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Introduction


MESOAMERICA

This accessible guide explores the remarkable civilizations, locations, and objects that made up Mesoamerica for almost three thousand years, from 1200 BC until AD 1521. The term itself, Mesoamerica (literally ‘middle-America’) is relatively modern and used to define the geographical area stretching from central Mexico into Central America. In this area, people shared more cultural traits than differences. Whilst often at war with each other, these emerging civilizations shared religious beliefs and practices, language, diet and architecture.

The Mesoamerican era starts with what is often considered the founding civilization of the Olmecs, best known for their creation of giant stone heads. The Olmecs created urban centres, trading networks, and an organised religion. This formed the basis for other civilizations to emerge over time. These included the southern Mayan dynasties, the mighty city of Teotihuacán, Teotihuacán’s smaller regional successors, and finally, the great Aztec empire with its capital of Teotihuacán (Mexico City). The era ended with the defeat of the Aztecs in AD 1521 by the Spanish and their indigenous allies.

The broad timescale of this book allows us to connect common aspects across the different Mesoamerican cultures, and to follow its evolution. What ended with the Aztecs did not necessarily start with them – the ball game came from the Olmecs; the development of a great trading network from Teotihuacán; human sacrifice at scale from the Toltecs.

Whilst the frequently dazzling architectural legacy of Mesoamerica is popular with visitors to modern Mexico, Guatemala and Honduras, the origin and significance of the pyramids, palaces, ball courts, and grand stone plazas are less well known. The same is true for the associated statues, jewellery, pottery, and iconography. All were created with symbolic meaning, the result of civilizations evolving over many centuries from hunter-gatherer tribes to sophisticated urban societies settled in one location. Key to the development of these societies was a shift to more intensive agriculture and the ability to support larger populations and specialisation. Trade, in particular, was key to encouraging the interchange of ideas and influences whilst building wealth to embark on these grand projects.

Mesoamerican people sought to explain the world in which they lived. They created a belief system based upon the essentials of life which were expressed through architecture, objects, and rituals. Dualism was fundamental, everything existed in pairs and had an opposite or complement; fire and water; life and death; day and night. They knew that without water and light, plant and human life could not be sustained.
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Incense burner from Teotihuacán

These ornate incense burners were manufactured in quantity in Teotihuacán, AD c. 350-450, and were traded across Mesoamerica. This one is decorated with feather shields, birds, and butterflies.
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Eagle ear ornaments, Aztec

These gold earrings are a testament to the intricate artistry and rich symbolism of Aztec culture. The eagle featured in the founding myth of the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlán, when an eagle landed upon a nopal cactus to feed upon a snake.




Gods were a significant presence in daily life with a direct connection between earthly events – rains, drought, health, war, pregnancy – and the spiritual. The universe was believed to compromise of three fundamental levels: the earth, the heavens (or sky) and the underworld. There were many gods with responsibility for specific actions, often overlapping and interpreted flexibly. Several key gods kept reappearing, especially the gods for rain, wind, sun and war. To obtain a favourable outcome, offerings and sacrifices were made whilst ceremonial centres were constructed as a stage for these rituals and to link their local ruler to the gods. During long periods of drought or defeats, the standing of the chief would fail too.

Human sacrifice came from early cannibalism and repaid the gods for their own sacrifices. The landscape also had meaning; rivers, lakes, caves, and mountains were thought to connect the heavens and underworld. Pyramids were, recreations of these mountains or sacred places.

While historians and archaeologists have sought to explain Mesoamerica using patterns of evidence and theories, there remain interpretations subject to change and alternative views.

It is also worth considering what is not visible today. Many objects made of wood and feathers have simply not survived. For example, Aztec war clubs with obsidian blades, a spear-throwing device called the atlatl and the precious feather headdresses used by elites. And then there is the food, aromas, clothes and music.

