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ABSTRACT
THE ICONOGRAPHY OF THE PROTOHISTORIC TARASCAN STATE

OF WESTERN MEXICO: THE MATERIAL EXPRESSION OF
THE STATE IDEOLOGY

By

Vincent A Versluis

The construction of state belief and iconographic systems
is not only a product of the changes involved in the
emergence of state-level societies but it is also a means by
which the rulers justify their political, economic and
social domination by linking themselves and the state to
supernatural power and cosmic orders. Using archaeological
and ethnohistoric data, this pilot study examines the nature
and function of the iconography of the protohistoric
Tarascan State (A.D. 1350-1520) of west-central Mexico.
Specifically, this thesis focuses on 74 decorated elite
ceramic vessels which served as one important medium on
which state iconography was depicted and state ideology was
expressed. Fourteen design, seven motif and thirteen theme
version categories are identified, described and analyzed in
order to determine the degree of their standardization in
manufacture. From this analysis, it has been determined that
the Tarascan iconography contains a moderate level of
standardization which supports the hypothesis that the
Tarascan State was only partially successful in unifying, as
a coherent body of beliefs, the various worldviews from

which the newly emerging state ideology was formed.
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CHAPTER I

Style has long been recognized as an important tool for
archaeological research (Rice 1987:244-273). In general,
style has been defined in such terms as: ‘formal variation’
(Conkey and Hastorf 1990:4) or ’‘patterned variation in
appearance’ (Earle 1990:73) and as being either ’‘passive’,
in which the stylistic attributes are determined by and are
a reflection of social custom, or as being ‘active’, in
which the stylistic attributes are deliberately and
consciously selected for such purposes as creating and
maintaining social boundaries between or within groups
(Sackett 1990:36; Earle 1990:73). This latter approach to
style will be the focus of this study, where style as
iconography is viewed to have been one tool with which the
dominant class of the protohistoric Tarascan State
demarcated status and legitimized their power. This study
will focus specifically on decorated pottery which is
proposed to have served as one important medium on which
religious symbols or iconography (designs, elements, motifs
and theme - see Chapter IV) of the state were depicted.

The basis of this "iconographic" model is that the ruling

elite of complex societies, such as ancient states or
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complex chiefdoms, construct iconographic and belief systems
in order to legitimize their political power, economic
wealth and social prestige. State-constructed iconographic
systems served as the material expressions of these state-
constructed worldviews that functioned to sanctify elite
power by symbolically linking it to supernatural, universal
forces. Related to an iconographic approach is the
hypothesis that high levels of political centralization
correspond with high degrees of craft standardization
(Chdvez 1991:2). From the perspective of an iconographic
approach, it is proposed that style standardized in a system
of visual symbols will serve to convey more effectively
ideological messages of status. Stephen Plog (1990:68)
states, "we would expect such styles to be characterized by
the redundancy that is a necessary component of languages."
And William Merrill (1988:196) echoes, "the social
integration of increasing numbers of people tends to be
accompanied by the emergence of formal institutions intended
to standardize their knowledge in order to facilitate the
coordination of their activities". Standardized religious
icoenography is one such type of "formal institution" or
"language" that could effectively serve to communicate
specific and intelligible state-controlled religious
knowledge to sanctify, and disguise as natural, their
political domination. Helen Pollard (1991:167) explains,
however, that long periods of time are necessary for the

evolution of a highly standardized and coherent belief
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system, since the various, possibly contradictory worldviews
of which a newly emerging ideology is formed have not yet
been sorted through and organized.

Several studies have used an iconographic approach to
style for understanding the nature and role of religion in
complex societies (e.g., Earle 1990; Chévez 1991; Pollard
1991, 1987; Earle and D’Altroy 1989; Kleppe 1989). In his
analysis of style in Hawaiian chiefdoms, Earle (1990:78)
explains how chiefs used specific articles of dress
(feathered cloaks and helmets) and associated standardized
symbols (rainbow motifs and the color red) to establish
their affiliation with the supernatural realm and thereby
justify their right to rule. Else Kleppe’s (1989:198-200)
ethnographic study reveals that in two "divine kingdoms" of
Northern Africa, the king and the royal aristocracy
symbolically express their power and prestige through
special beads and "distinct bead use". Chévez (1991:541-543)
suggests that the ruling elite of the Pucara "civilization"
of the central Andes ceremonially displayed cerﬁain
repetitive "violent" motifs (e.g. severed heads) as symbols
of force to prevent conflict and sanctify control. And
Timothy Earle and Terence D’Altroy (1989:203) discuss how
the Inka empire controlled the manufacture of ceramics and
precious metals (such as silver which was linked to the
Andean moon deity), both of which symbolically served to
demarcate status and legitimize elite authority.

