
f-igme 25. Zapotec effigy vessels. These striking objects of gray pot-
tery were probably censers and were deposited in tombs 



OTHER THEOCRATIC CULTURES 
OF MEXICO 

W E have described the Aztecs and their culture in some detail 
because they were in their zenith at the time the Spaniards over-
whelmed Mexico, and had subdued most of the other native cultures 
and peoples, but this does not imply that they were superior to the 
latter except by force of arms. A half dozen other nations in other 
parts of Mexico, speaking other languages, were their essential equals 
in culture, though differing in details, and had been their cultural 
superiors in earlier days. Each had its own long history and its pecu-
liarities of manufactures, architecture, and religious ceremonia]ism. 
We can touch but briefly upon these and their outstand ing features. 
Almost any one might have been chosen for description as a typical 
Mexican people instead of the Aztecs, and most of the data on the 
latter would apply equally well to them. 

The Zapotecs occupied large parts of the state of Oaxaca, their 
great ceremonial center being the ruin of Monte Alban near the City 
of Oaxaca. Here is a site second only to Teotihuacan in grandeur 
and complexity. The excavations of Alfonso Caso for the Mexican 
Government during the last decade have shown that the beginnings 
at Monte Alban were coeval with the later stages of the Early Middle 
Cultures in the Valley of Mexico. In certain respects, such as calendar 
and hieroglyphs, the Zapotec formed a link between Maya and Aztec. 
In this they somewhat resembled the Olmec, with whom they had 
close relations in early days. Monte Alban was occupied until the 
time of the Spanish Conquest. In a late tomb was recently unearthed 
the most magnificent array of jewelry ever found in America. Archae-
ologists distinguish five developmental periods, the last one of which 
was introduced by the Mixtec, who brought in the same generalized 
Mixteca-Puebla culture that produced the Aztec florescence. The 
Mixtecs probably a lso built the beautiful masonry buildings at Milla 
with their mosaic decoration of thousands of small cut s tones, prob-
ably the best preserved ruin in Mexico. Most characteristic of Zapotec 
archaeology are the ornate pottery censer urns that were p laced 
over the doorways to tombs. (Figures 10, I-f, , 5; 25, 26) 
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In southern Vera Cruz and western Tabasco lived the Olmec or 
"Rubber people." Only a name, and a quasi-mythical one, they have 
been vitalized by the recent excavations of M. W. Stirling at Tres 
Zapotes, La Venta and Cerro de las Mesas. A very long period of 
occupation is indicated, the early stages of which are as old as any 
in Middle America. Some of the hieroglyphic dates apparently ante-
date the Christian era, and even at that early date the art was far 
advanced, the general culture possibly the highest in Mexico at that 
time. Objects found in the Mexican highlands that show complexes 
of Olmec characteristics suggest that this may have been the center 
for the origin and spread of the early theocratic impulses that first 
appeared in the Valley of Mexico in the Upper Middle Culture. 
Possibly the Maya, Zapotec, Teotihuacan and other early Mexican 
civilizations had the same cultural ancestor. Exquisite work in stone 
carving was done, both in massive monoliths and in small figures, 
the latter generally of jade. The sculpture is free, naturalistic and 
equal to the best Maya work; colossal stone heads characterize 
certain periods and show close relationship to the west coast of 
Guatemala. Especially characteristic of the art in small objects are 
human figures and heads with charming infantile faces, and stylized 
jaguar heads. The pottery figurines are also beautiful and of un-
usual types. (Figures 27, 28) 

To the north of the Olmec, in Vera Cruz, and between them and 
the Huaxtec, the Totonac had their center. Their culture was similar 
to that of the Olmec, but the language was different. They also did 
excellent work in carving small stone objects, and the ceremonial 
"yokes" and "palmas" are among the most exquisite examples of 
ancient Mexican sculpture. The art is generally more convention-
alized and stylized than that of the Olmec. Among the pottery products, 
large human heads showing a most natural engaging and mirthful 
smile are notable. As in all Mexican regions of long occupancy, the 
early pottery figurines were hand-modeled, the later ones made 
in molds. (Figure 30) 

The sequential cultural horizons of the Totonac and their country 
are not so well known. The latest of these was one phase of the gen-
eralized Mixteca-Puebla culture, the architectural expression of 
which is exemplified in the magnificent terraced stone pyramid of 
Tajin, Papantla, the 364 niches of which each held a small idol. 
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Figure 26. Zapotec large gray pottery effigy censer in the form of a 
jaguar with the head of a bat 



Figures 27 and 28. 
Masks and figurines 
of jadeite and other 
hard stone of Olmec 
type, and figurines 
of pottery. Southern 

Vera Cruz 



Fig11.re 29. Pottery figurines in dynamic postures characterize the 
Toroscan and surrounding regions 

Figure 30. Totonoc work in pottery and stone. Large smiling faces 
ore typical of this region, but mirth and humor are rarely portrayed 

in ancient American art 



Figme 31. Large ceremonial stone metate or corn-grinder 
from the Pacific Coast of Central America. Probably Pipil 

Figure 32. Human figures, metate, and stool or stand of volcanic 
stone from the highlands of Costa Rica 
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