal hybrids in Olmec art, most no longer think these figures
express an indigenous belief in some “divinely sanctioned” form of bestiality.
Nevertheless, Murdy and several others remain largely undeterred. If the were-jaguar
motif is indeed a fabrication of modern thought, then Murdy is only willing to concede
the alternative “natural” explanation: namely, that these statues and masks may be
indicative of “a multifactorial neural-tube defect” (Murdy 1981, 862). Among the other
specific impairments he enumerates, Murdy gives special attention to encephaloceles, a
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neural-tube condition in which areas of the brain can emerge through apertures in the
skull (Murdy 1981, 863).44 Therefore, while Murdy may be willing to reject the
interpretation of cleft lips as the vestigial traces of jaguar ancestors, he cannot relinquish
the possibility that such features register the telltale mutations of an abnormal nervous
system.
Having enumerated his list of “defects,” as Murdy terms them, he then builds on
archaeologist and epigrapher Michael Coe’s identification of another type of neural-tube
defect, cranium bifida, which causes the skull to deform along a pronounced vertical split
(Murdy 1981, 863.). Additionally, Coe (1962, 85) poses a range of observable physical
impairments that included “phlegmonous infection (extensive carbuncles) of the face, and
even the externally visible cancerous tumors of terminal metastatic carcinomatosis… [in
addition to] acromegaly (enlargement of bones and soft parts of hands, face and feet),
dwarfism, as perhaps caused by cretinism … or leprosy …” The conjunction of these
serious impairments therefore suggests, without any examination of physical remains,
that the Olmec were plagued by an almost superabundance of human physical diversity;
or at the very least, that Olmec artists were fixated on a few rare instances.
Yet if an (apparent) aggregation of disease and disability is to be predicated upon
a well-developed, even uncanny, display of naturalism in art, then its stands to reason that
artists long ago depicted the world as they saw it rather than as they conceived of it—
which is to say, art imitated life categorically. Clearly, though, jade masks like those
made by the Olmec in the Middle Formative period (800–400 BC) reach beyond the pale
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Neural-tube defects result in impairments of a range of severity. For example, incomplete fusion of the
spinal column, spina bifida, is an impairment with which many people live; however, neural-tube defects
may also result in much more serious issues, such as an underdeveloped brain and skull.
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of reality, and seek instead to capture in stone that which has no earthly mien (Fig. 2.8).
Indeed, through their incorporation of fantastical subjects, spontaneity of form, and
superb level of finish, such works are testaments of their creators’ tremendously
imaginative abilities, technical proficiency and skillfulness. Undoubtedly grounded in
references to natural phenomena, works like these nonetheless take flight above and away
from any primordial foundation and endeavor instead to depict something supernatural.
The suggestion that nature forms an inescapable referent for a people’s art calls
into question whether the diagnoses mentioned in the preceding pages have perhaps
overlooked a key element of art itself. As the philosopher Martin Heidegger (1971, 40)
once lamented, “Art-historical study makes the works the objects of a science. Yet in all
this busy activity do we encounter the work itself?” In the case of pre-Columbian art
especially, I would argue, visual analysis often functions as the handmaiden of scientific
inquiry, and the art-object as simply the illustrative evidence of archaeological
conjectures. To understand why this should be the case, a review of the origins of New
World antiquity is perhaps instructive.

SCIENCE AND THE HUMANITIES: BROTHERS OR DISTANT COUSINS?
The study of antiquity began during the Italian Renaissance as a humanistic
pursuit. Spurred by the “rebirth” of classical art, literature, and philosophy, sixteenthcentury enthusiasts began seeking material remains in and of the earth in the hopes of
fleshing out, supporting, and giving credibility to the great texts of history. Hence, what
we call “archaeology” today was originally conceived of as a sort of philological
diversion, wherein sculptural fragments, coins, and architectural ruins served as fodder
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for imaginative reconstructions of the past. By comparison, then, ancient monuments
were regarded as simply the more durable and intrepid bedrock of the otherwise superior
arts of poetry, philosophy, and drama.45
When introduced to the Americas in the eighteenth century, the new science was
necessarily modified to accommodate the realities of a very different world. Not only
were there no great Native American monuments recognized at that time, but also there
were no literary works against which to compare such treasures. It was not until president
Thomas Jefferson, known by many as the “Father of American Archaeology,” conducted
his famous explorations of Indian burial mounds in the Piedmont region of Virginia that
the distinctly American flavor of archaeology was developed.46 Although Jefferson
discovered human remains alone, other amateur archaeologists soon began unearthing all
manner of bones, pottery, and tools belonging to Indian communities long-since passed.
As collection and analytical techniques progressed, these physical remains were then
scrutinized through increasingly professionalized ways.
Early findings were organized either by typology (series of objects associated
with particular traditions) or stratigraphy (estimation of age based on relative position in
the earth), and soon archaeologists were able to propose broad ranges of dates with which
to classify these remnants.47 Encouraged by these discoveries yet yearning for more
reliable data with regard to social hierarchies and indigenous economies, the first
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For an illuminating compendium on the historiography of New World archaeology, see Pillsbury 2012.
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See “Jefferson’s Excavation of a Burial Mound,” The Jefferson Monticello, accessed June 1, 2015,
https://www.monticello.org/site/research-and-collections/jeffersons-excavation-indian-burial-mound.
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Archaeologist George Vaillant (1930, 1931, and 1935) was the first to establish a broad chronology of
ancient Mesoamerican cultures based on the use of stratigraphic data. For a discussion of Vaillant’s
findings in particular and stratigraphic analysis generally, see Kubler (1970, 141).
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archaeologists sought to exploit works of art “as sources of information rather than as
expressive realities,” according to art historian George Kubler (1984 [1962], 33). Thus,
the “science” of archaeology eventually parted ways with the humanities and began to
seek fraternity in the social and natural sciences, particularly in the fields of
anthropology, sociology, linguistics, and eventually biology. Over time, philology was no
longer useful and so was left by the wayside (Lockhart 2007).
Believing (erroneously) that the material remains of the ancient Americas were
largely indecipherable, as indigenous peoples lacked written or alphabetic records,
scholars working in the nineteenth century were often confounded by ancient modes of
expression.48 And since these objects could not be interpreted using historical documents,
subsequent analyses made free use of the same scientific trends then employed in
archaeology. As a result, Kubler notes, “Today an archaeological report on an American
site is a ‘scientific’ production of graphs, statistics, and impersonal language purporting
to reach proven and repeatable conclusions” (Kubler 1984 [1962], 33). Here, Heidegger’s
question echoes once more: “In all this busy activity do we encounter the work itself?”
From the art historian’s point of view, the transformation of material culture into
the technical jargon of numerical values and charts diminishes the full range of
communicative possibility embodied in ancient artifacts. As in the cases highlighted
above, the myriad explanations as to why a particular people rendered the human body as
they did are reduced to just those explanations that seem most logical or which most
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For instance, as Linda Schele and Mary Miller have described: “By the end of the [nineteenth] century,
the notion of a peaceful Maya civilization had begun to grow because little progress had been made in
determining the meaning of the carved monuments and inscriptions … These] inscriptions seemed to be
abstract, beautiful texts to be admired but perhaps never to be read. The dates were clear evidence of the
arithmetical and calendrical skills of the Maya, and this gave rise to the idea that they were philosophers of
time and numbers” (Schele and Miller 1986, 20–21).
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closely resemble reality. This is a generalization, of course, as there are many
anthropologists who speak with tremendous sensitivity regarding ancient artists and their
imaginative breadth. But whenever the eloquent articulation of forms becomes ancillary
to their scientific explanation, the technologies that would seek to elucidate the past
instead threaten to further obfuscate it. As such, it befits art historians and anthropologists
alike to more clearly demarcate their realms of influence, if only so as to better
complement, complete, and flesh out the deficiencies of the other.
What I seek to describe here is the danger of dipping one’s toe into the waters of
adjacent disciplines, rather than diving headfirst into (and thereby fully accepting and
espousing) the inherent assumptions, limitations, and rewards of completely
commensurate, yet highly distinctive, streams of thought. When art historians pick only
those elements of anthropological methods which successfully argue their points, or when
anthropologists affect a decidedly medical perspective on the past, the result is what I
term the “pathological” explanation of sculpture: wherein apparent (or alleged) medical
maladies are classified solely on the basis of artistic representations, which the makers
themselves can neither confirm nor deny. Carried to its extreme, such an approach has the
potential not only to medicalize artistic expression but also contribute to the historical
oppression of disabled people, the fuller ramifications of which will be discussed in a
future publication.
Returning to our initial question of how representations of so-called dwarfs and
other figures with distinctive bodies are identifiable as such, we see most clearly how
physical impairment has frequently fallen under the purview of biology and
epidemiology, rather than that of aesthetic theory. Interestingly, some very promising
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studies have been produced in recent years that attempt to fight fire with fire—that is, to
use science against science. For example, art historian Carolyn Tate and pediatric
cardiologist-cum-medical historian Gordon Bendersky have recently sought to correct
previous taxonomies of dwarfism in Olmec art by comparing head-to-body ratios as well
as document the bodily contortions most often applied by Olmec artists (Tate and
Bendersky 1999; see also Bendersky 2000). Through these analyses, they have been able
to recast many figures as belonging to a new typology of sculpture that they believe
depicts the embryonic or fetal state of pre-historic humans—a subject previously
unknown in ancient art (e.g., Fig. 2.9). As the authors note:
In terms of specific abnormalities portrayed in the fetus sculptures, agnathia or
micronathia (chinlessless) is the most obvious. Since fetuses normally have a large
head relative to the body, all the images have relatively large heads; however,
macrocephaly is probably depicted in several pieces. These abnormalities may be
symptomatic of the congenital anomalies that led to the premature births and deaths
of the fetuses. (Tate and Bendersky 1999, para. 11)
To drive home the validity of their claim, the authors invited a group of eleven experts in
various fields of medicine, including an embryologist, as well as obstetricians,
gynecologists, neonatologists, and perinatologists. These specialists were then asked to
independently examine photographs of sixteen sculptures. The experts concluded that the
sculptures corresponded so strongly to the appearance of human fetuses and/or newborns
that they could estimate gestational age and identify characteristics suggestive of
pathological symptoms (Tate and Bendersky 1999, para. 7). These findings,
consequently, call for the reinterpretation of the corpus, as they suggest a new manner of
conceiving these bodies—one not limited by the anachronistic reasoning previously
required to defend the sculptures as images of dwarfs. At the same time, however, Tate
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and Bendersky’s claims are problematic in that they only capitulate to the opinion that
these are primarily objects of medical importance, as opposed to extraordinary
representations for which the observable world holds little relevance. As such, any
assertion regarding the significance of these dwarfs-cum-infants must be upheld using a
voluminous, somewhat unwieldy body of medical experts for whom the “artfulness” of
these particular pieces is of relatively minor concern.

CONCLUSIONS
It is encouraging that so many experts—art historians, anthropologists, and
archaeologists—have sought to broaden the field of pre-Columbian studies; and that
when attempts are made to chart new territory, they seek the opinions of those qualified
to give them. Nevertheless, in examples discussed here, the study of ancient art has at
times involved a precarious, almost officious, combination of doctors and specialized
medical equipment in order to reach verifiable results about clearly artistic enterprises.
These are objects sculpted with aesthetic as well as religious concerns and which
participate in a causal, cumulative chain of formal concerns that developed over the
course of millennia. So it seems rather mechanistic to classify certain artifacts as
indicative of human conditions that have only been identified very recently. Even more
troublesome is the belief that their subjects had suffered from highly specific medical
conditions, particularly since the absence of archaeological remains prevents any
comparative examples of such disorders.
The goal here, of course, is not to drive a stake between the scientific and more
humanistic study of American antiquity. Such hubris would only serve to impoverish the
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interpretive possibilities enjoyed by each. Instead, historians of science and art are
implored to develop the acuity and strengths of their respective methodologies—as well
as their limitations. To paraphrase Michel Foucault, history is “made for cutting,” and the
deliberate, artificial divisions scholars make among objects and people across time must
be recognized as choices that serve particular, often predetermined, ends (Foucault 1984;
88).
Regarding Murdy’s theory of neural tube defects, Carolyn Tate observes that his
argument “did not address the format of the objects … or [their] possible functions …
Instead, it selected those images that fits its purpose and ignored the rest” (Tate 2012,
28). Thus, Tate draws attention to the fact that the cuts in history made by
anthropologists, while at times complementary and illuminating to studies of art, are
nevertheless different than those made by art historians. While the conclusions afforded
by the sciences are by no means incommensurate with those of the humanities, the
recognition of their intrinsic limitations is critical to understanding their full (yet
particular) importance within the study of the past.
In not making such distinctions more apparent, interpretation can sometimes
overstep its bounds. And by allowing art-historical inquiry to masquerade as science, the
latter is given free rein to practice as art history. However, when scholars are forthright
about the arbitrary ruptures and conjunctions under which the different disciplines
operate, history is able to better reveal its truth: not as a muddied mix of disparate
agendas, but rather in a comprehensive, holistic manner that privileges original intention
over modern translation. In this way, the object is hopefully better able to “push back”
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against us, and to protect itself from the harm sometimes inflicted upon it with all our
poking and prodding.
Stated in general terms, the purpose of these objects—as with all art perhaps—is,
as art historian Esther Pasztory notes, “to deal with problems on a symbolic level that
cannot be dealt with on a practical level.” She continues, “Very often art is an idealized
solution to intractable contradictions; a distraction from difficulties; an exhortation,
threat, or seduction for culturally sanctioned behavior” (Pasztory 1997, 72). Thus, by
seeking so often to encapsulate art within a socio-scientific context, or to explain it away
as merely imitative or illustrative, historians actually deprive art of its elegance,
spontaneity, and affinity for abstraction (Elkins 1994). To be sure, science has its place,
and its involvement in the art-historical vision of the Mesoamerican past has sparked a
wonderful dialogue between the two. But when enormous collections of instruments,
institutions, DNA samples, and medical jargon become perpetually necessary to juggle
and keep aloft these otherwise fragile diagnoses of the past, then something of the point
of the art-object has been lost.
This chapter has been concerned only with exposing the chinks in our theoretical
armor. However, future studies would do well to identify alternative theories for why
ancient peoples depicted particular bodies as shorter, less “proportionate,” or more
magical than others. For example, it is possible that the characteristics of what we refer to
as “disability” were, for Mesoamericans, the only proper way of depicting the more
numinous forces of sun, rain and corn; or more abstract concepts such as brilliance,
luxury, or certain character traits. In this way, the focus is placed on the religious and
sociopolitical context in which a particular image arises or subsists, rather than on any
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inherent pathology of the body depicted therein. The subject of the investigation remains
the same, namely, the role of the body in the ancient world; however, the question shifts
ever so slightly. Previously, we asked whether ancient Americans considered bodies to be
supernatural because they were disabled. The question now becomes, did the mystical,
erudite depth of a particular courtier, advisor, or priest consequently render (or prepare it
to become) “deformed”—if not in reality, then at least in the work of art? Stated another
way, was a “dwarf” the only appropriate means of rendering divine power in the ancient
world? When this latter question becomes the point of departure, then the congenital and
acquired conditions most relevant to the disability studies discourses are conferred an
ontological status that both encompasses and exceeds the medical model of disability.
That is to say, physical impairments such as dwarfism, amputated limbs, and hunched
backs are not discussed simply as medical conditions but rather as the deterministic
markers of supernatural forces and divine personhood.
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They are working out a plan and weaving together, line upon line, a
masterpiece, from which nothing can be taken away without injury to the
whole. Examine the separate parts, if you like, provided you examine them
as parts of the man himself.
—Seneca the Younger49

CHAPTER 3. The Body in Pieces
Five hundred years ago, the Aztecs of Central Mexico held that the world had
been created and destroyed on four separate occasions. In each of these epochs—or
“suns,” as they called them—a distinctive race of humans inhabited the earth, and each
was devastated by a singular cataclysmic event. Beneath the sun of Tezcatlipoca, the
“Lord of Near and Far,” for instance, giants roamed the earth and built gargantuan
pyramids before jaguars eventually descended from the heavens to devour them. Under
Quetzalcoatl, the god of wind, the world was assaulted by hurricanes and the people were
turned into monkeys. Under Tlaloc, the god of thunderstorms and lightning, fire rained
down on the earth, transforming mankind into dogs and turkeys. And in the fourth era,
ruled by Chalchiuhtlicue, the Aztec goddess of rivers and streams, a catastrophic flood
killed untold scores of men or converted them to fish. Following this, there was darkness
once more. 50
When the gods gathered together at Teotihuacan to discuss who among them
would light the fifth and final world, they chose the frail and elderly Nanahuatzin to
complete the precarious undertaking (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 7, 42–58). Described in
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Variations on the creation myth of the Fifth Sun can be found in Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 3, ch. 1, and
bk. 7, ch. 2; Torquemada 1723, 77–78; and “La leyenda de los Soles” (in García Icazbalceta 1891).
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ethnohistorical accounts as poor, enfeebled, and covered in insuperable, syphilitic boils
and sores, it was Nanahuatzin who selflessly jumped into the roaring balefire beneath the
Great Pyramid at Teotihuacan and, through his self-sacrifice, was born again as the new
sun. Upon rising in the eastern sky, his benevolence shined on the earth and caused the
floodwaters to recede, thus allowing the seeds to sprout, corn to grow, and life to thrive
once more.51 Today, the Nahuas of eastern Mexico refer to this benevolent incarnation of
Nanahuatzin as Tonatiuh, god of the Fifth Sun.
Parallel to the story of the creation of the sun was that of the formation of the
earth, which is related in the writings of Spanish missionaries who began recording the
myths, remembrances, and daily lives of their Nahua informants in the sixteenth century.
From the Histoire du Mechique, for example, we learn that “the formation of the
habitable world was made possible only through the violent dismemberment of
Tlaltecuhtli” (Fig. 3.1) (Mundy 2014, 332; see also Barjau 2006). A female earth deity,
Tlaltecuhtli was imagined as a monstrous lizard floating in the placid waters of the
primordial ocean:
Many others say the earth was created in this way: Two gods, Quetzalcoatl and
Tezcatlipoca, carried the earth goddess, Tlaltecuhtli, from the sky to below [the
lower sky]. All her joints were full of holes of eyes and mouths, with which she
gnawed like a savage beast. … Those who saw the gods said to each other, ‘They
need to make the earth’; this said, the two changed themselves into huge serpents,
and one grabbed the goddess by the right hand and left foot, the other by the left
hand and right foot, and pulled so they broke her down the middle and the half
above the shoulders was the earth, the other half the sky, and this made other gods
very angry. After it was done, to repay this earth goddess for the damage that the
two gods had done to her, all the gods descended to console her, and they
commanded that from her all the fruits of the earth necessary for mankind should
come. (Mundy 2014, 332–333, from the original French by de Jonghe, 1905)
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Another potential image of Nanahuatzin exists in the form of a doorjamb mural at Atetelco (“White
Patio”), a barrio located north of the Avenue of the Dead at Teotihuacan (de la Fuente 1995, figs. 18.10–11,
colorplates 28–31; Finegold 2012, 110; von Winning 1987, fig. 17c).
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In each of these stories of creation, the potentially repellant, debilitating, or
disadvantageous aspects of the gods and their mignons are foregrounded, even lionized.
For instance, Huitzilopochtli, described in many accounts as a solar figure, is recognized
by his “shriveled,” “skinny” foot; and Tezcatlipoca, the First Sun of creation, by his
amputated lower limb. Tlaloc, the benevolent god of rain, while not physically deformed
but regarded as the forebear and protector of a legion of mischievous dwarfs known as
the tlaloque.
In many ways, it is as if their grotesqueness augmented their perceived nobility
and ardor, and it suggests that while these gods were prone to the deformations and
maladies of mortal men, they were nevertheless capable of the herculean tasks of forging
new worlds from nothing and setting the sun in motion. Indeed, given the concatenation
of deformation embodied in these myths, one could argue that it was precisely because of
their distinctive, even unsightly, bodies that certain figures were entrusted with such
responsibility. After all, who better to carry out the difficult work of world-making than
those who have already proven themselves capable of supporting, enduring, and
outlasting such tremendous burdens?
For my purposes here, I will focus on just two such themes in particular: pain and
fragmentation. These related yet distinct phenomena are of critical importance to any
comprehensive understanding of illness, disease, and the body’s integrity in indigenous
ideology, for it is through their associations with death and regeneration that fragmented
and “tortured” bodies define for us the very borderlands of the ancient worldview
(Marcus 1976). That is to say, it is precisely in the liminal regions of existence, called
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nepantla by the Aztecs, where the dislocated body is at once oracle, gatekeeper, shape
shifter, and shepherd.