Andrew Whitfield



SOUTH AMERICA

The voyages of Christoper Columbus between AD 1492 and 1504 began a complex process of interaction between the indigenous civilizations of the Americas and Europe. Whilst initial Spanish exploration focused on Mexico and the Caribbean coast, relatively little was known about the advanced South American civilizations living in the Andean highlands and the Pacific coast. Until Alonso de Ojeda and Francisco Pizarro reached modern-day Colombia and Peru respectively.

Today, these civilizations are often recognised by their iconic gold and silver jewellery. However, not only were they culturally distinctive, they also produced wonderful tapestries, ceramics, and stone-carvings. Many of these can be enjoyed in these pages highlighting the complexity of the skills, artistry and knowledge perfected over millennia.

Richard McColl







Olmecs

Famous for their iconic giant stone heads, the Olmecs were the first identifiable culture to develop from hunter-gatherers to a more urban society in Mesoamerica. As such, they are known as the mother culture of Mesoamerica. By 1200 BC, they had created settlements on the Gulf coast of Mexico where they had access to fertile flat land, the sea and trading routes. Their main cultural contributions were the establishment of a Mesoamerican trading network, organized religion and the famous ball game. In doing so, they helped define the geographical limits of Mesoamerica.

The name Olmec itself is derived from the Aztec word ‘Olmecatl’ which roughly means ‘people of the rubber country’. The Aztecs knew that the Olmecs had discovered the elastic properties of rubber sap and moulded it into a ball. Indeed, near the Olmec settlement of San Lorenzo, excavations have found the first known rubber balls in Mesoamerica. Rubber was also used for medicinal purposes and burnt as incense, creating thick clouds of smoke.
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Giant stone head

This example is one of ten giant heads found at San Lorenzo, Veracruz; the largest number ever discovered. The majority are displayed in the Xalapa anthropology museum. The Olmec focus on the head suggests that they somehow wished to recognise human thinking and emotions that take place within.




GODS AND RELIGION

Living in the tropical rainforest, the Olmecs identified with powerful animals that stood at the top of the food chain – jaguars, pumas, eagles and snakes – and recognized that they too consumed meat. These natural forces were integrated into an organized religion based upon sacrificial offerings, pilgrimage and a cast of gods that would reappear in various guises across Mesoamerican history. One of the most enduring gods was the ‘rain baby’ depicted as a human baby crying open-mouthed. Another god was the ‘feathered serpent’ that had a crest of feathers, the rattles of a rattlesnake and a forked serpent tongue. The Olmecs also had a shark god represented by a single tooth.


Olmec religious ideas were associated with the fertility of the land, water and maize (corn) production by means of these creatures. For example, the jaguar represented the earth and the power of the renewal of life; the serpent was related to water in rivers and rain. Ceremonies were held to ask a specific god for their support.

The Olmecs were the first to build urban ceremonial centres. The settlements were close to freshwater and gradually developed irrigation and water-capture. The Olmecs were also the first to give stone a special religious meaning. Probably representing tribal chiefs, the giant carved stone heads weighed up to 36 tons and were imported from 100km (62 miles) away – probably by boat – and without wheeled transport. The other innovative use of stone was to create stone slabs or stelae that celebrated the reigns of rulers and ritual events. These permanent advertising boards were particularly popular with future generations.

Less recognizable today is the Olmec trading network that enabled them to create religious objects of great beauty. Items included necklaces, earrings, burial offerings and figurines. In particular, the Olmecs were the first to use jade, sourcing it from as far away as Central America. The scarcity of these objects was used to illustrate a person’s position in the hierarchy. More importantly, these long-distance trading networks, especially coastal ones, became the blueprint for future Mesoamerican civilizations. They not only enabled the exchange of raw materials but also ideas and religion. Clues pointing to Olmec influence include their distinctive facial expressions (full lips and narrow eyes) and uniform of helmets, backpacks and offerings.

It is possible that the Olmec exchanged cacao (chocolate), feathers of exotic birds, shells from the Gulf and the Caribbean and representations of animals such as jaguars, serpents and apes. Barter (the exchange of goods and services) was usual although some items acted as alternative currencies such as cacao beans, cotton, feathers and copper axe heads.



