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There were writers from each branch of
knowledge. Some composed the historical annals,
setting in order the events that took place every
year, stating the day, month, and hour. Others
recorded the genealogies and descendants of the
kings, lords, and personages of high lineage; they
would make note of those who were born and
cancel the dead. Others painted the limits,
boundaries and border stones of the cities,
provinces and villages, and of the fields and
plantations, indicating their owners. Yet others
made records of the laws, and the rites and
ceremonies performed in pagan times. The priests
made records regarding the temples of the idols,
of their idolatrous doctrines and the feasts of

TEOPISCA ZONE, Maya house, Teopisca
Zone, Chiapas; a Tzeltal Maya house, with
cornfield in the foreground. The traveller driv-

their false gods and their calendars. And finally,
there were philosophers and wise men among
them who recorded in picture writing the sciences
they were versed in.

—Ixtlilxochit]l in Bernal, 1964: xxv.

These writings would have enlightened us
considerably had not ignorant zeal destroyed
them. Ignorant men ordered them burned,
believing them idols, while actually they were
history books worthy of being preserved instead
of being buried in oblivion as was to occur.
—Duran, 1971: 396.

ing in Southern Mexico and Guatemala can ob-
serve farming practices that resemble those of a
thousand years ago.



created by the unfortunate loss of native

records, but it also deals with matters
that presumably were never thought of by
native historians and philosophers of Meso-
america. The goal is simple: to present
an up-to-date, interpretative synthesis of
Mesoamerican prehistory. It is intended for
the student as well as for the curious person
who has somehow become intrigued’ with the
past native civilizations of Mexico, Guatemala,
Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador.

This book has been organized to aid the
reader in understanding those alien and de-
stroyed cultures which form part of the New
World’s ‘heritage! The people of the Valley of
Mexico, usually and inaccurately grouped to-
gether as the Aztecs, were the Mesoamericans
who claimed the attention of the Spaniards
most forcefully. We shall thus begin with the
Aztecs (or properly, the Mexica) to present a

TH[S BOOK WAS WRITTEN TO FILL THE VOID

native civilization as it was seen in full tide

and also to introduce in this more familiar
context some of the archaeological and an-
thropological concepts on which presentation
of the later material depends.'In Chapter 3 we
shall revert to more standard procedure and
begin a sequential survey of development
from earliest times up through the time of the
Aztecs. The presentation is aimed not just at
dusting off the ancient pots and pans, but at
reconstructing ways of life and making func-
tional interpretations based on archaeology.
The reader should thus have an impression of
the earlier cultures which will be akin to that
given for the Aztecs, even if lacking in the
wealth of historical events and personality.

This book, then, is an interpretation of the
technical archaeological data. It is an inter-
pretation which can be documented, however;
it is not made of whole cloth. When there are
theoretical alternatives, these will usually be
indicated and discussed.

An appendix deals with technical matters of

INTRODUCTION 5

chronology, spatial divisions within Meso-
america, and definitions of /sociopolitical or-
ganization. These matters have been placed in
a separate section in order not to disturb the
flow of the book, but the student and profes-
sional will probably want to know, for exam-
ple, the bases on which I have categorized the
Early Classic Maya and the Preclassic Olmec
as “pristine states.”

Several themes run through the book: (1)
The native civilizations of Mesoamerica are
worth knowing about not just because they
are exotic examples of human behavior, but
because their historical and cultural experi-
ences are worth considering. They faced uni-
versal problems of human existence and either
solved them or failed. We can learn from their
successes and failures, if we will. (2) Meso-
america was a sphere of cultural interaction.
Part of what made civilization possible was
the interaction among the /diverse cultures
that flourished there. The varieties of culture
and their interrelationships through time and
space are fascinating, and involve not only
economics and militarism, but also religion
and ideology; interaction took place along all
of these lines. Occasionally personality and
character break through the flow of historical
process, especially where we can read some
of the texts left us in native writing systems.
(3) Civilization, in the sense of complexity
and sophistication of development, was in the
main an élite-class phenomenon. (4) There are
continuities between the deep past and the
Indian cultures of the colonial and modern
worlds. Much that we see in Mexico and
Guatemala today is related to the historic
past, although the ties are usually unrecog-
nized. The richness and diversity ‘of the na-
tive cultures of Mesoamerica are attractive to
us of the West, if only because they docu-
ment the endless variety of forms in which
man’s behavior, society, and artifacts occur. I
hope that the reader can gain an understand-