JOINTS, PAIN, AND FRAGMENTATION
Perhaps one of the most striking categories of images in Late Classic and
Postclassic art is that of the “fragmented” body. Yet despite the prevalence of this crucial
leitmotif, we understand very little still of how Mesoamericans conceived of the “body in
pieces.” From the dissolution of the human form into collections of hearts and hands at
Teotihuacan (Fig. 3.2) to the famous Aztec monolith of the dismembered Coyolxauhqui
(Fig. 3.3), such corporeal disintegration bears important implications for an indigenous
notion of proportions, of pain, and of the logic of representation generally. Of course, the
assessment of such themes entails not only the examination of particular objects but of
our particular approach to those objects, for our “readings” of ancient artifacts tend to
alter as well as reflect our preconceived notions of the information represented. As a
result, art historian and critical theorist James Elkins (1994, 119) notes, terms like
“wholeness and fragmentation cannot be evoked as generalizations without making
inadvertent use of particular cultural constructions of those terms.” Which is to say,
where we see pieces, the Maya or Aztecs may have seen unity. And when modern
notions of what “the body” is and does fail to accord with how it actually appears in the
art of the past, the object—not simply the idea we have of it—must be acknowledged.
In his work on images of pain and metamorphosis, Elkins makes the distinction
between “acts of fragmentation involving pain and those that entrance us intellectually”
(Elkins 1994, 118). For instance, a body can be dissembled (and even “dis-assembled”)
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by “being coy about its wholeness, obscuring it, veiling and clothing it” in various
evocative ways. That is to say, the “body in pieces” need not necessarily be the
consequence of a violent attack or brutal sacrificial rite, as we so often assume when
regarding images of disarticulated limbs. In fact, within the arts of Postclassic Mexico, it
is striking just how infrequently torn flesh or bloodied, broken bones appear in the
context of “fragmented” bodies.52
Take, for example, the common, conventionalized logographs of place names or
personal titles, such as the glyphic suffix –tzin(tli). Phonetically represented by the
disembodied lower half (i.e., bottom) of a human figure , it can be paired with the icon of
a house (teocalli) to signify the toponym Teocaltzinco, meaning, “in the place of the little
temple” (Peñafiel 1985, 183; see also Aguilar-Moreno 2007, 280) (Fig. 3.4).53 And in the
case of Tizoc’s personal name glyph, the ruler is represented by an image of a detached
leg that floats just behind him, like a grotesque helium balloon and just as innocuous
(Fig. 3.5). Rendered as icons, then, pieces of the body function as metonymic signs:
visually isolated, benign signifiers of that which is not physically present (Fig. 3.6). That
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In much the same way that Elkins discriminates between “visceral” and “intellectual” fragmentation and
pain, Burkhart (1989, 13) makes the distinction that “[to] be effective, a rhetorical device must be ‘felt’ as
well as ‘thought.’ That is, it must function cognitively in giving a name to a complex situation, classifying
it in accordance with some ordering principle, but it must also evoke an emotional response. This depends
on an interplay between external metaphors (analogies) and internal metaphors, or between metaphor and
metonymy.”
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Phoneticism is the use of signs to represent words, syllables, or sounds. As Smith (2003, 246) notes,
“Phonetic glyphs were the most complex type of Aztec sign. Many examples of Aztec phonetic writing
employed the ‘rebus principle,’ in which a word difficult to depict in writing was replaced by a word or
words with the same sound (homonymns) that were easier to depict. … [T]he glyph for Coatlan (‘where
there are many snakes’) uses a pictograph for the snake (coatl), but the sound ‘tlan’ is depicted by teeth,
tlantli; in the case of Coatzinco (‘on the small snake’), the ‘tzinco’ sound is signaled by a pictograph for
rump (tzintli); Itzamatitlan (‘near the Ceiba tree’) is written with two phonetic parts – itztli (obsidian) and
amatl (paper).”
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is, they represent elements of purely semantic content rather than the “violent”
dissolution of an actual body.
For another notable example of a purely “intellectual” fragmentation, we turn to a
similar principle at work in images of disarticulated bodies so common in Eastern Nahua
ceramics from the Puebla area (Fig. 3.7–3.10). Somewhat bulbous in silhouettes and
placed atop widely flared bases, these two goblets feature striking depictions of
dislocated hands within networks of so-called sacrificial hearts and toothy, bleachedwhite skulls. Clawed, tightly flexed, and teeming with a visceral strength, these freefloating appendages would seem to suggest a rather ominous portent.54 Yet where is the
dripping blood? Where are the broken stumps of bones that would indicate these hands
have suffered a violent break? All the telltale indices of anguish are altogether absent.
What we find in their place are simply the abstract, metonymic symbols of the body’s
dissolution that, I would argue, evince only a superficial resemblance to our own notions
of “fragmentation.” By attending to the ways in which distinct modes of disarticulation
may bear different meanings or importance, and how the contexts in which those modes
are imbricated effects their interpretations, a series of possible interpretations becomes
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Based on preliminary observations, it appears that most disembodied hands depicted in painted
Postclassic ceramics depict the right hand. While I am unaware of any prejudices toward either right- or
left-handedness in Nahua or Mixtec thought, it would be interesting to compare any preference that may
have existed with other world cultures for whom the left hand has been historically regarded as unclean,
wayward, or otherwise “incorrect” (see Sato, et al. 2008). Interestingly, Sahagún records that Opochtli (“the
Left One”) was a deity associated with the rain gods and credited with inventing all manner of fishing
implements (the net, dart-thrower, harpoon, etc.) (Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 1, ch. 17). In addition, he notes
that a left-handed warrior who participated in the gladiatorial sacrifice of the Tlacaxipehualiztli festival
dressed himself as the god Opochtli, and was the final warrior faced by the sacrificial slave (Sahagún
1950–1982, bk. 2, ch. 21; see also Durán 1994, 170). Finally, in his “Relación de Texcoco,” Juan Bautista
Pomar refers to “zurdo” (left-handed) warrior who was so skillful in battle that he was impossible to
escape” (cited in Broda 1970, 216).
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apparent. Unfortunately, such possibilities are sometimes elided in favor of more lurid
fantasies of blood and gore.55
Of course, we cannot discount the fact that actual ceremonial mutilations of the
body were widespread in the Postclassic world. But when looking at images of supposed
dismemberment, all we can truly be sure of is that these body parts, isolated and freefloating, have become something abstracted from, and thus conceived differently than,
strictly human qualities. If not the embodiment of danger itself, it is at least suggestive of
something unnatural—namely, the separation of the part from the whole. Indeed, it may
be said that it is precisely because of their having been separated from the whole that
these parts are made into superhuman markers of an extraordinary transubstantiation.56
That is to say, wholeness does not appear to be an essential aspect of the supernatural
body, and that in fact the dissolution of the body (paradoxically) may even be constitutive
of the divine (Marcus 1996). One need only think of Tezcatlipoca and Huitzilopochtli,
the supreme Aztec deities, and their damaged or diminutive lower limbs. Nowhere in the
indigenous stories are these gods’ “shortcomings” regarded as debilitating defects.57
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In her review of the exhibition catalog for Blood of Kings: Dynasty and Ritual in Maya Art (1986),
published in 1986, Cecelia Klein (1988) laments that, in many ways, we are still haunted by the specter of
“Mayamania” that saturated scholarship on the Maya a generation ago, when “tales of self-inflicted pain,”
“ritual murder,” and “blood sacrifice” were frequently underscored in an effort to titillate “the modern
voyeur.”
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For additional parallels, one need only recall that the right arms of women who died in child birth were
much coveted items and often stolen by those seeking supernatural succor, or that numerous excavations at
the Templo Mayor have turned up several offerings comprised predominantly of the hands, feet, and heads
of sacrificial victims (Klein 2000; Román Berrelleza 1990). One might question as well whether this
principle is operational in the images of Xipe Totec featuring the peculiar addition of backward hands, a
characteristic otherwise non-existent in the plastic arts (e.g., Xipe Totec Standard Bearer, Los Angeles
County Museum of Art Collection, AC1996.146.57, collections.lacma.org).
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In contrast to the native histories, Matos Moctezuma (1991, 7) states: “Huitzilopochtli is a god with, as
the chronicles say, a ‘skinny’ foot—a foot that has suffered a real illness.”
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Generally, a great deal of importance is given to balance, integrity and unity in
Postclassic art. Indeed, within the corpus of imperial Aztec sculpture in particular,
anatomical accuracy is the norm rather than the exception. For instance, the image of man
almost invariably features all five digits on his hands and feet; and unlike Hindu or
Buddhist artistic practices, “there is no tradition of multiple-limbed figures in preColumbian art and religion” (Pasztory 2005, 211). Therefore, an emphasis on symmetry
is paramount to the composition.
That human proportions should be harmonious and “correct” in number seems
obvious, even superfluous, perhaps. However, even a cursory overview of the corpus
reveals that such accuracy of form cannot be attributed to the majority of Mesoamerican
artworks. Among art of the Formative era, and continuing even into the Classic period,
the extremities frequently terminate in a globular mass of flesh without any distinctly
defined digits (e.g., Fig. 3.11). Also observable, particularly among West Mexican art, is
the opposite extreme of a limb ending in an unnaturally large number of fingers and
toes—sometimes as many as eight or nine (e.g., Fig. 3.12). Indeed, few treatments of the
human form are as consistently full-figured and anatomically correct as that of the
Aztec.58 However, it is precisely because “complete” and balanced bodies are so
prevalent that we must lend greater attention to those aberrant—or extraordinary—
instances in which disfigurement predominates.
Perhaps one of the most interesting examples of disarticulation appears is in the
images of the macuiltonaleque—a group of five supernatural lords closely associated
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The warrior figure from the Stage II Tlaloc mural of the Templo Mayor is the only exception with which
I am familiar, and it postdates the formation of the Triple Alliance (ca. 1325).
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with themes of pleasure, excess, and disease (Fig. 3.13). Identified by the image of a
white hand positioned on top of their mouths, these denizens of the night were the
spiritual guides for Postclassic priests. As John Pohl notes, these “lords of the five souls”
enabled priests and mystics “to foretell future events, diagnose disease, control weather,
determine royal marriages, and predict the best times for making war” by becoming
incarnated as the diviner’s five fingers and hand (Pohl 2007).
To affect this transmogrification, a priest first had to cake his hand in a chalky
salve of white lime and tobacco—the chalk coming just up to his wrist (Fig. 3.14). Then,
with his entire hand coated, “he kiss[ed] his crossed thumbs, his hands being joined
together as in prayer” and proceeded to sing a series of sacred incantations. In performing
this sober ritual, Pohl says, “The diviner believed that the spirit guides then descended
into his dusty white digits through a series of sacred incantations, and, once completed,
his ritualized extremities became imbued “with the gift of prophecy as he moved his
hands across the pages of the codex” (ibid.). Hence, the ashen appendage that covers the
mouths of the macuiltonaleque is the selfsame hand that allows the oracle to articulate
one’s ultimate fate. That is to say, the chalk on the prognosticator’s hand imbues his hand
with sensitivity through its visible (though metaphorical) “severing” from his body.
Without this self-inflicted—yet importantly, non-violent—removal of his now
supernatural hand from his all-too-human body, we might presume his ability to
prognosticate might somehow be incapacitated or diminished. Yet with it, he becomes a
conduit (or “mouthpiece”) for teotl—if not the very essence of the supernatural itself.59
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For additional discussions regarding the ambiguous definition and analyses of teotl, see, for example,
Boone 1989, 4; Boone 1989, 4; Smith 2003, 199; Maffie 2013, 21–77; and Bassett 2015, 9–11.
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As the soothsayers par excellence, then, the motif of the disjointed hand is not an
obstruction but rather the divine representative through which they whisper secrets of the
beyond. In this way, an important component of the exclusively visual division of the
Postclassic body includes its recombination in novel, often empowering ways. In his
discussion of “monsters” in the art of the Ancient Near East, David Wengrow (2003, 1–7)
notes the composite creatures are recognizable for the ways in which they “[isolate] the
limbs or other features of diverse species and [recombine] them to form images of beings
that have no counterparts in the visible world.” Revealing both “the practical and
conceptual division of the physical world (including the world of images) into standard
and interchangeable subunits,” these composites thus compel us to consider very different
explanations of disarticulation—that is to say, as not only dissociative but also connective
symbols. (For additional comparative examples, see Figure 3.15.)
Superficially, the images of an ahuitzotl (Fig. 3.16–3.17) seem a far more benign
alternative to the images of hands discussed earlier. Here, a human hand has been
attached to the end of the mythical creature’s long, coiled tail, thus creating an unearthly
yet innocuous amalgamation of man and beast. However, the description of this
composite creature by Sahagún gives a far different impression: “[The Auitzotl] is a
dweller in watery caverns, in watery depths. And if anyone arrives there at its entrance, or
there in the water where it is, it then grabs him there. It is said that it sinks him, it plunges
him into the water; it carries him to its home, it introduces him to the depths; so its tail
goes holding him, so it goes seizing him…” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 11, 68). Clearly, this
creature was not one to be crossed.
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Just as with the priests who danced in the flayed skins of so many deity
impersonators, the ability to interpret the will of the gods is predicated upon the
dissolution of the human body, albeit metaphorical in each of the instances discussed
here. In this sense, too, we realize the aesthetic synesthesia involved in “reading” the
venerable texts, as the process necessarily engages the entire sensory apparatus of the
mystic: vision, touch, hearing, and smell (see Chapter 6). Thinking again of the severed
right hands, and the hand joined to the terminus of the ahuitzotl’s tail, we are assured
once more of the preternaturally special conditions afforded to the body through its
fragmentation.60 As signifiers of extraordinary ability, their meaning and importance
derives from its having been separated from the whole, as well as their subsequent
treatment as media capable of affecting the embodied presence of the divine. In this way,
the dismembered, chalk-covered appendage becomes something akin to the stiff, whitelime plastered hide of the codex itself. Both become vessels through which the unearthly
is made palpable.

PAIN AND PRESENCE
For an image to be capable of a visible presence—i.e., to exist in the tangible
world—it must be expressed through a medium composed of some physical substance,
whether it be stone, metal, clay, animal hide, bone, etc. As historian and art theorist Hans
Belting notes, only in this way do “images make a physical (a body’s) absence visible by
transforming it into an iconic presence. The mediality of images is thus rooted in a body
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Whether disembodied limbs can be said to imbue the objects they decorate is uncertain, but it is clear
they are at least signifiers of the supernatural.
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analogy” (Belting 2011, 3). To test this hypothesis, we might consider how incredibly
effective—how potent—the image of Xipe Totec (“the Flayed God”) becomes when
rendered upon the flesh of an animal. Surely the phenomenological equivalence of man’s
skin and that of animal-cum-“canvas” was not lost on the Aztecs (Fig. 3.18). For this
reason alone, the Central Mexican codices are wonderfully demonstrative examples of
how important it is to attend to images of the body and the physical scaffoldings upon
which they depend.
Composed of square leaves, or folios, that unfold in an accordion-style manner,
most pre-Hispanic Mexican codices consist of genealogies, histories, and epic hero myths
illustrated on thin strips of stucco-covered animal hide. Small but densely loaded with
imagery, the Codex Borgia is a particularly notable example of this long-standing
tradition and depicts various permutations of the 260-day ritual and divinatory calendar
(called tonalpohualli, “count of days”) that was employed for centuries throughout
Mesoamerica. Combining elements of both a ritual calendar and also a 360 + 5-day solar
year, it functioned as an agricultural almanac, presenting important dates in the growing
season, as well as a ceremonial calendar through the complex ordering of deities
displayed horizontally across its pages (Fig. 3.19). Following this is a vertically arranged
narrative consisting of a rich tale of hero figures, punctuated with images of ritual
offerings and sacrifices.
Because nearly all Mexican pictorial codices are dominated by a notion of horror
vacui—or an aversion to leaving empty spaces, especially in an artistic composition—any
aberration to this logic becomes eminently manifest to our Western eyes (Fig. 3.20).61 As
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Although the term “horror vacui”—meaning a fear or dislike of leaving empty spaces, especially in an
artistic composition—is a decidedly Western concept, it has been productively applied to many
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Susan Milbrath (2007, 163) writes, “The sequence of pages 29–46 is not only unique in
its narrative quality but also has a different orientation from the rest of the manuscript,
being aligned vertically” rather than horizontally, as in the rest of the screenfold. Yet
despite the unusual orientation of this section, the narrative nevertheless maintains certain
inalienable principles of structure. Not unlike the earlier almanac section of the Borgia, in
which “information is divided up and arranged in rectangular boxes” and “stabilized”
using lines of a uniform size, the organization of both space and content in this narrative
segment is rigorously controlled by the physical boundaries of the page and respects the
division (or “break”) between screenfolds.62 With very few exceptions in the entire
corpus, the page gutter represents an unbridgeable divide for images (Boone 2007, 66).
In this particularly striking example from Borgia 40–41 (Fig. 3.21), four creator
deities representing Quetzalcoatl and “Stripe-Eye” are depicted descending into the inner
cavity of Cipactli, a crocodilian earth monster and avatar of Tlaltecuhtli. Following the
top-to-bottom orientation of the page, the top half of the image flows into the belly of the
beast, where the sun god, Nanahuatzin, is in the process of being sacrificed by a group of
nine smaller gods of the underworld, who cut and stab the former in nine locations on his

Mesoamerican contexts. For example, quoting Donald Roberton, Pasztory (1990, 117, fn. 11) notes:
“Robertson (1959:16) uses the term ‘horror vacui; to describe the distribution of elements in Mixtee
manuscripts, which he says ‘we associate with various kinds of so-called primitive art.’ Nevertheless, he
defends pre-Columbian conceptual art by suggesting that the ‘forms of manuscript signs are controlled by
the same general artistic conventions that governed Archaic Greece, Egypt, or even contemporary primitive
art’.” See Robertson (1959, 16–24). For additional relevant discussions concerning the Mixtecs, see Smith
and Heath Smith (1980, 32); the Maya, see Iglesias Ponce de León (2003, 190) and Joyce (1920, 353); the
Toltecs, see Easby and Scott (1970, cat. 253); and the Postclassic Maya, see Finegold (2012, 46).
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An interesting parallel exists in Rosalind Krauss’s reading of the fragmentation of Picasso’s Les
desmoiselles d’Avignon: “And even Picasso’s fascination with the turned fragment—one the back of the
other’s front—seems to lead in the direction of Mallarmé’s ‘fold,’ the sacred cleft of the book’s binding,
where one page closes over another in sensuous duplicity” (Krauss 1998, 36; emphasis mine).
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body: both ankles, both knees, both wrists, his neck, belly, and head (Boone 2007, 197).63
A sun disc is superimposed on each joint, at the sites of impact, and each disc is ruptured
by cuts from the various flint knives. The resultant wounds spurt blood effusively to
either side of the central figure, and his anguish is registered in the whimper that escapes
his mouth, made visible in the form of a small volute. The awkward contortion of his
craned neck evinces a spastic convulsion, as if helplessly enmeshed in the throes of
agony.
In looking at this scene, the joints of the figure are clearly important loci of
activity and focus on the part of the artist. The reason for such emphasis lies, I argue, in
the belief among Mesoamerican cultures that joints were regarded as those parts of the
human body most vulnerable to attack—and therefore potentially the most crippling. As
the foremost authority on ancient Nahua ideologies of the body, anthropologist Alfredo
López Austin notes:
The old Nahuas attached a great deal of importance to joints, … [which they
considered] to be weak spots through which supernatural forces could penetrate the
organism to lodge among the bones and cause damage. Aching joints, associated
with falling temperatures and an increase in humidity, were proof to the believer of
the invasion of cold beings, [and thus] given the generic name of ‘airs.’ This belief
in the weakness and vulnerability of joints persists [into the present. In Nahua
communities today], when a mother and her newborn child were greeted by
relatives and friends, visiting children had to be protected from the evil influence
of birth. With this in mind, parents rubbed their children’s joints with ashes;
otherwise their joints might become weak. …[and] vital powers could escape
through them. (López Austin 1988, 1:166, 198)
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Following Eduard Seler’s (1963, 2:43) interpretation, Cecelia Klein (1976, 178–179) identifies the
central figure in this scene as Yohualtecuhtli, the solar god of the underworld. Referring to the deity as the
“Lord of the Night,” Klein also believes this is the figure whose face appears at the center of the Aztec
“Calendar Stone” (Piedra del Sol). However, this latter interpretation was recently challenged by David
Stuart (2016), who argues the central face represents a deified portrait of Moctezuma II, in the guise of
Huitzilopochtli.
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Described in the colonial texts as the “boil-covered” lord of creation, it was the
frail and decrepit Nanahuatzin—wracked with sores and hobbled by his infirmities—who
threw himself into a great bonfire when the world was still in darkness. And after rising
from the ashes, he was born again as the new sun, and it is he who lights the world today
(Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 7, 42–58). For a deformed deity to be transformed into the sun in
a crucial myth of indigenous lore demonstrates its importance in the Mesoamerican world
(Matos Moctezuma 1991, 7).
The key to understanding the significance of this point lies in the fact that joints
were considered “minor centers” of animistic energy in the Nahua conception of the body
(López Austin 1988, 1:166, 198). It is for this reason that they were quite vulnerable to
attack—from enemies, illness, disease, etc. But is this just our current ideology of the
body being layered onto the manuscript? What might a uniquely Mesoamerican approach
to the body indicate about the particular vulnerability of joints, and how might this scene
relate to the earlier notion of fragmentation?64
In Mesoamerican art, scenes involving self-mutilation and the ritual killing of
sacrifices do not often include indications of physical pain. For example, the victims’
eyes do not cringe in suffering but instead close gently as if in quiet resignation.
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In our own language, we use metaphors involving nearly every part of the body but which are not
literally derived from those parts of the body. That is to say, such metaphors have no one-to-one
correspondence with the body per se but rather are simply analogs or symbols – e.g., “head of the table,”
“leg of the journey,” “ear of corn.” However, in contemporary parlance, we seem to have no metaphor
involving joints: no colloquialisms involving knees, elbows, wrists, or hips. It would seem for us, joints (or
metaphors involving joints) are somehow clumsy and unusable. As Gary Urton (1996) points out, the
prevalence and meaning of joint-markers in Chavin art demonstrates that joints are associated with terrible,
or terrifying, creatures of ominous portent and that the former are thus imbued with a certain sinister
connotation. Of course, in this instance, the comparison between Peruvian and Mexican art is evoked not
for its applicability as a pan-American panacea but for its ability to show that Western and non-Western
cultures often fail to provide adequately meaningful analogs for how an ancient peoples conceived of the
body.
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However, in page 40 of Codex Borgia, pain is clearly expressed in the tortured, writhing
body of the would-be sun god. His anguish is registered in the scream that escapes his
mouth in the form of a volute, and the awkward contortion of his craned neck evinces an
unusually spastic convulsion. Consequently, we might surmise that the attention lavished
on the joints of the body is indicative of the particularly agonizing reaction (i.e., pain)
provoked by this type of ritualized attack on joints—more so, that is, than the pain incited
by similar attacks to the tongue, penis or ears.
That pain should be the most visceral in the joints makes sense. After all, joints
are the first locations to register, and thus suffer from, the symptoms of advanced age,
degeneration, and eventual decay. Mechanically speaking, because joints allow for the
articulation and movement of the body; consequently, they are the parts of the body most
prone to wearing out. The essential quality of joints is that they enable the kinetic
movement of the body. Correspondingly, in the story of the creation of the Fifth Sun, the
sun god is initially unable (or simply refuses) to move until after all the other gods
commit ritual self-sacrifice. Only then is Nanahuatzin provided with the nourishment (or
sustenance) of blood that he needs to commence his transit across the sky. It stands to
reason, therefore, that Postclassic peoples might have regarded this primordial figure as
especially vulnerable to attack at his joints—that is, the epicenters of movement. His
initial paralysis should be seen as a symbolic premonition of both his death as
Nanahuatzin as well as his imminent rebirth—and his subsequent setting into motion—as
the sun god Tonatiuh.
Supporting this assertion is the observation that before reaching the lower image,
the body of the earth monster is visibly interrupted by the bend separating this two-page
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screenfold, and the four figures who descend from just below the monster’s head do so in
a way not normally allowable in the codices (Fig. 3.22). Descending not through the
latter’s mouth but rather via “secretion” through unseen stomas in his plated skin, the
four figures which occupy the page break likewise occupy a rift in the material
mechanism of the page. Thus, they disregard not only the established laws of
metaphysical space but also the otherwise inviolate logic of images.
In other words, these supernatural figures are exempt from the conventional limits
of both space and page. I would contend that it is because the wrists fall precisely where
the page is folded or articulated that supernatural status is conferred upon the figures. The
physical rotation of the codex necessitated by the orientation of the scene—when paired
with the parallel or mirrored “hinge” of both the page and the gods’ connecting
“joints”—activates the “execution” of the image, and demonstrates that reading the
codices was a dynamic, full-bodied experience deeply dependent on a reader’s
phenomenological manipulation of the work.