THE BALL GAME

The origins of the Olmec ball game remain obscure beyond the fact that rubber trees were native to their region. Since inventions tend to be driven by practical need, efficiency or amusement, it is likely that it was initially for competitive fun. Either way, a solid heavy rubber ball came into existence that saw two teams seeking to place the ball through a hoop or goal, using only their bodies, and not their hands and feet. Spiritual comparisons followed with the ball representing the sun crossing the sky in a game of life and death.

The Olmecs forged relationships across Mesoamerica, from Central America to western Mexico, perhaps in search of scarce resources including jade. By 900 BC, the early civilization at Copán (Honduras) had made imitations of Olmec ceramics and jade. Later the Olmecs covered the giant rock face at Chalcatzingo (modern-day Morelos) with depictions of their lords and gods. Olmec-style rock carvings also mark cliffs of highland Guatemala and Chiapas.

Without clear explanation, however, the Olmecs declined around 400 BC, people dispersed and their settlements were reclaimed by the jungle. But the ideas fashioned by the Olmecs would live on. Their interactions with the Mayan world, in particular, had planted the possibility of a higher civilization.
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Giant stone head at Villahermosa

The 17 giant Olmec heads so far discovered are thought to represent tribal leaders, potentially linked to ancestor worship. The use of stone was so important that they collected it within a radius of 100km (62 miles) and transported it on rafts across the rivers to their ceremonial centres. Along with the heads, they also created nearly 300 stone sculptures.
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Hunchback figure

Human hunchbacks and dwarves were thought to possess supernatural attributes in Mesoamerican culture. As a result, they were often given special roles in the courts of rulers. In particular, we know that the last Aztec ruler, Montezuma II, maintained a staff of hunchbacks, dwarves and others with disabilities, to entertain and advise.

Along with many other parts of the world, there has long been a fascination with human deformities. In Olmec art, representations of dwarves and hunchbacks abound. Rather than derided, they are often portrayed with great supernatural powers.
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La Venta, Mexico

The archaeological site of La Venta is considered one of the first planned cities in pre-Hispanic (pre-Spanish) Mexico. Pioneering monumental stone sculptures appeared there, as well as greenstone figurines, structured societies, intensive agriculture and urban design. La Venta is also home to Mexico’s oldest known pyramid, built around 900 BC, which stands 30m (98ft) high. Some debate whether its clay construction softened four hard edges or whether it was always conical to mirror Mexico’s tallest volcano, Mount Orizaba, clearly visible from the Gulf coast. Besides La Venta, other key Olmec sites include Tres Zapotes and San Lorenzo in Veracruz, Mexico.
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Grandmother

Known as the ‘grandmother’, this sculpture seems to represent, given its facial features and body expression, a kneeling woman with her legs bent to one side and wearing a headscarf. In her hands, she holds a pot or bowl as an offering.
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Monkey statue at La Venta

This stone statue shows a monkey looking skywards in a relaxed human pose, possibly in wonder at feeling the morning sun. Monkeys were part of the natural environment in Olmec lands and thought to symbolize happiness. The noisy howler monkey, in particular, was associated with music, dance and mischief.
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Altar to the children

Although these giant stone structures are known as ‘altars’, they were more likely used as thrones by Olmec leaders to underline their authority and connection with the gods. This version represents an adult emerging from a cave and presenting a child, possibly a leader/god demonstrating their power to deliver fertility or rain.
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Ceremonial ball game yoke

The Olmecs are credited with creating the Mesoamerican ball game played by two sets of players on a sloped, rectangular court. The weight of the ball and contact nature of the game forced players to wear protective equipment including a helmet and padded belt to protect the body (‘yoke’). Due to its weight and value, this would have been for ceremonial use only.
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Olmec seated baby figure

This outstanding ceramic model is thought to represent an infant god or a baby of noble descent due to the elite helmet and corpulent body, typical design characteristics of Olmec art. Its purpose is open to interpretation, but likely had a ceremonial use, be it as a memorial, representative god, or substitute sacrifice.
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