CONCLUSIONS
In this brief overview of the mechanics of ancient Mexican material culture, I
have shown that the Codex Borgia effects a critical revelation about a related Nahua
worldview and the human condition more generally. That is to say, joints harbor
enormous potential, either as a mirror of existential angst or, more positively, as symbols
of both human and environmental transformation. Yes, joints can fail us and as such, are
sources of pain and symptomatic of human frailty. Naturally, it is when our bodies fail us
that we pay the most attention to them—when we are fighting a cold, for example, or
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when we are injured in some accident. Honing the body is an exponential process and
therefore takes time; calamity, however, can occur in an instant.
The Nahuas embraced this dual potential of the body’s constitutive parts: to grow
strong and become incapacitated; to hurt and be hurt equally; to work and, eventually, to
succumb. By adorning the knees of the Tlaltecuhtli with gnashing, sinister skulls (Fig.
3.1), or violently extracting sacrificial hearts from the joints of Nanahuatzin, they
demonstrate empathy for the frailty of the earth and the vulnerability of the sun. Like us,
these magnificent forces are all-too-human, and subject to the wear and tear of the
environment and the pain of longevity. Yet at the same time, the indices of age become
markers of action, regeneration, metamorphosis, and power. One cannot know life
without also experiencing death in the Postclassic worldview, as one begets the other in a
continuous cycle of recurrence. As a consequence, one does not run from the suffering of
the body and the fragility of the earth and sun, but rather lives within, among, alongside,
and because of them.
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Another characteristic common to both the history of beauty and that of
ugliness is that we are restricted to discussing the story of these two
values in Western civilization. For archaic civilizations and for the socalled primitive peoples we have artistic finds but we have no theoretical
texts to tell us if these were intended to cause aesthetic delight, holy fear,
or hilarity.
—Umberto Eco65

CHAPTER 4. Divining Deformation: Further Evaluations of Deformation in
Postclassic Art
When the Spanish conquistadors arrived in the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan in
1519, they encountered an enormous metropolis with a population of perhaps 150,000
(Mundy 2015, 17).66 Bristling with markets, plazas, monumental architecture, and a
network of canals that rivaled those of Venice, at its center stood a behemoth pyramid
known today as the Templo Mayor (Fig. 4.1). As the Spanish explorer and conquistador
Hernando Cortés would later recount, “Amongst these temples there is one, the principal
one, whose great size and magnificence no human tongue could describe, for it is so large
that within the precincts, which are surrounded by very high wall, a town of some five
hundred inhabitants could easily be built” (Cortés 2001, 105). Indeed, the Templo Mayor
was a world within a world: the crown jewel of a vast empire that spanned from the
Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico, with established providences stretching from central
Mexico to as far south as Nicaragua (Berdan, et al. 1996).67
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Others have estimated Tenochtitlan’s population as high as 212,500 at its peak (e.g., Smith 2005, 403–
34, table 4).
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For lists of provinces, see Berdan, et al. 1996, 112.
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While the approximate location of the Templo Mayor was never lost, the
Spaniards’ systematic decimation of the Aztec capital left its exact whereabouts unknown
until 1978, when electrical workers digging in downtown Mexico City made the chance
discovery of a superbly carved monolith known today as the Coyolxauhqui stone (Fig.
4.2) (García Cook and Arana 1978). Since that time, a continuous series of archaeological
campaigns has revealed thousands of objects carefully interred in special caches
throughout the structure, including human and animal remains, finely sculpted figurines,
precious stones, elaborate metal ornaments, and the antiquities of even earlier cultures
whom the Aztecs deeply venerated (Umberger 1987; López Luján 2005). Together, these
ritually charged objects reveal that the Templo Mayor was more than simply an important
landmark or administrative center of an enormous tribute empire. Indeed, the temple was
the umbilicus mundi of the entire Aztec domain.
Deliberately aligned to coincide with the five directions of indigenous spatial
orientation—north, east, south, west, and the vertical center—the Templo Mayor was
imagined as residing at the intersection of the horizontal earthly plane with the vertical
ascension of the thirteen heavens, including Omeyocan or the “place of duality,” and the
nine levels of the underworld, called Mictlan. In a very real sense, it functioned as a
celestial map of the cosmos (López Austin and López Luján 2009).68
As archaeologist Leonardo López Luján (2005) has demonstrated, this principal
structure of the Aztecs represents the culmination of centuries of effort by Mesoamerican
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As López Luján (2005, 106) notes: “Clearly, the species of flora and fauna, the products brought from
remote regions, the Olmec and Teotihuacan ‘antiquities,’ and the Mexica manufactured objects were not
placed randomly inside the architectural structures. And the purposeful placement of the materials should
be understood as the intentional result of a ritual act, which was tied to the religious ideology of the
individuals who performed it.”
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rulers and priests to elevate the temple as “the sacred place par excellence.” As he
explains:
This edifice tended to replicate or to simplify the liminal zones of nature.
Artificially, it took the shape of the mountains, trees, caves, and other features of
sacred geography. …[Additionally,] the temple symbolized the “center of the
Universe” or “the navel of the world.” In fact, several worldviews place the
temple at the intersecting point of all the paths of the human world, as well as
those of the axis mundi, the site where the earth, sky, and underworld connect. In
other words, all vertical and horizontal axes of the universe meet in the temple,
and therefore, it is the site of ontological transformations among the spheres.
(López Luján 2005, 38)
Critical to this sophisticated exposition of cosmological beliefs was the positioning of the
Templo Mayor as a symbolic reflection of the heavens, especially its uppermost level
called Omeyocan (“the Place of Duality”). It was in this final plane of the thirteen-layer
firmament where the original creator couple, Ometecuhtli (Two Lord) and Omecíhuatl
(Two Lady), resided as the principal cosmic expression of the Aztec philosophy of
duality (Fig. 4.3). As the original creator deities, Ometecuhtli and Omecíhuatl embodied
the notion of complementary opposition in nature—man/woman, sun/moon, hot/cold,
light/darkness—which was so critical to a notion of order, equity, and moral behavior in
the indigenous worldview. As such, they served as the principle embodiment of balance
and moderation in the cosmos; and the ideal state for humans to achieve was the duality
of the creator deities (Maffie 2005, 137–172). In this light, the Templo Mayor’s summit,
with its “twin temple” dedicated to the gods of rain (Tlaloc) and fire/warfare
(Huitzilopochtli), can be viewed as a grand manifestation of Omeyocan on earth.

DUALITY AND THE GREAT COATLICUE
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In the Postclassic period, Mesoamericans referred to their city-states as altepeme,
or “water-mountains” (sing. altepetl). As the centers of ritual life and the orienting focus
of a metaphorical vision of place, pyramids were deliberately constructed to resemble
important features of the natural landscape (McCafferty 2008; Mundy 2015, 9–10). Far
from an original concept, this uniquely Mesoamerican conception of space had its
antecedents in the Olmec of La Venta, who built enormous earthen mounds in and around
which they interred large caches of greenstone beads, jade figurines, and various
representations of corn, quetzal feathers, and other precious objects conceptually related
to water and fecundity. Likewise, in the Basin of Mexico, the people of Teotihuacan
constructed the Temple of the Sun—the second-largest pyramid in Mesoamerica behind
the Great Pyramid at Cholula—above an underground network of freshwater streams
whose life-giving powers were depicted in murals decorating the surrounding residential
compounds. And in the Classic period, the Maya believed that the rains which penetrated
the forest canopy and saturated the alluvial valleys were produced by cheneques, impish
figures who collected rain water in large vessels high atop mountain peaks.
At certain times of year—and according to their whim—the cheneques were
know to release the contents of their cisterns in either trickles or torrents, according to
how pleased they were with the offerings made to them in the sacred temples and urban
centers located throughout southern Mexico, Guatemala, and parts of El Salvador and
Honduras. In this way, manmade pyramids served as critical focal points of ritual practice
and as barometers of order and balance within both the landscapes and the larger cosmos.
For the Mexica, then, the Templo Mayor represented the deliberate continuation
of an age-old tradition centered on the symbolic and practical manifestation of pyramids
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as the umbilicus mundi of their altepeme. According to Matos Moctezuma (2003, 8–15),
this central structure of the Aztec tribute empire was simultaneously conceived as a
symbolic double of Coatepec, or the mythical “Snake Mountain.” As revealed in the
Florentine Codex, Coatepec was the site of the violent birth of the Mexica patron deity,
Huitzilopochtli, who sprang fully clad in battle armor from the womb of the goddess
Coatlicue, whose name literally translates as “Snake-Her-Skirt” (Fig. 4.4). To
commemorate this important creation story, and to further cement the identification of the
Templo Mayor as Coatepec Mountain in miniature, the Aztecs took great care to install a
colossal and gruesome likeness of Coatlicue on the upper platform of the Templo Mayor,
on the side of the pyramid closest to the Huitizilopochtli temple (i.e., the right, or south,
side of the pyramid) (Fig. 4.5).
At over eight feet tall, the statue of the Great Goddess Coatlicue depicts an erect
female figure who has been decapitated and dismembered, with a necklace of severed
hands and human hearts hanging over her bare chest and flaccid breasts. In addition to
her skirt of intertwined snakes, writhing snakes also emerge from her gashed body. Since
the early twentieth century, these latter snakes have been interpreted as torrents of blood
flowing from her mortal wounds (Seler 1902–1903, 2:790). This frightening vision—of
blood hemorrhaging from a living body—encapsulates the savagery associated with the
Aztecs in the popular imagination.
Among her most striking features of the composition is the pair of snakes that
emerges from the figure’s neck (Fig. 4.6). Generally read as symbolic of the
aforementioned streams of blood spurting from Coatlicue’s neck, the snakes rise to face
one another in profile and unite at the center line of the body. In their rejoining at the
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summit of the sculpture, they combine to form a third face oriented frontally toward the
viewer. A dramatic and ingenious example of Aztec artifice, the head of the tragic
“Snake-Her-Skirt” is thus reconstituted as a grotesque recapitulation of the principle of
duality embodied in the “twin temple” itself.

DUALITY AS OVERCOMING: TWO-HEADED AND COMPOSITE CREATURES
As Carmen Aguilera notes, the double-headed serpent armbands (brazaletes) and
leg-bands (ajorcas) worn by the famous monolith of the moon goddess Coyolxauhqui are
“the only ones [of their kind] in Mexica iconography” (Fig. 4.2) (Aguilera 2010, 1:65;
translation mine).69 Composed of two heads connected at opposite ends of a single,
tubular body, these bicephalic creatures appear tied in an elaborately carved square knot
(“reef knot”). Whether the Nahuas conceived this motif as representing two creatures
with one body or, alternatively, a single animal with two heads is unclear. What concerns
the present study are the general features of the serpent(s), the orientation of the two
heads, the potential meaning of such a composite creature, and whether an image such as
this shares any congruence with creatures observable in nature.
Identified as either tezauhcoatl (“serpiente prodigiosa o terrible”) or maquizcoatl
(“serpiente-brazalete”; pl. maquizcocohua), two-headed snakes were important auguries
69

Original Spanish: “Coyolxauhqui lleva en los brazos y en las piernas atavíos que respectivamente se han
denominado brazaletes y ajorcas. Estos atavíos, con forma de serpiente bicéfala, son hasta ahora los únicos
en la iconografía mexica. La serpiente de dos cabezas aparece mencionada en varias fuentes; Sahagún
(Códice Florentino, 1979, vol. III, f. 82r) y Hernández (1959), el segundo copiado probablemente del
primero, dice que era llamada tetzauhcóatl, que quiere decir ‘serpiente prodigiosa o terrible’, y
maquizcóatl, que significa ‘serpiente-brazalete’. Sahagún cuenta además una leyenda acerca de la serpiente
tezauhcóatl o de augurio: dice que ésta era así llamada porque cuando alguien la veía, tenía que hacerse un
brazalete con ella; si la serpiente se quedaba quieta en su brazo significaba que quien la había encontrado
moriría, pero si la serpiente resbalaba y se iba, el individuo se salvaría de morir. Por otro lado, en la
Historia de los mexicanos por sus pinturas dice que otro nombre de Huitzilopochtli era ‘Maquizcóatl’, que
quiere decir brazalete de serpientes” (Aguilera 2010, 1:65).
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in the ancient world (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 11, 79; see also Aguilera 2001, 1:65). As
Sahagún’s account attests, anyone who encountered such a creature while walking in the
road was immediately required to tie the latter to his arm. If it remained attached, the
bearer’s untimely demise was made certain; but if the serpent shook loose and fell to the
ground, then his life would be spared. In Historia de los mexicanos por sus pinturas
(Tena 2002, 25), Maquizcoatl was another name for Huitzilopochtli.70 Given that
Huitzilopochtli was responsible for the murder of his sister Coyolxauhqui, this depiction
of such a unique and highly conspicuous element as the serpent armband—together with
its duplicitous appearance and ominous portent—serves as a teleological premonition of
Coyolxauhqui’s death that has not previously been considered.
Following Seler (1902–1903, 143f.), both H. B. Nicholson (1985) and Carmen
Aguilera (2010) make useful attempts to identify two-headed serpent imagery as
particularly redolent of a type of coral snake indigenous to Central Mexico (Fig. 4.7).71
Of course, it is apparent these creatures are largely mythical, given that bicephaly is
manifested in nature as the bifurcation of the head or torso at one end of the reptile’s
body. Never does it take the form of one head at each end of the body, as seen in images
of the legendary amphisbaena depicted in medieval bestiaries. In other words, the
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Coatl signifies not only “snake” (culebra generalmente) but also “nacido con otro” (i.e., twin) (Molina
1555, 60r, 178v, 224v; López Austin 1988, 1:256; Milbrath 2013, 131).
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Citing Seler (1902–23, 143f.), Nicholson (1985, 78) further elaborates, suggesting, “Probably a coral
snake was intended, the type usually associated with the terrestrial-fertility goddesses and which often
seems to have symbolized blood.” In addition, Mercedes de la Garza (1991, 117, fn. 15) observes that
among the Maya, “the snake that embodied Itzamna was the Crotalus durissus durissus or the tropical
rattlesnake which has diamond-shaped markings.” And as Carmen Aguilera (2010, 1:65) notes: “En cuanto
a la especie zoológica del reptil, resulta imposible determinarla ya que se trata de un animal fantástico o
imaginario, pero la descripción pudo haberse inspirado en alguna especie de anfisbema, cuya cola es un
poco abultada y sugiere la idea de otra cabeza. El diseño en el cuerpo que muestran las serpientes del
relieve parece ser el convencional para algunas especies de coralillo.”
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maquizcoatl is decidedly un-natural. And the reason for its appearance as such has to do
with the importance and function of bicephaly—or “two-headedness”—in Mexica art.
When one considers the following words of succor incanted to young mothers
upon the birth of a new child, like a flower from the earth, the story of Huitzilopochtli’s
birth from Coatlicue imparts additional insights into this motif. In particular, note the
comparison of the child to both a necklace and bracelet, as well as the invocation of
divine providence in his birth:
O my daughter, O my beloved daughter, my lady, my beloved lady, thou hast
endured suffering and fatigue. For in some way thou hast separated thyself from
and left the jeweled necklace, the precious feather which was within thee. Now
that he is come forth on earth, you are not indivisible; you will not be joined
together, for you are separated. What will our lord require? Perhaps for a little day
we shall take him as lent to us. We shall love him like a precious necklace or a
precious stone bracelet. (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 4, 114)
The Postclassic fascination with the constitutive parts of the body reveals much
about the liminal regions of the body—the “in-between” spaces of joints and other
linking elements—as well as perhaps the forces that bind or separate them. As rich yet
vulnerable fonts of animistic energy, the nature of the bodies “connecting” pieces has
tremendous implications for our understanding of the Mesoamerican notion of duality.
The relationship between unity and detachment with respect to the human body reflects
elements of the larger duality of Mesoamerican thought, namely, the themes of existence
and nonexistence. Manifested in the depiction of two-headed creatures and other
composite “monsters,” the Nahua notion of duality suggests that while existence and
nonexistence may each spring from the same source (or “center point”) the emphasis is
usually not on their “coming together” again but rather on their eternal divergence.
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Within Postclassic art, two-headed serpents commonly appear in the form of elite
seats or possibly thrones (Fig. 4.8). Admiring the archaic origins of this motif at Tula, the
Aztecs reworked this iconographic precedent in their own monumental sculpture a few
centuries later (Fig. 4.9). However, more often than not, bicephalic imagery fulfilled the
related but distinct place of altars and sacrificial stones, or techcatl (Fig. 4.10), rather than
of royal seats.
Elsewhere, such bicephalic creatures are employed in the form of noble or sacred
adornments, such as in the famous Coyolxauhqui stone monolith. Building on their
appearance as ineffectual “tourniquets” on the Coyolxauhqui monolith—in which they
adorn the extremities or appendages and not, significantly, the torso—they belong to the
realm of the ephemeral, removable, and supercilious. We also see them take the form of
nosepieces, as in the many images of Chalchiuhtlicue (Fig. 4.11) or Cihuacoatl (Fig.
4.12); or pectorals, such as the famous turquoise-mosaic serpent from the British
Museum (Fig. 4.13); and of course the eponymous trademark of two Coatlicue statues at
the Museo Nacional de Antropología e Historia (MNAH) in Mexico City (Fig. 4.14).
Time and again, they are heraldic and magnificently constructed, yet they are everywhere
able to be discarded.
In the form of stamps, two-headed creatures of all kinds are used as an ornamental
device, decorating clothing, ceramics, and cloth (Fig. 4.15). In other words, they are
essentially (and consistently) breakable, diaphanous, washable wares, and eminently
vulnerable to the passage of time in ways more permanent works (such as those made of
stone) are not. In each instance, they occupy subordinate positions in the larger
composition, functioning as objects that frame, highlight, offset or support: as a pedestal
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or altar, as luxury objects worn as an emblem of rank or identification—a fact
emphasized by their frequently diminutive size (Fig. 4.16).
Identical snakes appear on a larger scale as coatepantli (walls or barriers in the
form of snakes), balustrade ornaments, and door frames, with the latter manifestations
placing their heads at ground level and their tails in the sky (Fig. 4.17). Not characterized
by a “low profile,” it is their impenetrability as barrier-markers and extraordinary—that
is, unnatural—verticality that is emphasized. That is to say, their incredible lateral or
vertical extension into space, with head on the earth (or at bottom) and tail in the air that
suggests their role not only as “connectors” of the different chthonic, earthly, and
celestial realms—physical or ontological—but as things that must be “overcome,”
crossed over, or eventually sloughed off. They must be ascended, or, in another sense,
transcended.
Essentially, double-headed creatures that are identical and face in either opposite
directions or straight ahead—that is, not toward each other—occupy subordinate
positions or serve as a vehicle, enabling the body to recognize, transcend, and index its
movements from one state to another. And this is the vague sense of dominance Aguilera
feels with the tezauhcoatl/maquizcoatl of the Coyolxauhqui monolith, but which she does
not adequately demonstrate.
Furthermore, this symbolic dominance at play in the Coyolxauhqui monolith
further evinces (and complicates) the role of the goddess’ image, which was discovered
placed at the foot of Huitzilopochtli’s temple. That is to say, beyond the theological
justification for war as a tool or means of economic growth and stability ascribed to the
stone by Matos Moctezuma (2003, 7–14) and others. The monolith serves as a symbol of
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(the eradication of) the Other. So much is true not only in its deliberately complex,
multiple personalities but in the fragmentation of the body and its abnormalities (e.g.,
decapitation, dismemberment, and deficient digits on her feet). Like Xipe Totec,
Coyolxauhqui is a deity of the Other; at once uniquely Aztec as well as the antithesis of
the new regime.

APPARENT PHYSICAL AND/OR CONGENITAL DISEASES
This Tlatilco ceramic “mask” of the Early Formative period depicts a male face
with a strongly pointed chin, furrowed brow, and long, straight nose (Fig. 4.18). The
hollow eyes and deeply creased cheeks are symmetrically modeled, while the gaping
mouth is strongly skewed to the figure’s left side. Much smaller than an actual head, the
suspension holes in the forehead and temples suggest it was originally attached to a
headdress or hung from the neck as a pectoral ornament. Red, post-fire paint adheres to
the entire surface.
In Mesoamerican art, the term “tuerto” (from Span. torcer, “to twist”) describes a
class of sculptures displaying abnormally contorted facial features—typically with a
closed or injured eye (Fig. 4.19). The Tlatilco face, however, seems to depict a different
type of disfigurement, such as facial paralysis or another form of nerve damage. It is
possible that a similar pathology explains the appearance of a stone head unearthed
during excavations of Tlatelolco, which features a disembodied head, twisted nose, and
conspicuous grimace (Fig. 4.20). The latter is remarkably similar to the Tlatilco example
of more than two millennia earlier; but more appropriately, it further establishes the
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thematic continuity of distinctive bodies among the most influential stone-working
traditions of the Postclassic period (e.g., Fig. 1.1)

THE TLAMEMEHQUE: PORTERS AS HUNCHBACKS
In a world where pack animals did not exist and the wheel was known but not
used—the latter would have made little sense without the former—man bore the burdens
of daily life himself. Using either a large wooden carrying frame or woven tumpline (a
strap slung from the forehead and extending down to back so as to distribute a heavy load
evenly and efficiently), men routinely carried enormous bundles of dry goods, clothing,
and other household items on their backs. Able to support loads of a hundred pounds or
more for many miles, these tlamemehque (sing. tlameme) were absolutely indispensible
in the ancient Americas. In fact, porter was unquestionably the most prevalent occupation
in Aztec times (Fig. 4.21) (Aguilar-Moreno 2006, 341). Crucial to the movement of
commercial products across the empire and assisting with travel and relocation, the
tlamemehque also supported soldiers in battle, with roughly one in three warriors in the
Mexica military helping to supply the others with weapons, food, and other rations (Fig.
4.22) (Taube 2016).
In the creation myth presented in the Codex Boturini, the god Huitzilopochtli
must be borne on the backs of the teomama (literally, “god-bearers”) and carried from the
mythical homeland of Aztlán in order to establish the new one at Tenochtitlan (Fig. 1.13)
(Bassett 2015, 179). Rendered as a disembodied bundle (tlaquimilolli), the all-powerful
tutelary deity is shown with tremendous tenderness and humility. Similarly, two Late
Postclassic sculptures of Ehécatl depict the god of wind and avatar of Quetzalcoatl as
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bearing Chicomecoatl, the maize goddess, on his back (Figs. 4.23–4.24). In another,
Quetzalcoatl strains beneath his load of fresh maize ears, the most important foodstuff of
the ancient world (Fig. 4.25).72 The economical depiction of corn—identical, blunted, and
positioned upright—underscores its symbolic aspect and reiterates the vertical thrust of
the figure’s conical hat. The god, like the corn, is rendered somewhat generically as well.
His individual traits—a pair of vacant eyes, thin lips, and modest loincloth—are
completely secondary to his meticulously executed cargo. Though laboring beneath his
weighty burden, he does so with silent, unflinching resolve.
A vital component in all spheres of social, political, economic, and religious
engagement, the symbolic burden also functions as an instrument of temporal orientation,
as “temporal cycles were regarded as burdens which were carried on the backs of divine
beings by means of a looped cord. At the end of each cycle the bearer of the current
temporal cycle paused to rest while a successor shouldered the burden of the following
cycle” (Klein 1975, 76). Thus, just as deformity and disability afflicted the gods and man
alike, both deities and mortals were called upon to bear the responsibility of the
continuation of life—from the cosmos above to domestic affairs below.
Although the tlamemehque were considered “low-status workers” engaged in a
largely hereditary profession, the act of carrying large loads was “an unambiguously
honorable profession” that tied them symbolically to the responsibilities of marriage. As
Manuel Aguilar-Moreno notes:
Marriage was referred to as a large carrying frame, a great burden. Thus, carrying
was considered an honest occupation. Yet carrying also had negative
connotations. The tumpline was thought to have been provided by the deity
72

The story of the “origin of maize” is recounted in “La leyenda de los soles” (History and Mythology of
the Aztecs, 1992).
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Cihuacoatl, along with other burdens and undesirable things. People born in the
13-day series beginning with 1-Jaguar were doomed to slavery, the digging stick,
or the tumpline. (Aguilar-Moreno 2006, 341)
Therefore, the critical yet ambivalent role performed by carriers of great burdens
mimicked that of so-called “dwarfs” and hunchbacks in the royal court: indentured by
their obligation to another individual, they were still valued and respected for their
service to the greater good. Compounding the similarities between porter and
dwarf/hunchback further, both are almost invariably identified as male in the
chronicles—and nowhere in painted, sculpted, or ceramic images of the Olmec, Maya, or
West Mexicans are dwarfs female. Likewise, there are no females in any of these
traditions with cleft lips, spina bifida, sores, or any of the other maladies thus far
mentioned. This would suggest that a gendering of both deformity and loadbearing
occurred in ancient art—in the same way, perhaps, that husbands were said to bear the
“burden” of marriage that wives did not. Clearly, artists “gendered” an idea, just as porter
was a gendered profession, and thereby personified a concept to the degree of making it
homogenous and stereotypical rather than biological or specific. Consequently, by not
representing dwarfs—yet transferring, sublimating, and retaining all of their symbolism
in the form of porters instead—I submit that the Aztecs draw our attention to the
constructed, artificial relationship of the sign and signifier in ways far more literal and
explicit than any other culture in the Mesoamerican past.
Together, dwarfs, hunchbacks, and load-bearers represent the capacity of a people
to carry enormous burdens down paths from which they may not return. Like the
diminutive figures who accompanied Aztec rulers in death, theirs is an inexorable march
toward destiny—and at the end of that road is resurrection. The load they carry is the
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sustenance of a people and the salvation of the gods—ideals by which they are made
sacred, and for which they must make the ultimate sacrifice. This was true of the dwarfs
and hunchbacks who accompanied Quetzalcoatl when he absconded from Tula, carrying
their lords’ personal affects across the frigid coast only to succumb to the elements when
the journey ended (Fields, et al. 2012). Similarly, when Moctezuma II was despondent in
the wake of the great prophecies, he called upon his dwarfs and hunchbacks to negotiate
his escape to the caves of Chapultepec, where he hoped to avoid his shameful fate; but to
keep his secret safe, his torment and guilt drove him to execute his humpbacked
confidants (Durán 1994, 185–188). For the king, their undergoing was his only means of
overcoming.
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Beauty in art has nothing to do with beauty in reality. Why do you like
primitive art? Because there is beauty in the deformity. Sometimes
paintings that people consider realistic are not at all. Raphael figures look
realistic but in real life they were deformed.
—Fernando Botero73
If everyone were cast in the same mould, there would be no such thing as
beauty.
—Charles Darwin74

CHAPTER 5. Ideal Beauty: On Nudes, Kings, and the Gods
As mentioned at the outset (Chapter 1), much of the research devoted to the Aztec
body has until recently been concerned with a particularly evocative definition of
physical perfection first offered by Spanish missionaries using indigenous informants and
written in Nahuatl nearly 500 years ago. For instance, in one of the most important
illustrated accounts of native life, the Florentine Codex (ca. 1575–1577), Franciscan friar
Bernardino de Sahagún famously describes the archetypal man as “like something
smoothed, like a tomato, or like a pebble, as if hewn of wood” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 2,
64). Moreover, the ideal youth:
[Had] not curly hair, [but] straight, long hair; [he had] no scabs, pustules, or boils
on the forehead, nor skin growths on the forehead, nor [was he] large-headed, nor
with the back of the head prominent; nor of a head shaped like a carrying-net, nor
with the sutures of the crown yet soft; not broad-headed, nor with a square head;
not bald, nor with a bulbous forehead; not of swollen eyelids, nor enlarged ones;
not with swollen cheeks; not of disfigured eyes or cheeks, nor with swollen face;
not with cleft chin; not with a gross face, nor a downcast one; not flat-nosed nor
with wide nostrils, nor with an arched, Roman nose nor a bulbous nose, nor bent
nor twisted nor crooked—but his nose should be well-placed, straight; not thicklipped nor gross- nor big-lipped, nor with bowl-like ones, nor enlarged; neither
73

“A Q&A With Painting Legend Fernando Botero at Art Basel in Hong Kong.” Blouin Artinfo, May 22,
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one who stammered, nor [one who talked] as if his tongue were pierced for a ring;
nor one with welts on his tongue; nor one who spoke a barbarous language, or
spoke thickly, or lisped, or was dumb; nor buck-toothed, nor large-toothed or
fang-toothed, nor of yellowed teeth, nor darkened, nor decayed—but his teeth
were like seashells, well arrayed in order; his teeth were not shaped like bowls.
Neither had he scarred eyes, nor poor vision, nor squinting eyes, nor scarified; not
blinded, nor of small, seedlike eyes, nor angry-eyed, nor sunken, nor hollow, nor
cuplike, nor stupid-looking, nor gouged, pierced, or wounded; nor had he a
scarred neck, [like one which hath been] choked, nor one with lacerations, nor
with double chin, nor with pocks on the neck. Not with protruding or long ears,
nor with torpid neck, nor hunch-backed, nor stiff-necked, nor with neck
elongated, much elongated, nor twisted, nor kinked; neither with unduly long
hands, nor lacking one hand, nor wanting both hands, nor fat-fingered; not
emaciated, nor fat, nor big-bellied, nor of prominent, hatchet-shaped navel, nor of
wrinkled stomach, nor shrunken stomach; not cringing; not of hatchet-shaped
buttocks; nor of flabby buttocks or thighs. (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 2, 64–65)
Indeed, he was not a lot of things, it would seem.
As Davíd Carrasco notes, this description of human beauty is almost purely
negative in its picture of perfection (Carrasco 1999, 118–119). That is, it presents the
curious paradox that the less a man is, the more he becomes his truer, more essential (or
complete) self. Yet despite this evocative contradiction, such a conceptualization of the
human form reveals for us a great deal about the Aztec notion of both beauty and ethics.
Namely, it demonstrates their belief that physical ideals were derived from, or
demonstrative of, a relationship to moral purity. But what many scholars have failed to
consider in this frequently celebrated passage from Sahagún is its implications for the
artistic process itself (Klein 2001, 183–253; see also Pasztory 1983). After all, in terms of
representation, it seems that the definition of a man’s ego vis-à-vis what he is not would
be particularly useful to the liberation of his image—whether “hewn of wood” or
wrought from stone (Figs. 5.1–5.3).
At its core, the process of sculpting is deductive rather than additive, such that,
with each chisel of the stone axe, it allows physical shortcomings or unsightly
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prominences to be sloughed off and forgotten. As each swipe of sand and grit evens the
rock’s surface, “corruptions” are worn down to expose beauty—or in this case, virtue.75
Indeed, as the rich language of Aztec poetry demonstrates, the actions and speech of
moral men were tantamount to “precious stones, fine, rounded and grooved turquoises”
that became formed like “a painting in your heart” (León-Portilla 1992, 193). In this
sense, morality took part in the formation of physical traits, and those who were “wise
and firm” in their character and beliefs became (eventually) “possessors of a face,
possessors of a heart” (ibid., 189).76
Sahagún continues: “For him who was thus, who had no flaw, who had no
defects, who had no blemish, who had no mark…there was taken the greatest care that he
be taught to blow the flute, that he be able to play his whistle; and that at the same time
he hold all his flowers and his smoking tube” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 2, 65). In this sense,
the Aztecs regarded the ideal man as someone who was as cultured, pious, and humble as
he was distinguished and handsome. In fact, he was all of this by virtue of his being
handsome. Because of his physical beauty, he was granted the privileged knowledge of
the divine pleasures, like wine, women and song—pleasures that were otherwise reserved
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Though little has been written about Aztec techniques of carving figural sculpture from volcanic stone,
Evans and Webster (2000) provide a useful primer regarding its history as well as the tools and techniques.
They note “Stone-carving appeared in Mesoamerica during the Early Formative period with the
freestanding sculptures of the Olmecs on the southern Gulf Coast. Two-dimensional art and architectural
decoration predominated in the Classic period in most areas; the finest sculptors were relief carvers in the
central Maya lowlands. Sculpture in the round appeared during the Postclassic in areas dominated by the
‘Toltecs’ in Central Mexico and the Yucatán Penninsula, the later Aztecs in Central Mexico, the Tarascans
in Michoacán, and the Huastecs in the northern Gulf Coast. … Sculptures were worked with blades,
chisels, hammers, saws, and drills, tools made from reed, stone, wood, or bone; strings and abrasive sand
were also used for sawing. Surfaces received a final polish with pebbles, reeds, animal skins, and powdered
obsidian” (Evans and Webster 2000, 656).
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In addition to her brilliant study of Nahua and Mixtec luxury wares, Allison Caplan (forthcoming) builds
on the work of León Portilla (1992) to provide an enlightening analysis of the etymological roots as well as
philosophical implications of “possessing” both face and heart in Nahua moral rhetoric.
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for the gods. As such, only men of character and of great moral strength were able to seek
distinction in speech and in the occult symbolism of Nahua religious ideology, and
ethical and educational ideals consequently became enmeshed with concepts of the body
(León-Portilla 1992, 195). In short, beauty was not simply the evidence of one’s
character, rather it was the means by which the former was most clearly expressed.

THE “PERFECT” SACRIFICE
The description related above is taken from Sahagùn’s recounting of the Toxcatl
festival, in which only the most handsome youth was chosen to live a year as
representative—i.e., a representation—of the deity Tezcatlipoca. This youth became, in
all respects, the comely flesh-and-blood personification of the Lord of Near and Far. His
perfect body was clothed in the most sumptuous textiles and made to be resplendent, with
“bracelets, gold and silver pendants” (Carrasco 1999, 120). He was fed the most exquisite
foods, and people bowed to him in the streets as he sauntered around town or canoed
through the many canals. He was given all that he desired including four wives with
whom to satisfy his every sexual craving (Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 2, 67). And when his
year was finally at an end, he was escorted to the god’s temple and asked to ascend “by
himself, of his free will, to the place where he was to die” as the handpicked sacrifice
(Fig. 5.4) (Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 2, 68).
While the notion of sacrifice, or of ritual killing, was damnable in the eyes of the
Spanish and is still morally reprehensible to us today, one can still easily imagine why the
ideal man would also be the ideal sacrifice. While for Christians in the time of the Bible,
offerings of animals, food, and libation functioned as appropriate exchanges, the Aztecs
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believed the gods required nothing short of the human essence to which they had invested
life. The gift of human life, they believed, required equivalent reciprocity on the part of
man. After all, as Esther Pasztory notes, “the most precious and valuable offering is
unquestionably human life – there is no way around that. The premises may be faulty, but
the logic is impeccable” (Pasztory 2010, 124). This was by nature a continuous cycle,
whereby the satisfaction of the gods would once again compel the divine to bless
mankind with yet another year of sun, rain and corn. And thus, the latter was once again
obliged to repay the gift of body and blood with its own essential essences.
Given the importance placed on the perfect body of the perfect sacrifice, it is no
wonder that Aztec sculptors lavished their skill upon so many images of the human
figure. As Alfredo López Austin claims, knowledge of and intimacy with the human
body is “indispensable to anyone who wishes to penetrate the complicated cosmological
thought of the Mesoamericans” (López Austin 1988, 1:3)—and never was this more
accurate than with the Aztecs, for it pervaded and helped to organize (or conceive) nearly
all aspects of their cosmos and daily life (Tate 1993, 7). Prevalent in every medium, from
the codices and ceramics to textiles and even dough, images of the body exhibit some of
the highest level of naturalism, sensitivity, and meticulousness found in Aztec sculpture.
Taking just a few of the many representations of nudes (or semi-nudes), it is
fascinating to observe how each of the Nahua-speaking peoples from the northern Gulf
Coast explored the same, core preoccupation with representing the human body (Figs.
5.5–5.6). Not portraits of individuals, these pieces are simply portrayals of ideal types
and perfect forms. The muscles bulge softly in concave forms that lift and detach from
the block of stone, and their softly tapering thighs and the apples of their cheeks indeed
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seem smooth “as a pebble” and soft “like a tomato.” The harmonies of form, no longer
geometric or angular as the ubiquitous “maize goddess” type (Fig. 1.15), are rendered
pillowy and taut. Undeniably lifelike in their appearances, the pectorals taper toward the
center of the breast in such believable, naturalistic ways, it is as if actual hearts beat just
below the surface. Ironically, the palpable life force of these works is most aptly
embodied in those nudes who chests feature an open cavity (Figs. 5.7–5.8). Indeed, it is
believed that these anatomical voids served as receptacles for the animating “hearts” of
their otherwise lifeless hosts. Even today, these cavities are sometimes found neatly
packed with incense, jade, and other materials considered sacred and therefore precious.77
Although additional examples of nude or semi-nude male and female figures
exist, it must be noted the stylistic refinements of the “everymen” discussed here were
quite uncommon in the Basin of Mexico during the Postclassic period. In fact, it would
seem that abstraction was the far more interesting and thus common sculptural mode for
Aztec artists, and naturalism was often deliberately avoided (Pasztory 2005, 209–224).
So why were these figures treated with such peculiar attention?
Superficial beauty can act as one man’s entrée into a world of much more than
simple physical perfection. As in many cultures around the world, it is perhaps
unsurprising that one’s inner beauty should manifest itself on the surface. It is no wonder,
for example, that a soldier who is courageous in battle should also be regarded as quite
virile or attractive as a result. However, what is curious about Aztec society is that the

77

While the magico-religious properties of this ¨stuffing¨ are perhaps well known, little is understood of
those instances in which such cavities remain absent—e.g., in statues of women, wild animals, hunchbacks
and dwarfs. Future studies might profitably pose the question of whether able-bodied men alone were
allowed to possess heart (and thus access to the divine). Furthermore, what might the materiality of certain
sculptures reveal about the ontological basis of embodiment and animation in the living (i.e., historical)
god-impersonators?
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reverse was also true: that he who was attractive on the surface actually became so on the
inside as well. As we have learned from the Toxcatl festival, handsomeness was a
prerequisite for being chosen to be sacrificed and taught the cornerstones of Aztec public
life: creativity, poetry, music, piety, and an unwavering strength of character. And
because the young impersonators of the gods were imbued with these skills, they came to
represent not only the ideally beautiful but also the perfectly cultured sacrifice. To further
demonstrate the reasons behind such an unusual conception of the body, it is perhaps
helpful to examine a few depictions of the so-called “standard bearer,” one of the most
ubiquitous (but least understood) sculptural types in all of Postclassic art.

THE STANDARD BEARER: ITS SHAPES AND MEANINGS
The so-called “standard bearer” is a conventionalized type of Aztec sculpture that
must have existed in hundreds (if not thousands) of iterations during the Late Postclassic.
Placed atop the central stairways of nearly every major temple in the Aztec world, their
banners flapped high above their city-states where everyone could see them (Fig. 5.9).
With their placid expressions, characteristically crouched postures, and hands clasped
around their banners, the later and more developed iterations—such as the figure from
Castillo de Teayo in The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s collection (Fig. 5.10)—have
become some of the most recognizable objects in all of Aztec art. Moreover, taken
together, they represent a class of sculpture demonstrative of rich, naturalistic depictions
of human flesh rarely seen in Aztec art. Most clearly, these sensitive depictions are
evident in the skin creases on the posterior of each bent knee, the soft and delicate
curvature of the vertebrae, and the fleshiness of the lips and forehead. Naturally, some
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works of art highlight these tendencies better than others; yet they all very much belong
to a singular class of sculpture. Indeed, Esther Pasztory comments in particular on the
“remarkably fine idealization of facial features” of the figure from Castillo de Teayo,
adding that, while the sculpture is surely indicative of the style that arose in this region of
Postclassic Mexico, “the modeling of the cheeks, eyes, and open mouths surpasses all
known works in its sensitivity [from the site]” (Pasztory 1983, 212; see also King 2000).
The purpose of these sculptures is rather straightforward and ordinary—
essentially, they are bases that support a banner or pennant. Yet in their delicate
depictions of skin and contemplative expressions, they represent thoughtful experiments
in aesthetic refinement. In their role as landmarks and temple guardians, they are
emblems of power, allegiance, and political propaganda. They contain all that is
physically ideal in the nude but exhibit a personality altogether different in their costumes
(i.e., breechcloths) as well as their historical and cultural contexts. As the piece from
Castillo de Teayo demonstrates, they invariably convey the relaxed, stately, and
composed attitude required of temple guardians—the very qualities, that is, which fickle,
demanding overlords might expect of their subjects. Thus, theirs is a position somewhere
between the everyman and the gods, or better still, between the earth and the heavens. In
their placement and upper-class adornments, they bridge the divide between the realms of
public and private, human and divine.
Some scholars believe the work shown in Figure 5.11 may have been one of the
two standard bearers that flanked the entrance to the Templo Mayor in the central
precinct of Tenochtitlan (King 2000). Others believe its origin to lie somewhere near
Castillo de Teayo (Pasztory 1983, 228). In either case, when writing about this piece in

93

the 1790s, Antonio León y Gama gave it the moniker “El Indio triste” (“The Sad
Indian”), and it is this appellation – and attitude – that has stuck (León y Gama 1832, 2:
85; Boone 1988, 22). Indeed, scholars routinely echo León y Gama’s sentiment and
phrasing when they read the figure’s expression as quite morose, grave, and detached. I,
however, read the piece quite differently. For my part, the subject seems more
contemplative than sad – pensive, perhaps, but not sullen or aloof. In fact, the majority of
the standard bearers appear enveloped, mind and body, by some unseen force. It is a
quality that lends them their rather focused, introspective quality; a quality that is, in turn,
doubly grounded through their stony resolve and heft.
In his analysis of Aztec beauty and harmony, David Carrasco pays particular
attention to the eyes of the figures, describing them as “the most important organ” of the
body. He suggests that, for the Aztecs, “seeing and [moving] through the ceremonial
landscape were the crucial actions by which to know the cosmos and its interrelated
parts.” After all, in a world of “torment, worry, fatigue […and] suffering,” an awareness
of beauty and the sensual pleasures of life might have been one of only a few respites
from the drudgery (Carrasco 1999, 122–129). Indeed, as fathers often told their
daughters, the lords “gave humankind laughter, sleep, food, our strength and our
robustness, and lastly the sexual act, by which people are sown. All this gladdens life on
earth, so that one will not always go about groaning… Must one always be fearful? Does
one have to live weeping?” (León-Portilla 1992, 191). It is similar sentiment as this, I
think, which best describes the far-off, meditative expression of the standard bearers.78
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Consider Michael Fried’s theory re: “indirectness, its seeming indifference to the beholder” vis-à-vis the
withdrawn character of standard-bearer type—at least in Mitchell’s reading of Fried (Mitchell 2005, 44).
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Stolid and strong, they are committed absolutely to whatever hardships they are required
to endure. For while whatever it is they imagine or behold is surely remote, they
themselves are of this world.
Something about his thoughtful countenance and the solid, immutable bulk of his
posture works to shape the standard bearer’s body into an expression of resolve and
humble service. In service not only to the ruler, he serves the rhythms of nature and
culture equally, knowing all the while that both are worth fighting for. Like images of
Tezcatlipoca, whose obsidian mirror eyes reflect the worshipper’s image back to him, the
fleshy countenance and serene gaze of the “everyman” communicates the idea “that at the
divine sees you [too], from within your own face” (Carrasco 1999, 129). With their
associations of earthly and cosmic dualism, ritual and warfare, and their contemplative
expressions, it is perhaps no wonder that these were the first images to greet
Tezcatlipoca’s impersonator as he ascended the steps toward his ultimate fate.
The standard bearers’ role as keepers-of-the-flag and stalwart guardians of the
temple becomes ever more clear when we begin tease out their symbolic importance and
shrug off their perceptions of sadness. Indeed, when we move beyond our interpretations
of their emotional states and focus instead on their location in relation to their temples,
something of their symbolic value is gleaned. As López Austin and López Luján (2009,
323–324) note, there exist two figures in Sahagún’s drawings of the temple precinct in
the Primeros memoriales (Fig. 5.12) that appear to depict a rare image of standard
bearers in the colonial documents. Sitting on opposite sides of the central pyramid, these
two figures face away from one another with a staff or banner in one hand and a shield in
the other. They are adorned with feather headdress and loincloths and sit in the crouching
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position so typical of sculpted standard bearers. These two figures occupy the space near
the base of the temple and are shown to be of nearly equal size to it, though no known
sculptures of such height or girth are known to resemble them. Based on excavation
reports and plans of the site drawn in the codices, Klein suggests that, “These two figures
may stand here for actual buildings…that once stood to either side of the great temple”
(1988, 307). In a very profound sense, then, the standard bearer can be regarded as
intimately woven into the fabric of the urban environment – to such a degree, in fact, that
he and his watchtower become conflated with one another. In fact, the latter can
effectively be substituted for the former as a metonym of the temple itself. No other
sculpture is given such prominence in this drawing, and the fact that this handful of
temples act as a typological representation of the nearly eighty temples believed to
populate this plaza, the sculpture becomes further legitimated as an archetypal figure. If
this is the case, then this body of sculpture can be seen as symbolically much richer than
previously realized, and it merits a more careful discussion of its role in not only Mexica
architecture but in Aztec ritual life more generally.
Turning once again to the codices, we see that standards were crucial symbols in
battle as well (Figs. 5.13–5.14). As Ross Hassig has pointed out, Aztec warrior dress, as
well as their banner, performs the same role as medieval heraldry in their glorification of
an individual’s or social group’s great accomplishments in war. Rulers, too, had their
distinctive gear that no other ruler was allowed to wear. For example, the king of
Tlatelolco sported a double-headed quetzal bird, while Axayacatl’s standard was a flayed
human skin (Hassig 1988, 42). Like the contrade that have existed for centuries in Siena,
individual neighborhoods in the Aztec world expressed their allegiance to their barrios, or
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calpolli, by fighting under their individual banners.79 As Hassig states, “These calpolli
units were often dispersed among and incorporated into the larger armies of a major
campaign, but they apparently were not divided. They were the basic command,
logistical, and tactical units,” and violating their integrity would have caused anarchy
(Hassig 1988, 55–56). Hence, preserving their fraternal bond was crucial in the melee of
battle when opposing armies collided. Where death, mayhem, and capture threatened to
separate, the standard bearer was the adhesive that kept the group strong and focused.
Hassig (1988, 57–58) tells us how the standards were “mounted on light bamboo
frames strapped to the wearer's back so as not to hinder his fighting. The binding was so
tight that it was virtually impossible to take the banner from him without killing him
first.” And if the banner was indeed captured and its bearer killed, the army was sent into
complete disorder. Such a misfortune most certainly resulted in logistical problems
whenever the one giving directions was eliminated, but there must have been a
concomitant psychological blow that rippled through the squadrons as well.80 AguilarMoreno relates that
During battle, verbal commands were nearly impossible to issue or hear;
therefore, the standard was the towering sign indicating where and when the
unit should advance and retreat. The standard enabled the individuals and
groups to keep in touch with their main body…The agitation displayed by the
army units had real tactical importance, as it meant total disruption of control
and blinded the troops. (Aguilar-Moreno 2006, 121)
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As Barbara Mundy (2014, 352, fn. 16) describes, current scholars of the Nahua question whether
calpolli, a term used for decades to designate a subunit of the larger, ethnically-specific altepetl (from alt,
“water” + tepetl, “mountain”), might be more profitably replaced by tlaxilacalli (from xillantli, “navel” +
calli, “house”). She points, for example, to discussions in Lockhart 1992, 16; Pizzigoni 2012, 6; and Reyes
García 1996.
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Both Hassig (1988) and Aguilar-Moreno (2006) downplay any divine displeasure meted out by the gods
in such a cataclysmic event, but this may be a factor whose importance necessitates further research.
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Therefore, with the standard bearer captured and no one to lead them, the warriors often
dispersed or retreated in hopes of regrouping and salvaging the battle. But what became
of the standard bearer once captured? Where was he taken to fulfill his fate as ritual
sacrifice? Nowhere other than to the top of the enemy’s temple, of course—where his
stony doppelganger awaited his ritualized death.81
Of course, as Hassig and others make clear, there were differences between the
banner (pantli) that was borne by the statue atop the temple and the standard
(quachpantli) carried into battle by a warrior (Hassig 1988, 55–56). The most notable
difference was that the standard in the hands of the statue was diminutive in scale and
positioned in the hands rather than on the back.82 However, this difference is only slight
and the similarities are too numerous to deny. Certainly, the insignia of each was quite
similar, and their common associations with nationalism and brotherhood are significant.
In all respects, the standard was a symbol of community. Even today, it is a widely
understood emblem of genealogy, a coat of arms, and a historical document that
functions to underpin and symbolize the philosophy of the communal practice.83 While
its presence in the ceremonial and political precinct of Tenochtitlan may have introduced
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It is important to note that among the Aztec and Mixtecs, sacrificial victims were frequently bound with a
white cord, which, as noted by Boone (2007, 56), “can be studded with balls of eagle down, and they
usually carry white banners and are chalked white. These accoutrements—the cord, down balls, banner,
and white chalk—come to signal death by sacrifice when they appear.” For a fuller discussion of the
meaning of chalk and “the materiality of color” in body ornamentation, see Dupey García (2014).
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Molina defines quachpantli as “estandarte” (banner, standard, pennant), and offers the alternative
spellings quachpanitl and quachopamitl (Molina 1555, fol. 118r; see also Karttunen 1983, 186). As Klor de
Alva (1988, 323) adds, “Pamitl is found primarily throughout the northern and eastern flanks of the Valley
of Mexico, while panitl is essentially restricted to Mexico, the Tepanec heartland, and perhaps Colhuacan
and Chalco.”
83

Even in today’s recreations of Aztec dances, the standard fulfills a similar function of designating
specific cultural patrimonies as well as identifying the participants’ particular community or neighborhood
(Garner 2009, 414–437).
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a nuance unapparent or unimportant for the Aztecs on the battlefield, the semiology
remains the same. The standard is a symbol of relentless allegiance, a marker of home
turf, a battle cry and martyr all in one. Without it, the people are lost. With it, they are
united, composed, and more completely themselves.
Just as the nude figure is the biological ideal, the standard bearer is the cultural
ideal. The latter exhibits the social conventions of loincloth, sandals, and, in some cases,
anklets and beaded collars, which the nude necessarily lacks.84 Moreover, there is, of
course, the banner itself, one of the most visible and obvious signs of political identity
and sovereignty. These accouterments are what elevate the nude male, the “everyman,”
from a man in servitude to a man in service: to the ruler, to the people, and to the gods.
He is more than a man of the earth; he is a man of the state. And while surely he was
beautiful in his natural state, he was still vulnerable to the forces of nature and the gods.
In his clothed state, however, he becomes a willing adherent and serves such forces with
eyes wide open. He not only assimilates into the culture but also gains a sense of identity
as part of that culture. In a sense, he comes to represent or embody that culture in his very
form and position. The fastidious knots that tie up his loincloth and the elaborate sandals
that adorn his feet demonstrate that he is “an elite figure” – that is, of a higher class than
the true everyman. Yet his position outside the temple keeps this posturing in check
(Pasztory 1983, 177; Carrasco 1999, 58; King 2000). He is the one with the honor and
privilege of first greeting the priest, ruler, or sacrificial individual when either ascends the
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It has been conjectured that such sculptures may have been adorned from time to time with outfits
appropriate to the observance of a particular rite or festival, as in contemporary practices among the Nahua
(Pasztory 1983, 231; see also Scher and Follensbee 2017).
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steps of the temple, so he must dress the part and hold his ground. Though more than a
man, he is not quite a god.

CONCLUSIONS
It has become apparent over the course of my research that there exists a
compelling relationship between the standard bearer and that of Xipe Totec, the god and
cult figure commonly associated with fertility and vegetation. Among many other factors,
Xipe bears a direct relation to the standard bearer in that his Postclassic depictions are
often regarded as the most naturalistic of all Aztec figural sculpture. However, it is this
same conspicuously high degree of naturalism that sometimes brings the authenticity of
the Xipe Totec figures into question, as Pasztory (2005) has demonstrated.
While I have elaborated on the topic elsewhere (Gassaway 2015), the scope of
this particular chapter precludes any extended defense of the rich correspondence that
exists between Xipe Totec, the nude, and the standard bearer. Suffice it to say, there are a
sufficient number of similarities to warrant a careful consideration of this conflation of
body, ethics, and the visual tradition in Mesoamerican culture in a later study. Indeed, I
believe Xipe Totec can be regarded as the unification of the most prominent features of
the three figures discussed herein. He possesses the standard bearer’s ritual adornments
and pantli; the skin of the nude in the form of flayed hide (i.e., the perfect skin of the
perfect sacrifice); and the Macuilxochitl-Xochipilli composite figure’s iconography of
crested headdresses, bipartite strips of cloth or gold, and abundant fertility imagery
(Barnes 2003, Baudez 2010, Neumann 1976). In essence, he is the consummate
embodiment of the naturalism sought in the standard-bearer and nude types as well as an
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evocation of the most salient characteristics of Macuilxochitl and Xochipilli (Fig. 5.15).
Therefore, he is the supreme model of the physical, ethical, and ritual ideals of Aztec art
in the capital of Tenochtitlan, and his images deserve greater consideration as such.
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You never really understand a person until you consider things from his
point of view … until you can climb into his skin and walk around in it.
—Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 85

CHAPTER 6. Getting beyond ‘Skin-Deep’: Xipe Totec as (Art) Object
Depictions of the god Xipe Totec are among the most common artifacts known
from ancient Mexico. Dating from as early as the Late Classic, the thirty-seven works in
stone and clay analyzed here come from nearly every corner of the Mesoamerican
subcontinent. Yet despite the profusion of this figure across a large period of
Mesoamerican history, many fundamental questions remain as to why Xipe Totec
imagery should differ so considerably across the different media of stone and clay. Why,
for instance, are only certain sculptures shown with their skins sewn up tight, while
others are left with large, gaping holes of exposed flesh? Furthermore, why is the patron
god of sexual fertility and seasonal abundance so often depicted as castrated and sexless?
In electing to focus on the material presence of the image rather than (but not to the
exclusion of) its iconographic interpretations, a visual studies approach to objects enables
us to view indigenous image-making practices anew. Most notably, such an approach
permits us to suspend, if only temporarily, our modern emphasis on the more ephemeral
activities of native life (performance, ritual, etc.) in order to discern more clearly the
logic and limits of materiality in a pre-Hispanic aesthetics.
In what follows, I will offer an analysis of thirty-seven sculptures in stone and
clay purported to represent the pan-Mesoamerican deity Xipe Totec (“Our Lord, Flayed
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One”).86 Taken together, this corpus of statues provides a sizable sample with which to
explore a number of previously unanswered questions concerning this important figure of
the pre-Hispanic past.87
Because of the anonymity of indigenous artists, the study of Mesoamerican art is
little concerned with the biographies of individual architects, sculptors and painters.
Instead, a concern with general classes of art (e.g., “the body,” stone sculpture, etc.) and
the representations of particular cultural heroes often takes precedence (Boone 1989,
Klein 1980, Olivier 2003). Regarding this latter field, one cultural hero in particular
seems to have received more attention than most: Xipe Totec (“Our Lord, the Flayed
One”), the god of fertility and seasonal rejuvenation. Statues of Xipe Totec are
immediately recognizable as the image of a handsome youth dressed in a costume of
flayed human skin (Fig. 6.1). Occasionally, an extra pair of hands dangles like mittens
from those of the impersonator’s, and his eyes and mouth appear from beneath a second
face stretched across his own. As Miller and Taube (1993, 188) elaborate: “Characteristic
vertical stripes run from forehead to chin, running over or broken by the eyes. Puckered
and bubbled, the flayed skin usually displays an incision where the heart was removed;
the penis is absent; the skin is elaborately tied on at the back.” Dressed, then, in the
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Owing to restrictions of space, it is not feasible to discuss in detail all the different media in which
images of the deity are known. A more exhaustive study would include examples of hand-painted codices,
cast metal, shell (e.g., Fields, et al. 2012, cat. no. 149), and stucco (e.g., González González 2011, fig. 27).
For a recent study of these various media, see González González 2011.
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The figures I reference throughout the text refer to the numbers and data found in Appendix A;
additionally, a map charting their individual sites of production has been provided online via the following
Google Maps™ link:
https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=217734658596945233751.0004e2be034591d1cf0f7&msa=0&ll=
21.841105,-96.152344&spn=10.918054,21.203613.
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rotting, fleshy hull of a sacrificial victim, he is no longer a man but the god Xipe Totec
incarnate.
Over the past 500 years, sculptures of the “Flayed God” have captured the
attention of Spanish conquistadors, veteran scholars, and master forgers alike. Although
other deities have had the occasional essay or manuscript dedicated to their importance in
the New World, the literature centered on Xipe Totec could fill an entire bookshelf. Most
often these works attempt to locate the origins of the god among his various cult centers
in ancient Mexico (Caso and Bernal 1952; Nicholson 1972; Heyden 1986), or perhaps
clarify his many sociopolitical functions within the Mesoamerican earth god–fertility
complex (Neumann 1976; González González 2011). From an art historical point of
view, however, it is interesting to note just how infrequently these investigations discuss
the actual images of the god. Concerned largely with sensationalized accounts of
ritualized carnage, their overwhelming focus is the sacrifice of the individual rather than
the execution of the image. The lure of storytelling has far outpaced that of “objecttelling.”
For the purposes of this analysis, the grisly yet fascinating account of
Tlacaxipehualiztli, the “festival of the flaying of men,” will be rehearsed only briefly.
Instead, my interest here lies with the materiality and internal logic of image-making
practices generally.88 That is to say, I am at least as concerned with the tangible and
visible expression of the god—his actual, physical rendering in ceramic and stone—than
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Among the many extended analyses of the Tlacaxipehualiztli festival, the author particularly
recommends Seler 1902–23, Hvidtfeldt 1958, Broda 1970, and Carrasco 1999. For a more nuanced
perspective on Xipe iconography, see Heyden 1986, Barnes 1995, J. Furst 2005, Pasztory 2005b, and
González González 2011. Regarding the fundamental principles of indigenous costuming, see Anawalt
1981, Klein 1986, Dyckerhoff 1993, and Scher and Follensbee 2017.
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with the iconographic “meaning” of the figure within his cultic rites. In this way, I take
up the cause of visual theorists such as Belting (2011) and Mitchell (2005) in seeking to
rescue the material “presence” of objects, be they aesthetic or not, from the sometimes
dissembling smokescreen of interpretation. I do so, moreover, out of sympathy for recent
remarks made by James Elkins (2012, 3), who notes: “We [spend] relatively little time
pondering the media we [are] studying, as if the message superseded its material
expression.”
Before proceeding, it is important to define a few of the terms. Building on the
example set by art historian Hans Belting and others, I define an “image” as a purely
cerebral construction existing only in the imagination, both individual and collective. In
this way, we see that an image “may live in a work of art, but the image does not
necessarily coincide with the work of art” (Belting 2011, 2). Furthermore, for an image to
be capable of a visible presence (i.e., to exist in the tangible world that surrounds us) it
must seek expression or embodiment in a “medium” made of some physical matter—be it
stone, metal, clay, or paper. Only in this way do “images make a physical (a body’s)
absence visible by transforming it into an iconic material presence. The mediality of
images is thus rooted in a body analogy” (Belting 2011, 2–3).

GETTING BEYOND PROVENANCE
In the Aztec calendar, the second period of eighteen days was known as
Tlacaxipehualiztli (“Flaying of Men”) and honored the deity Xipe Totec with many
offerings and displays of sacrifice (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 2, 46–58). Centered on the
spring equinox, it was a bacchanalian event dedicated to the rejuvenation of the earth’s
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fecundity following the last of the winter frosts.89 The festival itself took place over the
course of twenty days and began with each neighborhood choosing a prisoner of war
(called xipeme or tototecti) to act as the living impersonator of the god. From sixteenthcentury eyewitness accounts by Spaniards priests and soldiers, we know that great pomp
helped to affect the complete metamorphosis of man into god. As the Nahua informants
of the Florentine Codex recount: “He had the quail-painting on his face. Rubber divided
his lips in two parts. On his Yopi-crown was placed [a band] with forked ends… He had a
wig of loose feathers, golden ear-plugs, a zapote-leaf skirt. He had rattles. His shield was
red and had circles. His rattle stick was in his hand” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 1, 17).
Thus dressed in his costume, he was then provided with an ineffectual, feathertipped sword and forced to defend himself against seasoned warriors. Upon being gravely
wounded, he was then was sacrificed by five or six priests using a sharpened flint knife.
His heart was extracted and offered to the god before his skin was then flayed open and
removed. Afterward, a priest dressed himself in the victim’s flayed skin and wore it for
the remainder of the twenty days, or until it became so rotten and desiccated that it
eventually fell from his body.90 Surely, this must have been a terrifying, captivating, and
remarkable sight to behold.
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As Milbrath (2007, 173) notes: “Another significant solar event in the Borgia calendar is a festival to
Xipe on page 33, linked with the month of Tlacaxipehualiztli, the month of the spring equinox (Milbrath
1989). Tlacaxipehualiztli is widely recognized as a spring equinox festival (Aveni 1980, 245–248; 2001,
236–238; Aguilera 1989; Milbrath 1989). This link with the March (21 or 22) equinox is confirmed by
festival dates compiled by Nicholson 1971, Caso 1971, and P. Carrasco 1979. Dates for Tlacaxipehualiztli
in Primeros Memoriales (February 26–March 17, Julian; March 8–27, Gregorian), although earlier, also
correlate with the spring equinox.”
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For an alternative account of the Tlacaxipehualiztli festival, see Durán 1994, 170–174.
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But how many of these details register in the god’s actual representation in stone
or clay? Sometimes, very few it seems. I would argue, in fact, that when we encounter an
image of Xipe Totec, there is little if any reason to think we are in the presence of a “god
of fertility.” Such information is not accessible independently of the story recounted in
the early chronicles. Instead what is first considered are the finely rendered details of the
figure’s chilling costume (Fig. 6.2 and 6.3). We do not see an ear of corn emerging from
its husk, which is the most common metaphor invoked by scholars to describe the
religious and agricultural importance of the deity (Miller and Taube 1993, 188). Nor do
we discern the germinated seed whose sprout bursts forth from its dead, desiccated casing
(see Princeton, n.d.).91 Rather, we observe painted, volcanic rock that has been sanded as
smooth as skin or, if rendered in clay, either layered in a scalloped motif or scraped and
textured like the whipped peaks of lemon meringue pie (Fig. 6.4) (González González
2011, fig. 34). We contemplate the deeply recessed orbits of the figure’s eyes peering
back at us from within the cast shadows of still others. And occasionally, on the back of
the sculpture, we can observe how his faultless, young skin has been tied off with
delicately modeled twine, like a turkey that has been stuffed and stitched. A visceral and
palpable experience, to be sure, it is still a far simpler version of the rich detail described
by Sahagún. But why should this be so? What is the relationship between the image and
the medium that makes these works of art so different?
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Markman and Markman (1989, 81) note: “As Seler suggests, the metaphor [of the seed] and the ritual
refer both to sowing, as we have seen, and to the harvest where the skin becomes the metaphor for the husk
of the corn. In thus embodying the agricultural cycle, Xipe reveals himself as an earth god whose concern
is fertility and man’s sustenance. Nicholson objects to this interpretation on the grounds that we have no
native informant’s testimony to support it, although he does agree ‘that fertility promotion was the central
purpose’ of the ritual.”
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By now, of course, we understand well how the indigenous masons and sculptors
worked with stone. We are familiar with the techniques of scoring, carving, and abrasion
used to sculpt and smooth hard stone (Taube 2006). But by attending to the iconographic
characteristics of a work, then, in tandem with—that is, in equal measure to—its material
qualities, we see there are differences in what one medium is able to do better (or worse)
than another. In doing so, too, we create an opportunity for works to express something
of their nature beyond issues of provenance and attribution (Moxey 2013). The two go
together—visual analysis and iconography—and where they intersect is a matter of great
concern. For we, as historians of art, are informed as much by an object’s materiality and
form as by the particular cultural context in which it was executed.

CERAMIC XIPES
In describing the basic tenets of the study of visual culture, W. J. T. Mitchell
explicitly inquires into the “power of images,” or an object’s capacity to affect the
spectator in ways he or she might not necessarily expect, realize, or have the ability to
control (Mitchell 2005, 10).92 Being imbued with a sort of animistic “presence” or
vitality, consequently, the things we fabricate are thus able to induce in us “pangs of
feeling and carry emotional freight that cannot be dismissed” (Moxey 2013, 53). While
not without its problems, this method of thinking about images has become commonplace
in the humanities and, as such, helps to explain why objects—as opposed to texts—are
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An important distinction in his work, Mitchell (2005, 6) defines iconology as “the general study of
images across the media,” whereas visual culture falls under “the study of human visual experience and
expression.”
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often capable of touching, disturbing, and moving us in ways only other living beings
can.
Admittedly, even visual theorists themselves have reservations about ideas of
“anthropomorphism” in our modern world. Yet there is no denying that pre-Hispanic
peoples regarded images as if they were alive. As Sahagún tell us, after the chief priest of
the Tlacaxipehualiztli festival removed the victim’s heart: “On the lips of the stone
images he placed the blood of his captive, giving them nourishment with the hollow
cane” (Sahagún 1950–82, bk. 2, 52). The people who participated in this important rite,
then, believed that images possessed a sense of life, even “power.” But this power was
diminishable and thus required its periodic renewal—in this case, from blood offerings
and human sacrifice. Consequently, in examining the powerfulness of images, it is also
important to think about their relative weakness as well.
In What Do Pictures Want? (2005), Mitchell argues that an image, in its physical
embodiment, represents an ineluctable paradox:
That it is alive—but also dead; powerful—but also weak; meaningful—
but also meaningless. The question of desire is ideally suited for this
inquiry because it builds in at the outset a crucial ambiguity. To ask, what
do pictures want? is not just to attribute to them life and power and desire,
but also raise the question of what it is they lack, what they do not possess,
what cannot be attributed to them. To say, in other words, that pictures
“want” life or power does not necessarily imply that they have life or
power, or even that they are capable of wishing for it. It may simply be an
admission that they lack something of this sort; that it is missing or (as we
say) “wanting.” (Mitchell 2005, 10)
Following this exhortation, it is important to inquire into the essential aspects of Xipe
Totec’s particular manifestations as a means of discovering whether and when they, too,
are left “wanting.” In so doing, we might ask: What do images of the deity made in one
material lack that are present in others?
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When viewed as a distinct class of sculptures, we notice that ceramic “portraits”
of the Flayed God lack many of the features regarded as diagnostic of the god. Of course,
many of these missing traits are easily explained as the normal wear and tear experienced
by objects buried in the ground for long and different periods of time, among numerous
variables. For example, the facial markings so characteristic of Postclassic Xipe figures
are often absent from earlier examples found in Veracruz or Oaxaca (Princeton, n.d.).93
Painted or incised as thin parallel lines, these vertical slashes typically descend from the
forehead to the chin on both sides of the face and, as Caso and Bernal (1952, 250) have
argued, are diagnostic of the god’s presence in the Middle Classic period—and perhaps
even earlier (Coe 1968, 111). However, the precise antiquity and prevalence of this motif
cannot be accurately judged, as erosion has surely caused many examples to fade.
Other attributes we might expect to find on Xipes made of earthenware are more
conspicuous in their absence. Contrary to the claim that “most Xipe Totecs vividly
depict…the extra flayed hands hanging like mittens” (Miller and Taube 1993, 188), only
one of the twenty-six ceramic works in clay that I have examined possesses this double
set of appendages (Fig. 6.5) (Miller and Taube 1993, 188). Were “short-sleeved” skins
standard, such an observation might not be particularly notable. After all, there would be
no logical continuity explaining the attachment of hands in such a situation. However, I
know of no full-figured, non-fragmentary example of the god—in any media—whose
envelope of skin does not stretch the entire length of the arm. Consequently, it would
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It is no secret that numerous copies and forgeries by ceramic craftsmen Veracruz and Oaxaca have made
their way to market as well as many of the most prominent public collections in the U.S., Mexico, and
Europe (e.g., Brulotte 2012, 81–82; Pasztory 2005: 209–204). Being easier to make, ceramic figures are
inherently more suspect than more difficult-to-produce pieces.
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seem that at least one of the god’s characteristics—so “consistent” as to be thought
almost ubiquitous—is by and large absent from his plastic representations.
Still another appendage that remains suspiciously absent in ceramic is the figure’s
penis. In two-thirds of the examples I have examined, the penis is either obscured by
costuming or otherwise not indicated. A conscious decision by the artist, such an
omission is puzzling when one considers that Xipe Totec was the consummate god of
fertility and seasonal rejuvenation. His entire symbolic import, in fact, seems to revolve
around his inexhaustible fecundity and sexual potency—a characteristic further borne by
his close association with Macuilxochitl, “the Flower Prince,” and Cinteotl, the god of
maize (Neumann 1976). Admittedly, there are a few exceptions to this observation (e.g.,
Figs. 6.6–6.8). But based on a relatively large sample size, the absence of genitalia in
fully eighteen others is remarkable.
Finally, in only three of the more than two dozen examples of ceramic Xipes do
we find depictions of the conical hat (yopitzontl) characteristic of his depiction in
manuscripts (e.g., Codex Borgia 61). One of these, seen on a Classic-period piece from
Teotihuacan, is actually comprised of three hats stacked horizontally, one on top of
another (see González González 2011, fig. 34). The other two can be found on
Postclassic ceramic pieces made in Colima and appear to depict a much smaller regional
variation of the type seen in the Mixtec- and Puebla-style manuscripts (Fig. 6.9). Among
examples in stone, not one is known.
In examining those iconographic exclusions—reproductive organs, yopitzontli,
and extra appendages—we are perhaps able to draw some preliminary conclusions
regarding the qualities that are particular to the medium. Most notably, works made of
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clay possess a rather streamlined silhouette, which of course much easier to achieve in
earth than in stone. Lacking the eerie, grotesque aberration of extra appendages, they
actually work to sublimate and diffuse the otherwise potent sense of violence done to the
body. Indeed, thanks to the malleability of clay, their continuity of form emphasizes the
delicacy of their features, including smoothly contoured joints, delicately cupped hands,
and slender fingers.
Second, the sense of permeability apparent in these pieces is far less pronounced
among works fabricated in other media. Often there is no indication whatsoever of the
hole whence the victim’s heart was extracted prior to flaying. But whenever these cavities
are apparent, frequently they are left agape, similar to the hollows of their mouths. If we
consider the comparatively porous quality of clay, however, this features is perhaps less
surprising. More permeable than stone, clay responds to changes in temperature and
moisture (read: blood, pulque, water) by sweating, contracting, drying out and taking
shape. In other words, the permeability of clay allows for an equal flow of energy and
liquid from interior to exterior, and vice versa. However, when shaped into a body, it
seems the focus is much more on the transfer of material from without to within.
That these statues should lack external genitalia or the phallic thrust of a conical
hat into the surrounding space demonstrates a self-contained, inward focus—an
impression further emphasized by their gently closed eyelids. And in marked contrast to
the insensible, heavy hands of works in stone—or even those worn by the living (i.e.,
historical) impersonator himself—works in ceramic “consist of gracefully curving forms,
with thumbs and index fingers softly pressed together, providing a subtle yet effective
sense of life within the inert outer surface” (Princeton, n.d.). Indeed, the deity image
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made of earthenware radiates a tangible expression of calm, inner tranquility, as if
singing or lost in private contemplation.

STONE XIPES
Following Pasztory’s (1983, 212, 281) assertion that the earliest terracotta
figurines of the Flayed God may have served as prototypes for later stone versions, we
can identify a number of elaborations in Aztec stonework that sets them apart from their
original referents.94 Generally speaking, Xipe statues made of stone depict a man dressed
in an extremely well fitted suit of flayed human flesh (Fig. 6.10). Thick cords close off a
gaping hole just above the victim’s heart while an additional length of rope bastes
together the fatty tissue of the outer skin stretched across his back. Lashed tight to the
priest beneath, the stone “corset” fits much more snugly than examples in ceramic.
Without exception, the outer (victim’s) eye and oral cavities are mostly agape and
vacant, revealing the typically crimson-colored features of the impersonator within.95 By
contrast, only three ceramic versions have open eyes.96 On top of their heads, nine of the
ten figures made of stone wear nothing save the occasional cap-like hairline; the
yopitzontl being universally absent. In terms of jewelry, all works in stone have pierced
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While Pasztory (1983, 281) notes that “terracotta figurines of the Flayed God go back to the early
Postclassic period, and several almost lifesize [sic] figures are known from the late Postclassic”, Caso and
Bernal (1952, 250) argue for his presence in the form of ceramic effigy urns ca. AD 600. For an excellent
overview of the various origins and chronologies that have been proposed for the Flayed God, see González
González 2011.
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In cases where the god-impersonator’s eyes cannot be observed beneath these cavities, we might assume
that some sort of shell or stone inlays was originally present, such as can be observed in Figure 26.
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It may be worth noting, these same works also represent three of only six ceramic figures whose leg skin
terminates above the knee. Of the remaining three, the eyes of one (González González 2011, fig. 34) are
closed. Two others (Figs. 16 and 17) have been broken, so it is impossible to tell whether their eyes were
originally open.
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ears, although the original jewelry has disappeared from most. However, none shows
evidence of a nose piercing, bracelets, or armbands. In most respects, then, the renderings
of Xipe in stone are strikingly simple, “with none of the gruesome dramatization that
characterizes the images of the death goddess” (Pasztory 1983, 226). Furthermore, unlike
masks of Tezcatlipoca or statues of Quetzalcoatl and Huitzilopochtli, exceedingly few
images of Xipe Totec were ever fabricated using precious stones. Nearly all were
sculpted from gray volcanic rock and then painted.
Regarding the out layer of sacrificial skin, in each example the entire length of
arm is covered; yet nowhere does the leg skin terminate below the knee. It hugs each of
the extremities (including the neck) extremely closely, avoiding the flared cuffs seen in
some ceramic pieces. And around the mouth, the skin constricts so tightly that the lips
appear engorged. So cumbersome is the skin of stone Xipes that figures in terracotta
seem comfortable by comparison.
Finally, whereas only one of the twenty-six ceramic Xipes has an additional pair
of hands attached to his own, six of the eight works in stone allow for this striking
idiosyncrasy. Robust and “pillowy,” the extra limbs appear unusually strong and lifelike,
with fine details around the nails and joints much like the giant Coyolxauqui stone.
Strangely, two of these supplementary sets of hands were carved backward—a left hand
being attached to the right, and vice versa. A sculpture of the Flayed God held in the
Anthropology Museum of Xalapa (Fig. 6.11) is another exceptional piece, as it is the only
work to feature a full set of additional arms and legs. Dating perhaps to the Late Classic
(AD 600–900), it represents a rare example within the Gulf Coast area of stone sculpture
carved in the round. To the best of my knowledge, it has never been analyzed.
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Extraordinary in many ways, this Veracruz piece is also particularly notable for
the treatment of the figure’s costume. Not so much worn as draped over his entire body,
the top layer of sacrificial skin resembles almost nothing of the thin envelope that
characterizes ceramic Xipes. It is more of an opaque slab of flesh than a membranous
casing. In fact, it is not at all unlike the heavy lead bib worn during dental x-rays, and the
corpulence of the figure beneath only adds to its sense of immutable bulk. Indeed, the
“medium” here has become more of an anchor than a vessel.

CONCLUSIONS
Within the long tradition of Mesoamerican art, images of the deity Xipe Totec
occupy a central and even somewhat infamous position. As the lord of fertility, eye
disease, death and rebirth, his relevance to pre-Hispanic thought resides in his enduring
importance to the body. Often portrayed as a priestly impersonator dressed in the flayed,
sagging and sutured skin of his victim, renderings of Xipe Totec are as revolting as they
are fascinating and provoke deep, abiding meditations concerning a pre-Columbian
notion of the human form. However, as I have argued, such images do not present any
singular, overriding notion of “the body” within the arts of ancient Mexico. In fact, what
they point to instead is a fundamentally metamorphic vision of the body—one that is
informed as much by an object’s materiality as by the particular cultural context in which
it was executed.
If we are to accept the idea that objects are possessed with a sense presence, then
we must acknowledge the role performed by the various media involved in this
“possession.” For without the medium, the image would have no body through which to
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manifest itself in the visual world—it would be “merely” an idea, offering no vigorous,
physical (i.e., “real”) intervention in our lives.97 Consequently, we must remind ourselves
that an object’s material expression should indeed be regarded as inseparable from the
content, or “meaning,” it bears and reveals; and I believe the case of Xipe Totec’s images
in stone and clay are a particularly good place to begin. As Belting (2011, 20) says, the
“presence of the image…entails a deception, for the image is not present the same way its
medium is present. It needs the act of animation by which our imagination draws it from
its medium. In the process, the opaque medium becomes the transparent conduit for its
image.”
Of course, the “animation” of which Belting speaks is not actually in the medium
itself but in the viewer, who grants or imbues it with significance and “presence” through
the presence of his own body-medium. He does this not only by looking at or encircling
the object in space, but also by allowing the work to provoke an intellectual and
emotional response in him. At the same time, however, by engendering the object with
the ability to affect us, we also invest it with the capability to ignore, change or simply
refute many of our interpretations of their “meaning.” In this way, works of art bring us
face to face with their undeniable objectivity—in all its heft, porousness, odor and
persistence.
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In his discussion of David Freedberg’s The Power of Images (1989), Mitchell underscores the author’s
worry that images considered as “living” things (or beings) “may be ‘merely literary clichés, merely
conventional metaphors for artistic skill’. Yet [Freedberg] recognizes that ‘the issue revolves round
“merely”.’ The designation of the living image as a literary cliché only postpones the question of the image
by relegating it to another medium (language) and another form (verbal narrative)” (Mitchell 2005, 10, fn.
13).
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CHAPTER 7. Conclusion
The preceding chapters have treated a heretofore inadequately researched group
of artworks that together represent the seemingly “deformed” or otherwise extraordinary
bodies of Postclassic Mexican art—particular those of the Aztec tradition. In
deemphasizing our habitual reliance on colonial descriptions of “the indigenous body,”
this project has sought to employ a more critical visual interpretation of corporeal
depictions from long ago, based first and foremost on their visual characteristics.
Accordingly, it has attempted to recognize the manifold ways in which indigenous
conceptions of the human form consciously (and simultaneously) incorporate the plastic
or graphic characteristics of “perfection” and “monstrosity,” balance and imbalance, into
a uniquely holistic, dynamic continuum of ideal traits. It is hoped that this fresh
perspective has offered a more accurate picture of bodily deformation and its place within
the anthropocentric Aztec worldview.
In beginning the present study with an analysis of the distinctive bodies of
Formative- and Classic-era Mesoamerica—namely, dwarfs, hunchbacks, and so-called
“freaks,” to use a term favored by Miguel Covarrubias (1957, 52)—it is my desire that
similar diagnoses will not be unduly imposed on the arts of the Postclassic period as well.
Because while the latter artistic epoch is pregnant with similarly motley and exceptional
figures, it has until now avoided a comparable overreach by art historians and
archaeologists toiling carefully in its sediments. In this sense, the dissertation should be
considered a “prophylactic” against such uncritical applications of a vocabulary,
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methodology, and spirit demonstrably at odds with the variety of Postclassic artistic
projects and motivations.
Of course, to presume that I or any other modern scholar from the Western
tradition can ever fully understand (let alone speak for) an indigenous worldview would
be the definition of hubris. Nevertheless, the preceding investigation has attempted in
good faith to challenge the philosophical bias of otherwise invaluable colonial sources
concerning the Nahua and Mixtec peoples, and instead afford primacy to the actual
objects and words left to us by these praiseworthy artists. As such, I have attempted to
define more precisely why such exceptional bodies might have differed physically as well
as ontologically from more conventional representations prior to the Euro-American
gaze. In pursuing such questions, my research presents a new line of inquiry for
Mesoamerican scholarship—one which argues for the enduring importance of the body
deformed, the body in pieces, and the body laid bare.
Although there are many more examples through which I might have illuminated
my arguments, I hope that the preceding chapters have shown the most “unusual” actors
within the Aztec world consistently occupied the roles of transformational figures in
specifically transitory states—e.g., as shape shifters, gatekeepers, divine conduits, and
shepherds of the dead. By embracing the concepts of “liminality,” and invoking the
“betwixt and between” (nepantla) of certain rites of passage, such considerations offer
potentially a new paradigm for conceiving the people, art, and bodies discussed herein.
In pursuing these ideas, several additional lines of inquiry have presented
themselves that I was not able to consider in the context of this particular project. For
instance, this dissertation has largely limited itself to examples of artworks from the
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Aztec context. However, many comparable artifacts exist from contemporary and earlier
Postclassic cultures—in particular, the Mixtecs, Huastecs, Toltecs, and Eastern Nahuas—
that would benefit, I believe, from a similarly thorough consideration and comparative
analysis.
Additionally, I should like to study more fully writings on the Aztecs by
nineteenth-century European and American writers, and the role they played in inventing
and promulgating our contemporary fascination with the more lurid or grotesque aspects
of Aztec culture. In particular, I am thinking of works like Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of
Dorian Gray (1890, 136–137), in which the title character ruminates on the doleful
sounds of his Aztec bells and drum, and recognizes that “he felt a curious delight in the
thought that art, like Nature, has her monsters, things of bestial shape and with hideous
voices.” Or anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan’s exasperation that “religion deals so
largely with the imaginative and emotional nature, and consequently with such uncertain
elements of knowledge, that all primitive religions are grotesque and to some extent
unintelligible” (Morgan 1877, quoted in Turner 1974, 1). While I am prevented from
sharing the greater bulk of these investigations, which are already under way, I believe
this topic could contribute greatly to the present study.
In choosing to explore a topic as broad as indigenous representations of the
body—and of the deformed body, in particular—I’ve hoped to exploit the theme’s
potential for wide relevance across fields. After all, being human, we spend a
considerable amount of time contemplating our bodies—whether in moments of
admiration, displeasure, or poor health. In other words, when the functionality, strength,
and healthfulness of our bodies begin to fail us, the former consumes a larger measure of
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our conscious attention. When our bodies become sources of pain, indices of decay, and
symptoms of physical frailty—as when we are fighting a cold or become injured in some
accident—the world “outside” of our skin becomes secondary, and our attention becomes
fixated on the inescapable proximity of our corporeal selves. Honing the body, both its
appearance and operations, is an exponential process and therefore takes time; but
calamity can befall us in an instant, and sometimes there is no recovery from it. We are
often at dis-ease with our bodies, therefore, and worry that our ideal state is transitory,
that our decay is inevitable.
It is unsurprising, then, that the body should form such a crucial leitmotif in
nearly every artistic tradition and in each subfield of art history. To paraphrase Rebecca
Solnit, the history of the body “trespasses through everybody else’s field—through
anatomy, anthropology, architecture, gardening, geography, political and cultural history,
literature, sexuality, religious studies—and doesn’t stop in any of them on its long route”
(Solnit 2001). Because the larger history of the body is fundamentally limitless, it forms a
facet of each of these disciplines and each person’s individual understanding of the
world, and this history of the body presented here, consequently, “can only be partial, an
idiosyncratic path traced through [these various fields], with much doubling back and
looking around… The history of [the body] is everyone’s history, and any written version
can only hope to indicate some of the more well-trodden paths in the author’s vicinity—
which is to say, the paths I trace are not the only paths” (Solnit 2001). This study
represents, consequently, only one researcher’s attempt to advance a few steps toward a
receding past; and along the way, to shed greater light on some of the most fundamental
aspects of the body among the Aztecs and, perhaps, that of his own.
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APPENDIX A. Chart Relating the Materiality and Style of Images of Xipe Totec
Note: Gray squares indicate an inability to make a definitive observation, typically due to
the fragmentary state of the object; and figure numbers correspond to the objects plotted
in the ancillary Google Map™:
https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=1riRNnUr7c-CXkz4hEfCyD6M9p8&msa=0&ll= 21.94577319008449%2C96.15234399999997&spn=10.918054%2C21.203613&z=5

Ornament or Clothing Facial Traits

Medium

1

3

✖

Clay/ceramic
Stone
Metal (copper, gold, etc.)
Outer ocular cavities: Open (☐) or closed
(✖)

☐

✖

✖

☐

☐

4

5

6

7

8

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Pigment/chapapot surrounding oral cavity
✖

Longitudinal markings across eyes/cheeks

✖
✖

Yopitzontl or headdress (not incl. hairline)
☐

Perforations, clefts, or lacerations atop head

☐

☐
✖

Nose piercing apparent
Bracelets and/or anklets apparent

✖

?

Other costuming (tilmahtli, maxtlatl, etc.)

✖

✖
✖

Even/smoothed
Skin

2

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Globular, puckered, or "scalloped"

Genitals

Legs/
Feet

Arms/
Hands

Chest Cavity

Pockmarked
✖

Open (☐) or "sutured" closed (✖)

✖

✖

☐

Perforations indicated but no sutures

✖

Not indicated/obscured

✖

✖

✖

✖

ê

ê

ê

ê

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) elbow

?

ê

ê

Hands attached (i.e., extra limbs apparent)

?

✖

✖

One or more hands cupped

?

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) knee

é

é

Sandals

?

?

ê

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

é

ê

ê

ê

ê

ê

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Present/originally intact
✖

Testicles alone indicated
Not indicated/obscured

?
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?

✖

Skin

Ornament or Clothing Facial Traits

Medium

9

10

11
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Clay/ceramic
Stone
Metal (copper, gold, etc.)
Outer ocular cavities: Open (☐) or closed
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✖

✖

✖

☐

☐

12

13

14

15

16
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✖
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✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Pigment/chapapot surrounding oral cavity
Longitudinal markings across eyes/cheeks

✖

Yopitzontl or headdress (not incl. hairline)

✖

✖
✖

✖
☐

Perforations, clefts, or lacerations atop head

☐

☐
✖

Nose piercing apparent
✖

Bracelets and/or anklets apparent
Other costuming (tilmahtli, maxtlatl, etc.)

✖

Even/smoothed

✖

✖

✖
✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Globular, puckered, or "scalloped"

Genitals

Legs/
Feet

Arms/
Hands

Chest Cavity

Pockmarked
✖

Open (☐) or "sutured" closed (✖)
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Perforations indicated but no sutures
Not indicated/obscured

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

?

ê

ê

ê

ê

✖

✖

ê

é

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) elbow

ê

?

Hands attached (i.e., extra limbs apparent)

✖

✖

One or more hands cupped

✖

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) knee

é

Sandals

✖

?

ê

✖
✖

Present/originally intact

✖

✖

Testicles alone indicated

✖

Not indicated/obscured

143

✖

✖

✖

Ornament or Clothing Facial Traits

Medium

APPENDIX A (continued)

Clay/ceramic

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

☐

✖

✖

✖
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Stone
Metal (copper, gold, etc.)
Outer ocular cavities: Open (☐) or closed
(✖)

✖

Pigment/chapapot surrounding oral cavity

✖

Longitudinal markings across eyes/cheeks
✖

Yopitzontl or headdress (not incl. hairline)

☐

Perforations, clefts, or lacerations atop head
Nose piercing apparent
✖

Bracelets and/or anklets apparent

✖

?

Other costuming (tilmahtli, maxtlatl, etc.)
✖

✖
✖

Globular, puckered, or "scalloped"

Chest Cavity
Arms/
Hands
Legs/
Feet

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖
✖

Pockmarked

Genitals

✖
✖

Even/smoothed
Skin

17

Open (☐) or "sutured" closed (✖)

☐

☐

Perforations indicated but no sutures

✖

✖
✖

✖

ê

ê

ê

One or more hands cupped

✖

✖

✖

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) knee

é

ê

ê

✖

✖

Not indicated/obscured
Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) elbow

✖
☐

✖

✖

ê

ê

ê

✖

✖

✖

é

é

ê

ê

?

✖

✖

✖

ê

Hands attached (i.e., extra limbs apparent)

Sandals

✖

Present/originally intact
✖

Testicles alone indicated
✖

Not indicated/obscured
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✖

✖

✖

✖

Ornament or Clothing Facial Traits

Medium

APPENDIX A (continued)

Clay/ceramic

26

27

28

29

30

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Stone
Metal (copper, gold, etc.)
Outer ocular cavities: Open (☐) or closed
(✖)

✖

✖

☐

✖

✖

✖

31

32

✖

✖

☐

☐

Pigment/chapapot surrounding oral cavity
✖

Longitudinal markings across eyes/cheeks

✖
✖

Yopitzontl or headdress (not incl. hairline)

✖

✖

Perforations, clefts, or lacerations atop head
✖

Nose piercing apparent

✖

Bracelets and/or anklets apparent

✖

Other costuming (tilmahtli, maxtlatl, etc.)

✖
✖

Even/smoothed
Skin

25

✖

✖

✖

Globular, puckered, or "scalloped"

✖
✖
✖

✖
✖

✖

Genitals

Legs/
Feet

Arms/
Hands

Chest Cavity

Pockmarked
☐

Open (☐) or "sutured" closed (✖)
Perforations indicated but no sutures

☐

☐

✖

✖

Not indicated/obscured

✖

✖

✖

ê

ê

ê

ê

ê

ê

One or more hands cupped

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) knee

ê

é

?

ê

é

é

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) elbow
Hands attached (i.e., extra limbs apparent)

✖

Sandals

✖

✖

Present/originally intact

✖

Testicles alone indicated
✖

Not indicated/obscured
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✖

✖

✖

Skin

Ornament or Clothing Facial Traits

Medium

APPENDIX A (continued)
33

34

35

36

37

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Chest Cavity
Arms/
Hands
Legs/
Feet

39

40

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Clay/ceramic
Stone
Metal (copper, gold, etc.)
Outer ocular cavities: Open (☐) or closed
(✖)

☐

☐

☐

☐

☐

Pigment/chapapot surrounding oral cavity
Longitudinal markings across eyes/cheeks

✖

Yopitzontl or headdress (not incl. hairline)

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

Perforations, clefts, or lacerations atop head
Nose piercing apparent
Bracelets and/or anklets apparent
Other costuming (tilmahtli, maxtlatl, etc.)

✖

Even/smoothed

✖

✖

☐/✖

✖

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) elbow

ê

ê

Hands attached (i.e., extra limbs apparent)

✖

✖

One or more hands cupped

✖

?

Skin ends above (é) or below (ê) knee

é

é

Globular, puckered, or "scalloped"
Pockmarked

Genitals

38

Open (☐) or "sutured" closed (✖)
Perforations indicated but no sutures
Not indicated/obscured

Sandals

?

Present/originally intact
✖

Testicles alone indicated
Not indicated/obscured
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✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

✖

APPENDIX B. Mixtec Genealogical-Historical Codices
Codex Becker I/II, ca. 1200–1521 (perhaps as early as 12th century)
Museum für Volkerkunde/Weltmuseum Wien (World Museum, Vienna)
Alternative titles: Codex Colombino-Becker, Códice Alfonso Caso
Format and dimensions: 20 folded pages; Becker I: h. 18 x w. 24.5 cm, Becker II:
h. 27 x w. 28.5 cm (combined length: 4.08 m)
Provenance: Both fragments purchased by Philip Becker from Aja Villagómez
(Becker I) and Manuel Cardoso or Joseph Dorenberg (?), ca. late 1800s;
purchased late 1800s
Editions
• Codices Becker I/II, Inv. Nr. 60306 und 60307, with commentary by Karl A.
Nowotny (Wien: Museum für Völkerkunde, 1961)
• Cod́ ices Egerton o Sánchez Solís y Becker II, with commentary by Karl A.
Nowotny (Graz, Austria: Akademische Druck-u. Verlagstalt; México, DF:
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1994)
• Códice Alfonso Caso: La vida de 8-Venado, Garra de Tigre (ColombinoBecker I), by Miguel León-Portilla (México, DF: Patronato Indígena, 1996)
Codex Bodley, ca. 1550 (likely post-conquest)
Bodleian Library, University of Oxford
Alternative titles: Codex Bodley 2858
Format and dimensions: leaves, w. 25.4 cm (total length: 6.7 m); painted on both
sides (obverse: pp. 1–20, divided into five bands; reverse: pp. 40–21, divided into
four bands)
Provenance: Bishop Heronymous Osorius (?); looted by Robert Devereux, 2nd
Earl of Essex (?); donated to Bodleian Library by early 17th century
Editions
• Codex Bodley 2858 (Mexico City: Sociedad Mexicana de Antropología, 1960)
• Codex Bodley: A Painted Chronicle from the Mixtec Highlands, Mexico, with
commentary by Maarten Jansen (Oxford: Bodleian Library, 2005)
Codex Colombino, 1200–1521 (perhaps as early as 12th century)
Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City
Alternative titles: Codex Colombino-Becker, Códice Alfonso Caso
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Format and dimensions: leaves; h. 18.5 cm (total length: 6.05 m); 24 sections
divided into four fragments (pp. 1–15, 16, 17–19, and 20–24); initial, final, and
some intermediate pages missing
Provenance: Manuel Cardoso, ca. 1860s (?); Joseph Dorenberg, ca. 1880–88 (?);
acquired 1891
Editions
• National Museum facsimile, 1892 (?)
• Caso, Alfonso. Interpretation of the Codex Colombino (México: Sociedad
Mexicana de Antropología, 1966)
• Códice Alfonso Caso: La vida de 8-Venado, Garra de Tigre (ColombinoBecker I), with commentary by Miguel León-Portilla (México: Patronato
Indígena, 1996)
• Códice Colombino: Una nueva historia de un antiguo gobernante, Manuel A.
Hermann Lejarazu (México: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia,
2011)
Codex Zouche-Nuttall, 1200–1521 (probably 15th or 16th century)
British Museum, London (Am1902,0308.1; BM Add. MSS. 39671)
Alternative titles: [None?]
Format and dimensions: 47 leaves, h. 19 x w. 23.5 cm (total length: 113.5 cm)
Provenance: Dominican monastery, Florence, by 1859 (?); private collection of
Sir Robert Curzon (1810–1876), 14th Baron Zouche of Harynworth, England;
placed in care of BM by Darea Curzon upon death of Sir Robert, 1876; promised
gift to British Museum, by 1902; officially donated to BM, along with Curzon’s
entire collection, following death of Darea, 1917.
Editions
• Codex Nuttall: Facsimile of an Ancient Mexican Codex Belonging to Lord
Zouche of Harynworth, England (Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum of
American Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, 1902): a color
lithograph set produced in both fanfold format (300 count) and loose-leaf
binding (300 count)
• “Manuscrito pictórico mexicano que se conserva en la Biblioteca de la
Congregatio Propaganda Fide en Roma. Edición limitada de 25 ejemplares
numerados. Librería Anticuaria. G. M. Echániz. México, D.F. Donceles 12.
Apdo. Post 499” (1939)
• Códice Nuttall (Mexico City: La Estampa Mexicana, 1974): a reproduction of
the 1902 Peabody Museum edition (3,000 count), bound in book format
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•
•

•

The Codex Nuttall: A Picture Manuscript From Ancient Mexico (New York:
Dover Publications, 1975): also a reprint of 1902 Peabody Museum edition,
bound in book format but ordered back to front
Codex Nuttall (Graz, Austria: Akademische Druck-u. Verlagsanstalt, 1987): a
facsimile of the original published in identical format, included as part of the
Codices selecti phototypice impressi series (Vol. 84), with intro by Nancy P.
Troike
Codice Nuttall (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1992): published
in original screenfold format with commentary by Ferdinand Anders, Maarten
Jansen, and Luis Reyes García

Additional readings: Williams, Robert Lloyd. The Complete Codex Zouche-Nuttall:
Mixtec Lineage Histories and Political Biographies. Austin: University of Texas Press,
2013.
Codex Sánchez Solís, 16th century
British Museum, London
Alternative titles: MSS. Egerton 2895, Codex Egerton, Codex Waecker-Gotter,
Códice Zapoteco, Papeles de Itzcuintlan, Códice de Tulantzinco, Códice de
Julancingo, Papeles de Itzcuintepec
Format and dimensions: [Unknown]
Provenance: Felipe Sánchez Solís (1816–1882; owned until at least 1869), Baron
Ludwig von Wäcker-Gotter (retained by Ida Bühle); purchased from Ida Bühle,
13 November 1911
Editions
• Antonio Peñafiel, 1890 (?)
• Codex Sáchez Solís [Codex Egerton], Códice Egerton 2895, British Museum,
London, edited by Cottie A. Burland (Graz: Akademische Druck-u.
Verlagstalt, 1965)
• Códices Egerton o Sánchez Solís y Becker II, edited by Karl A. Nowotny
(Graz: Akademische Druck-u. Verlagstalt; México, DF: Fondo de Cultura
Económica, 1994)
Codex Selden, 1556–1560
Bodleian Library, University of Oxford
Alternative titles: Codex Añute, Codex Selden 3135, etc. (has had a total of 18
diff. names)
Format and dimensions: 20 folded pages; h. 24.5 x w. 19.1 cm (total length: 11 m)
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Provenance: John Selden (d. 1654), by 1650s; donated 1659
Editions:
• Lord Kingsborough, Antiquities of Mexico, with drawings by A. Aglio
(London: Printed by James Moyse; published by Robert Havell, 1831–1848)
• Codex Selden, Interpretación del Códice Selden 3135 (A.2)/Interpretation of
the Codex Selden, edited by Alfonso Caso (México, DF: Sociedad Mexicana
de Antropología, 1964)
• Códice Selden, Códice Selden, Bodleian Library, Oxford, with notes and
commentary by F. Anders, M. Jansen, and G. A. Pérez Jiménez (Graz:
Akademische Druck-u. Verlagsanstalt, 1987)
Codex Mexicanus I, 14th century
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Wien (Austrian National Library, Vienna)
Alternative titles: Codex Vindobonensis, Codex Vienna, Codex
Constantinopolitanus, Codex Byzantinus; Codex Mexicanus I is the preferred
name today
Format and dimensions: 52 folded pages; 26.5 x 22 cm (total length: 13.5 m);
weighs 2.687 kg
Provenance: There are indications codex was discovered in Veracruz before being
sent (along with Codex Zouche-Nuttall) to Sevilla, possibly by H. Cortés, as a gift
to Charles V, 1519 (?); relocated to Portugal when purchased by King Manuel I of
Portugal (date?); after making its way to Rome and Weimer, it was acquired
finally by Emperor Leopold I for the Austrian National Library (previously the
Imperial Library), 1677
Editions:
• Lord Kingsborough, Antiquities of Mexico, vol. 3, with drawings by A. Aglio
(London: Printed by James Moyse; published by Robert Havell, 1831–1848)
• Codex Vienna [Codex Vindobonensis], Codex Vindobonensis Mexicanus I:
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Wien, Codices selecti, vol. 5, edited by
Otto Adelhofer (Graz: Akademische Druck-u. Verlagsanstalt, 1963)
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FIGURES

Fig. 1.1

Figure purported to depict facial paralysis, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1375,
stone, dimensions unknown. Excavated from Templo Mayor Stage I. Museo
del Templo Mayor/Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (hereafter
INAH), Mexico City (from Matos Moctezuma 1991b, fig. 1.2)

Fig. 1.2

View of Templo Mayor Stage I excavation, 1989 (Fig. 1.1 shown in situ at
bottom-center) (from Matos Moctezuma 1991b, fig. 1.3)
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Fig. 1.3

Vessel depicting the rain god Tlaloc or one of his minions, Templo Mayor
Offering 21, Aztec culture, ca. 1440–1469, ceramic with blue slip, 13.8 x 13.8
x 12.4 in. (35 x 35 x 31.5 cm). Museo del Templo Mayor/INAH, Mexico City
10-220302 (from Guggenheim 2004, pl. 55)
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Fig. 1.4

Jamb mural depicting figure (possibly Nanhuatzin) with deformed feet (Patio
Blanco, Atetelco compound, Teotihuacan), Teotihuacan culture, ca. 600,
pigment on stucco, dimensions unknown. Teotihuacan Archaeological
Site/INAH, San Juan Teotihuacan (photograph by the author; reconstruction
drawing from de la Fuente 1995, fig. 18.10)
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Fig. 1.5

Tezcatlipoca with amputated foot (detail from Codex Borgia 21), MixtecaPuebla style, before 1519, animal hide with gesso and pigment, panel
dimensions 10.2 x 10.6 in. (26 x 27 cm). Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana,
Rome (from facsimile by Díaz and Rodgers 1993)
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Fig. 1.6

Map of Mesoamerica (from Taube 1993, 5)

Fig. 1.7

Fig. 1.8

Colossal head 1, San
Lorenzo, Olmec culture, ca.
1200–900 BC, stone, height
9.3 ft. (2.84 m). Museo de
Antropología de Xalapa/
INAH, Xalapa, Veracruz
(photograph by the author)

Female figurines (known as “pretty ladies”), Tlatilco culture, ca. 1100–800
BC, ceramic with pigment, height 5.5–6 in. (14–16 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York 1979.206.986, -.989, and -.991 (photographs
provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, www.metmuseum.org)

156

Left, top: Fig. 1.9 Female figure with
two heads, Tlatilco culture, ca.
1200–900 BC, ceramic with traces of
pigment, h. 2.7 x w. 1.3 x d. 0.6 in.
(6.8 x 3.4 x 1.5 cm). Princeton
University Art Museum, Princeton
1999-246
Left, bottom: Fig. 1.10 “Acrobat,”
Tlatilco culture, ca. 1200–600 BC,
ceramic with cream slip, dimensions
unknown. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City
Above: Fig. 1.11 Horned figure
(shaman?), Colima culture, ca. 100
BC–AD 300, ceramic, 13.6 x 11 x
6.5 in. (34.6 x 27.9 x 16.5 cm). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York 1979.206.478
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Fig. 1.12 Danzante figure with possible genital mutilation, from Monte Albán Building
L, Zapotec culture, ca. 500–200 BC, stone, 27.2 x 60.2 in. (69 x 153 cm).
Museo de Sitio de la Zona Arqueológica de Monte Albán/INAH, Santa Cruz
Xoxocotlán, Oaxaca (from Scott 1978, fig. D-12, after Caso 1946, fig. 6)
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Fig. 1.13 Huitzilopochtli carried on the back of a teomama, or “god bearer” (detail from
Codex Boturini, fol. 4), Aztec culture, ca. 1530–41. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph © INAH)
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Fig. 1.14 Map of the Valley of Mexico (from Mundy 2015, fig. 1.1)
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Fig. 1.15 Seated female deity (Chicomecoatl), Aztec culture, ca. 1400–1521, stone,
12.25 x 7.5 x 5.5 in. (31.1 x 19.1 x 14 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York 00.5.28 (photograph provided by The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, www.metmuseum.org)
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Fig. 2.1

Potrero Nuevo Monument 2 (“Atlantean altar”), Olmec culture, ca. 1800–
1200 BC, stone, h. 37 in. (94 cm). Museo de Antropología de Xalapa/INAH,
Xalapa, Veracruz 04019 (after Diehl 2004, fig. 14)

Fig. 2.2

Enthroned elite looking into mirror held by dwarf at center, with another
dwarf sipping an unknown liquid from a large vessel at bottom left, Maya
culture, ca. 600–900, ceramic with pigment, h. 9.5 x diam. 6.7 x circum. 19.4
in. (24 x 17 x 49.2 cm). National Museum of Australia, Canberra 82.22.92
(photograph K1453 © Justin Kerr, www.mayavase.com)
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Fig. 2.3

Dwarf figurine whistle, Maya culture (Jaina), ca. 600–800, ceramic with red
and white pigment, h. 4.5 in. (11.43 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
Los Angeles AC1992.134.20 (photograph © Los Angeles County Museum of
Art, www.lacma.org)
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Fig. 2.4

Dwarf figurine whistle, Maya culture (Jaina), ca. 600–800, ceramic with red
and white pigment, h. 3.75 in. (9.5 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
Los Angeles AC1992.134.21 (photograph © Los Angeles County Museum of
Art, www.lacma.org)
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Fig. 2.5

Dwarf wearing a deer headdress and holding a mirror, Maya culture (Jaina),
ca. 600–800, ceramic with pigment, h. 6.13 x w. 3.4 in. (15.6 x 8.1 cm).
Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin/SMB IV Ca 50146 (photograph by the
author)
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Fig. 2.6

Olmec monuments purportedly showing animal-human copulation: a)
Monument 1, Río Chiquito (from Stirling 1955, pl. 2); b) Monument 20,
Laguna de los Cerros (from Medellín Zenil 1960, lám. 28); c) drawing of
Monument 3, Potrero Nuevo (from de la Fuente 1973, 167–168)
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Fig, 2.7

Mask, Olmec culture, ca. 900–500 BC, jadeite, h. 6 3/4 x w. 6 5/16 in. (17.1 x
16.5 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 1977.187.33
(photograph provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
www.metmuseum.org)
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Fig 2.8

Mask, Olmec culture, ca. 800–400 BC, jadeite, h. 8 1/8 x w. 7 x d. 4.25 in.
(20.64 x 17.78 x 10.8 cm). The Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and
Collection, Washington, DC PC.B.020 (photograph © Dumbarton Oaks, PreColumbian Collection, www.doaks.org)
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Fig. 2.9

Diminutive figurine resembling purported “fetal typology,” Olmec culture, ca.
1000–800 BC, volcanic stone, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 3.1

Monument with relief carving of earth monster (Tlaltecuhtli), Aztec culture,
ca. 1200–1521, stone, dimensions unknown. Discovered beneath the Hotel
Majestic, west side of Zócalo, Mexico City. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 24-1365 (photograph by the author;
drawing from Henderson 2007, fig. 2c)

Fig. 3.2

Reproduction of mural depicting shell diver (Tetitla compound, Teotihuacan),
Teotihuacan culture, ca. 200–400, dimensions unknown. Teotihuacan
Archaeological Site/INAH, San Juan Teotihuacan, México (from Pasztory
1997, fig. 11.9, after Séjourné 1966, fig. 1979)
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Fig. 3.3

Coyolxauhqui (“Bells-on-Cheeks”):
a) Coyolxauhqui monolith, Aztec culture, ca. 1440–1481, stone, d. 11 ft.
(3.35 m). Museo del Templo Mayor/INAH, Mexico City (photograph
by Miguel Angel Alvarez Bernardo, Creative Commons license,
https://www.flickr.com/photos/miguelalvarez/4095977415/)
b) View of monument in situ following 1978 excavation of Templo
Mayor, stage IVb (ca. 1440–1481)
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Fig. 3.4

Place-name for Teocaltzinco (left), “Place Next to the Temple,” depicted as a
temple resting atop the lower half of a human body (detail from Codex
Mendoza, fol. 23r), ca. 1541–1542. Bodleian Library, University of Oxford,
Ms. Arch. Selden A1 (from Berdan and Anawalt 1992)

Fig. 3.5

Name glyph of Tizoc (r. 1481–1486), depicted as a leg covered with small
dots (detail from Codex Mendoza, fol. 12r), ca. 1541–1542. Bodleian
Libraries, University of Oxford, Ms. Arch. Selden A1 (from Berdan and
Anawalt 1992)

Fig. 3.6

Drawing of name glyphs of Aztec tlatoque, compiled from Codex Mendoza
and Tíra de Tepechpan (from Pasztory 1983, pl. 23)
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Fig. 3.7

Goblet (left), San Andrés Cholula, Puebla, Eastern Nahua culture, ca. 1350–
1500, ceramic with pigment, 10 x 5.5 in. (25.5 x 14 cm). National Museum of
the American Indian–Heye Foundation, Smithsonian Institution, New York
16/3394 (photograph © National Museum of the American
Indian/Smithsonian Institution, www.americanindian.si.edu)

Fig. 3.8

Tall jar (right), Cholula, Puebla, Mixtec or Eastern Nahua culture, ca. 1200–
1521, ceramic with pigment, h. 10.8 x l. 5.5 x w. 5.5 x diam. 5.5 in. (27.5 x 14
x 14 x 14 cm). Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County, Los Angeles
P.655.67-4 (photograph © Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County,
www.nhm.org)
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Fig. 3.9

Catalina polychrome pulque goblet (left), Eastern Nahua culture (?), ca. 1200–
1521, ceramic with pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo de la Ciudad de
Cholula en la Casa del Caballero Aguila, Cholula, Puebla (after Plunket and
Uruñuela 2005, fig. 5)

Fig. 3.10 Goblet, Mixteca-Puebla style (right), ca. 1450–1500, ceramic with pigment, 5
x 3 11/16 x 3 11/16 in. (12.7 x 9.4 x 9.4 cm). Brooklyn Museum, New York
73.153.29 (photograph © Brooklyn Museum, www.brooklynmuseum.org)
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Fig. 3.11 Seated male (?) figure with deficient digits (with detail), Classic Veracruz
culture, ca. 600–900, ceramic with slip, dimensions unknown. Museo Rufino
Tamayo, Oaxaca (photograph by the author)

Fig. 3.12 Seated male figure with supernumerary digits (with detail), Jalisco culture, ca.
200 BC–AD 500, ceramic with polychrome slip, 15 1/4 x 9 1/2 x 7 in. (38.7 x
24.1 x 17.8 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles
M.86.296.41 (photograph © Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
www.lacma.org)
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Fig. 3.13 Macuiltonaleque and cihuateteo arranged in procession (detail from Codex
Borgia 47 and 48), Mixteca-Puebla style, before 1519, animal hide with gesso
and pigment, panel dimensions 10.2 x 10.6 in. (26 x 27 cm). Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (from facsimile by Díaz and Rodgers 1993)

Fig. 3.14 Simulation of a diviner’s hand covered in a chalky salve of lime and tobacco,
depicted with facsimile of Codex Borgia (from Princeton University Art
Museum, http://artmuseum.princeton.edu)

176

Fig. 3.15 Composite creatures:
a) Eagle-serpent, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, stone, dimensions unknown.
Ethnologisches Museum/ Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (hereafter SMB),
Berlin (photograph by the author)
b) Jaguar-serpent, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, stone, dimensions unknown.
Ethnologisches Museum/SMB, Berlin (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 3.16 Ahuitzotl sculpture (with reproduction of human hand and simian tail
beneath), Aztec, ca. 1325–1521, stone, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional
de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 10-0081577 (photographs by the author)

Fig. 3.17 Ahuitzotl, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone. Ethnologisches Museum/SMB,
Berlin (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 3.18 Xipe Totec (detail from Codex Borgia 61), Mixteca-Puebla style, before 1519,
animal hide with gesso and pigment, panel: 10.2 x 10.6 in. (26 x 27 cm).
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (from facsimile by Díaz and Rodgers
1993)
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Fig. 3.19 Quetzalcoatl trecena (detail from Codex Borgia 62), before 1519, animal hide
with gesso and pigment, panel dimensions 10.2 x 10.6 in. (26 x 27 cm).
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (from facsimile by Akademische
Druck- u. Verlagsanstalt, provided by www.famsi.org)
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Fig. 3.20 Various depictions of codices and their page folds: a) Codex Cospi 11–12
(photograph provided by www.famsi.org); b) Codex Zouche-Nuttall 1–2
(photograph © Trustees of the British Museum; c) Codex Borbonicus 13–14
(from https://www.facsimilefinder.com/facsimiles/codex-borbonicusfacsimile)
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Fig. 3.21 Gods of the underworld attacking a solar deity (possibly Nanahuatzin) (detail
from Codex Borgia 40), before 1519, animal hide with gesso and pigment,
panel: 10.2 x 10.6 in. (26 x 27 cm). Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome
(from facsimile by Díaz and Rodgers 1993)
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Fig. 3.22 Detail of Codex Borgia 40, before 1519, animal hide with gesso and pigment, panel: 10.2 x 10.6 in. (26 x 27
cm). Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (from facsimile by Díaz and Rodgers 1993)

a)

b)
Fig. 4.1

Templo Mayor (Great Temple) of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan:
a) Illustration of Templo Mayor from Diego Durán’s History of the Indies of
New Spain, 1579 (© Getty Images, www.gettyimages.com)
b) Scale model of Templo Mayor from Museo del Templo Mayor, Mexico
City (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 4.2

Coyolxauhqui monolith, Aztec culture, ca. 1440–1481, stone, diam. 11 ft.
(3.35 m). Museo del Templo Mayor/INAH, Mexico City (from Matos
Moctezuma 1991a)
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Fig. 4.3

Creator couple Ometecuhtli and Omecíhuatl (detail from Codex FejérváryMayer 25), Mixteca-Puebla style, before 1519, animal hide with gesso and
pigment, panel dimensions 6.9 x 6.9 in. (17.5 x 17.5 cm). Museum of the City
of Liverpool (from facsimile by Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt
1971)
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Fig. 4.4

Huitzilopochtli after emerging from Coatlicue to slay his half-sister
Coyolxauhqui, from Sahagún’s Florentine Codex, ca. 1575–1577. Biblioteca
Medicea Laurenziana, Florence (from facsimile by Secretaria de Gobernación
1979)
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Fig. 4.5

Great Coatlicue, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, basalt, h. 8.4 ft. (2.6 m). Discovered
buried beneath the southeast corner of the Zocalo/Mexico City. Museo
Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 10-1153 (from Guggenheim
2004, p. 36)
[Detail on following page]
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Fig. 4.6

Detail of Great Coatlicue (from Guggenheim 2004, p. 36)
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Fig. 4.7

Serpent images, various (compiled by Nicholson 1985, figs. 2–4)—left to
right: Severed, bleeding snake, Codex Borbonicus 6 (from Seler 1963, 2: fig.
217); intertwined two-headed coral snake, Codex Cospi 1 (from Seler 1963, 1:
fig. 71); and arched two-headed coral snake, Codex Borbonicus 19 (from
Seler 1963, 2: fig. 260)
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Fig. 4.8

Throne with bicephalic serpent, Toltec culture, ca. 1100–1250, stone,
dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City
(photograph by the author)

Fig. 4.9

Throne with bicephalic serpent, Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, stone,
dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City
(photograph by the author)
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Fig. 4.10 Techcatl (sacrificial altar), Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone, 37 x 31.5 x 11 in.
(94 x 80 x 28 cm). Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 1081578 (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 4.11 Chalchiuhtlicue with bicephalic serpent nosepiece (detail from Codex Borgia
17), before 1519, animal hide with gesso and pigment, panel: 10.2 x 10.6 in.
(26 x 27 cm). Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Rome (from facsimile by Díaz
and Rodgers 1993)

Fig. 4.12 Cihuacoatl sculptural fragment (with detail), Aztec culture, ca. 1500, basalt,
dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City
(photograph by the author)
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Fig. 4.13 Serpent pectoral, Aztec culture, ca. 1400–1521, turquoise, pine resin, oyster
shell, hematite, copal, conch shell, beeswax, 8 x 17 x 2.3 in. (20.3 x 43.3 x 5.9
cm). British Museum, London Am1894, -.634 (photograph © British
Museum, www.britishmuseum.org)

Fig. 4.14 Coatlicue, Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone, turquoise, and pigment, 45.25 x
15.75 x 13.75 in. (115 x 40 x 35 cm). Museo Nacional de Antropología/
INAH, Mexico City 10-8534 (from Guggenheim 2004, pl. 2, with detail
photograph by the author)
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Fig. 4.15 Stamps (sellos) with two-headed creatures:
a) Bicephalic serpent or centipede, Aztec culture, ca. 1200–1525, ceramic,
dimensions unknown. Palacio de Cortés, Cuernavaca, Morelos
(photograph by the author)
b) Bicephalic canine, Aztec culture, ca. 1200–1525, ceramic, dimensions
unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City
(photograph © Boguchwala Tuszyńska)

Fig. 4.16 Four-headed serpent pendant, Mixtec culture, ca. 12th–14th centuries,
greenstone, h. 2 1/4 x 5 1/2 x d. 1/4 in. (5.7 x 14 x 0.6 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York 1978.412.117 (photograph provided by The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, www.metmuseum.org)
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Fig. 4.17 Coatpantli (serpent wall), Templo Mayor, Mexico City, Aztec culture, ca.
1500, stone mosaic and pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo del Templo
Mayor/INAH, Mexico City (photograph from
https://agujasblog.files.wordpress.com/2017/05/img_1586.jpg?w=764)
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Fig. 4.20 Anthropomorphic head with twisted grimace (right), Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, stone, dimensions
unknown. Excavated from the foundations of Tlatelolco, located a few kilometers from Templo Mayor of
Tenochtitlan. Museo de Sitio de Tlatelolco Caja de Agua/INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the author)

Fig. 4.19 Twisted-face (“tuerto”) mask (center), Veracruz, ca. 600–900, ceramic with pigment, 7.2 x 5.75 in. (18.1 x
14.6 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 2011.600 (photograph provided by The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, www.metmuseum.org)

Fig. 4.18 Twisted-face (“tuerto”) mask (left), Tlatilco culture, ca. 10th–9th century BC, ceramic, 4 3/4 x 4 1/4 in. (12.1
x 10.8 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 1998.384 (photograph provided by The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, www.metmuseum.org)

Fig. 4.21 Tlamemehque (porter), from Bernardino de Sahagún’s Florentine Codex, ca.
1575–1577. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence (from facsimile by
Secretaria de Gobernación 1979)

Fig. 4.22 Youths carrying wood from the forest (detail from Codex Mendoza, fol. 62r),
ca. 1541–1542. Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Ms. Arch. Selden A1
(from Berdan and Anawalt 1992)
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Fig. 4.23 Teomama (“god-bearer”),
Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone
with traces of stucco and
pigment, 28.3 x 8.7 x 14.6 in.
(72 x 22 x 37 cm). Museo
Regional de Hidalgo “Ex
Convento de San
Francisco”/INAH, Pachuca,
Estado de Mexico 10-214568
(from Guggenheim 2004, pl.
108)
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Fig. 4.24 Teomama (“god-bearer”), Aztec culture, ca. 1325–1521, stone, dimensions
unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph
by the author)
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Fig. 4.25 Figure carrying corn (Quetzalcoatl?), Aztec culture, ca. 1410–1510, stone
with pigment, 30.25 x 7.4 x 9 in. (76.8 x 18.7 x 22.9 cm). Saint Louis Art
Museum, St. Louis 304:1978 (photograph © Saint Louis Art Museum, with
detail photograph by the author)
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Fig. 5.1 Mask, Eastern Nahua culture, ca. 1500, wood with traces of gesso, gold leaf,
and hematite, h. 7 15/16 x w. 8 1/16 x d. 4 1/2 in. (20.2 x 20.5 x 11.5 cm).
Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton y1970-111 (photograph ©
Princeton University Art Museum, artmuseum.princeton.edu)
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Fig. 5.2 Tezcatlipoca, or his impersonator (left), Aztec culture, ca. 1502–1520, mottled
gray stone, 7.3 x 6.4 x 3.5 in. (18.4 x 16.2 x 8.9 cm). Dumbarton Oaks Research
Library and Collection, Washington, D.C. PC.B.072 (photograph © Dumbarton
Oaks, museum.doaks.org)
Fig. 5.3 Mask of ideal youth (right), Tuxpan (Tincontlan ruins, near Castillo de Teayo),
Veracruz, Aztec culture, 1200–1521, greenstone, 7.9 x 6.7 x 3.1 in. (20 x 17 x 8
cm). American Museum of Natural History, New York 30/11847 (photograph ©
American Museum of Natural History)
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Fig. 5.4

Sacrifice of Tezcatlipoca impersonator during Toxcatl, with broken flutes and
whistles on pyramid stairs (detail from Florentine Codex, fol. 30v)
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Fig. 5.5 Male anthropomorphic figure,
Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone,
31.5 x 11 x 7.5 in. (80 x 28 x
19 cm). Museo Nacional de
Antropología/ INAH, Mexico
City 10-220926 (from
Guggenheim 2004, pl. 15)

Fig. 5.6 Male anthropomorphic figure,
Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone,
21.7 x 7.9 x 5.9 in. (55 x 20 x
15 cm). Museo Nacional de
Antropología/ INAH, Mexico
City 10-1121 (from
Guggenheim 2004, pl. 23)
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Fig. 5.7 Male figure with chest cavity (left), Aztec culture, ca. 1500, stone, dimensions
unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City (photograph
by the author)
Fig. 5.8 Male figure with chest cavity (right), Aztec culture, ca. 1500, basalt, dimensions
unknown. Museo de la Ciudad de Cuernavaca/ INAH, Cuernavaca, Morelos
(photograph by the author)
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Fig. 5.9 Standard bearer, Aztec culture, ca. 1200–1325, stone with pigment, dimensions
unknown. Museo del Templo Mayor/ INAH, Mexico City (photograph by the
author)
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Fig. 5.10 Standard Bearer, Castillo de Teayo, Veracruz, Aztec culture (?), 15th–early
16th century, sandstone (laminated), overall dimensions: 31 11/16 x 13 7/16 x
13 1/16 in. (80.49 x 34.11 x 33.1 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York 62.47 (photograph provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
www.metmuseum.org)
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Fig. 5.11 Standard Bearer (“El Indio Triste”), purportedly from Castillo de Teayo,
Veracruz, Aztec culture (?), ca. 1319–1521, stone, 40.2 x 25.6 in. (107 x 65
cm). Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 10-81660
(photograph by the author)
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Fig. 5.12 Plan of the Templo Mayor precinct (from Sahagún 1993 [1559–61], fol. 269r)
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Fig. 5.13 Standard bearers preparing for battle (detail from Codex Mendoza 67r), 1541–
1542. Bodleian Library, University of Oxford (from Berdan and Anawalt
1992)

Fig. 5.14 “Merchants in battle array,” bearing backstrap standards and maquahuitls
(detail from Sahagún’s Florentine Codex), ca. 1575–1577. Biblioteca Medicea
Laurenziana, Florence (from Sahagún 1950–1982, bk. 9, fig. 7)
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Fig. 5.15 Fragmentary head of a male figure (Xochipilli-Macuilxochitl), Aztec culture,
late 15th–early 16th centuries, obsidian, 5 x 4.75 x 5.4 in. (12.7 x 12.1 x 13.65
cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 2012.517.2 (photograph
provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, www.metmuseum.org)
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Fig. 6.1

Xipe Totec, Palma Cuata, Veracruz, ca. 900–1521, ceramic with traces of
pigment, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de Antropología/INAH,
Mexico City (photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.2

Monument 43 (“Xipe Huaxteco”), Castillo de Teayo, Veracruz, Huastec
culture, ca. 1250–1519, sandstone, dimensions unknown. Museo Nacional de
Antropología/INAH, Mexico City 10-627677 (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 6.3

Priest in flayed skin, Texcoco, Aztec-style, ca. 1200–1500, volcanic stone
with pigment, 18.1 x 10.4 x 10.8 in. (46 x 26.3 x 27.4 cm). Collection Lukas
Vischer, Museum der Kulturen, Basel (from Pasztory 1983, colorplate, halftitle page)

Fig. 6.4

Xipe Totec, Tepexi Viejo (alt. Tepéji el Viejo), Puebla, ca. 1400–1500,
ceramic with pigment, 38.2 x 16.9 x 7.9 in. (97 x 43 x 20 cm). Museo
Regional de Puebla/INAH, Puebla (photograph by the author)
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Fig. 6.5

Fig. 6.6

Xipe Totec, south-central
Veracruz, Classic Veracruz
culture, ca. 600, ceramic with
chapapote resin, 27.3 x 11 x
8.7 in. (69.3 x 28 x 22 cm).
Princeton University Art
Museum, Princeton 1997-608
(photograph © Bruce M.
White; Princeton University
Art Museum)
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“Xipe Totec impersonator,”
Remojadas-style, Classic
Veracruz culture, ca. 600–
900, ceramic with pigment
and chapapote resin, 21.38 x
10.75 x 7.75 in. (54.3 x 27.3
x 19.7 cm). Walters Art
Museum, Baltimore
2009.20.11 (photograph
provided by Walters Art
Museum)

Fig. 6.7

Xipe Totec, purportedly
Veracruz style, ca. 1100–
1521 (?), ceramic with traces
of pigment, dimensions
unknown. Museo Rufino
Tamayo, Oaxaca (photograph
by the author)
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Fig. 6.8

Xipe Totec, purportedly
Colima culture, ca. 1100–
1521 (?), ceramic with traces
of pigment, dimensions
unknown. Museo Rufino
Tamayo, Oaxaca (photograph
by the author)

Fig. 6.9

Vase in the form of Xipe
Totec head, West Mexico,
Colima culture, ca. 200 BC–
CE 300, ceramic with slip,
dimensions unknown. Museo
Regional de Guadalajara,
Guadalajara, Jalisco
(photograph by the author)

Fig. 6.10 Xipe Totec, Xochimilco-Tepepan area (Mexico City), Chinampanec-style,
1507, basalt with pigment, 30.5 x 12.2 x 9.5 in. (77.5 x 31 x 24 cm). National
Museum of the American Indian–Heye Foundation, Smithsonian Institution,
New York 16/3621 (photograph © National Museum of the American
Indian/Smithsonian, americanindian.si.edu; for an alternative view, see
Pasztory 1983, pl. 199 and 200)
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Fig. 6.11 Xipe Totec, Aparicio (Munic. Vega de Alatorre), Veracruz, ca. 600–900,
stone, dimensions unknown. Museo de Antropología/INAH, Xalapa, Veracruz
(photograph by the author; for an alternative view, see Acosta Lagunes 1992,
112)
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