There are a number of assumptions involved with the use



4
of standardization and an iconographic model for
interpreting the role of style in complex societies. It is
proposed in this study that the occurrence of a uniform
style as iconography signifies that it functioned as one
effective tool for transmitting messages of status and
sanctifying elite political, economic and social authority.
Chévez (1991:2-5) notes several other factors, however, that
may account for the occurrence of stylistic standardization
in elite pottery and they include: the occurrence of a
limited range of natural resources available for pottery
production; the occurrence of retained traditional or
optimal production technology:; the occurrence of preferences
for uniform style (or non-uniform style - standardized
diversity) for reasons other than those of status. He also
notes that standardization discovered in particular
populations of the society, in certain site contexts and in
specific media (e.g. pottery) may not universally represent
the degree of standardization in the society as a whole.
Also, Earle (1990:75) notes that regional variation could
occur from elite encouragement of "ethnic distinction among
commoners as a way to define a peasantry divided by
tradition and in competition for stately favor". Such may
have been the case with the protohistoric Tarascan state,
which, other than demanding worship of its patron deity
Curicaueri, allowed regional communities to retain their
local cults (Pollard 1991:177). Lastly, Chévez (1991:5)

notes that the analyst should be aware of the inherent
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limitations of the very models created and used by the
analyst to organize and make sense of the data, for
pertinent information may be overlooked because it does not
conform to that particular model used. Conkey and Hastorf
(1990:2) reiterate this point, "By our style types and
definitions, we create the past. Some of the effects of this
have been the detachment of the types from their past, and,
in addition, the past has become our own creation".

Though aware of these other possible determinants of
stylistic standardization, for this study, an iconographic
approach to style and standardization will serve as the
foundation for the following hypothesis:

Archaeological and ethnohistoric evidence reveal that the
protohistoric Tarascan State religion emerged in a
relatively short period of time (A.D. 1350-1520), and
developed from diverse cultural traditions, each with
distinct deities, sacred places, beliefs and rituals. It is
thus hypothesized that the ruling elite did not achieve a
complete integration of these various ideas, places and
deities into a fully unified and coherent worldview (Pollard
1991:167). Support for this hypothesis would be the
occurrence of a relatively small degree of iconographic
regularity in the elite pottery vessels as seen in the

frequency of attribute combinations of the selected
variables.



CHAPTER II

THE TARASCAN HERITAGE

The Protohistoric Tarascan State (A.D. 1350-1520) was
centered within the Lake Pdtzcuaro Basin in the modern state
of Michoacédn. By the time of Spanish contact, in A.D. 1521,
the state had evolved into the second largest and most
powerful empire in Mesoamerica, second to that of the Aztecs
(see Map 1). The following outlines Helen Pollard’s (1993:6-
14) preliminary summary of the cultural developments that
led to the emergence of this highly centralized state.

Archaeological evidence indicates that during the Paleo-
Indian period (before 2500 B.C.), hunters and gatherers
inhabited the Lake Chapala Basin of what is now west-central
Jalisco and also possibly the Lake P4tzcuaro Basin of modern
central Michoacédn (see Map 2). By the Preclassic (2500 B.C.
- A.D. 1), west and south Michoacdn were inhabited by
diverse but interacting societies whose members lived in
villages, produced pottery and subsisted on agriculture. The
extent of cultural interaction that took place between these
societies and those in areas adjacent to Michoacdn and

beyond is revealed, for example, at the site of El Opefio



Map 1. Protohistoric Mesoamerica (Pollard 1993:Map 1.1)
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9
(1500-800 B.C.), where excavations reveal pottery vessels,
figurines and shaft tombs believed to be associated with
cultures to the east and others in Jalisco and Nayarit to
the west (see Map 3). Also, from the Lake Patzcuaro Basin,
pollen cores reveal the existence of domesticated maize
pollen as early as about 1500 B.C.

By the Late Preclassic (400 B.C.- A.D. 1), archaeological
evidence indicates that Michoacdn consisted of at least
three regional cultures of which the most well known are the
Chupicuaro populations located mainly in the Lake Cuitzeo
Basin in southern Guanajuato and north-central Michoacan
(see Map 2). Localized variants of the Chupicuaro culture
existed in the Zacapu and Patzcuaro basins, where the
communities were primarily located along lake and rivers, on
islands and within marshes. By the Early Classic (A.D. 1),
the occurrence of more elaborate architecture and a wider
variety of burials and burial artifacts may indicate that
the larger settlements in the region may have been socially
ranked. Pollard presents the possibility that the beliefs of
the femalg figurine tradition of these Chupicuaro
communities may have given rise to the later Cuerauaperi
cult of the Tarascan State (Pollard 1991:174).

Between A.D. 400 and 900, an increase in direct and/or
indirect interaction with Teotihuacan culture of the Basin
of Mexico is thought to have given rise to the development
of ceremonial centers in Michoacdn - e.g., El Otero (near

Juquilpan and Lake Chapala) and Tres Cerritos (near
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Huandacareo); and possibly minor centers of Queréndaro and
Zinapécuaro (Lake Cuitzeo Basin) and Tingambato (near the
Pdtzcuaro Basin) (see Map 3 and Map 4). The Teotihuacan
influence at some of these centers is very apparent, as
seen, for example, in the talud-tablero styled pyramid,
ballcourt and plazas at Tingambato (Pollard 1993:7; Weaver
1981:221). Pollard (1993:11) explains that this interaction
between central Mexico and Michoacdn served to further the
process of social ranking and the development of
"territorial discrete and competing polities". Further
interaction with central Mexico in the Late
Classic/Epiclassic (A.D. 700-900) is also given as the cause
for the development of beliefs and rituals in Michoacan that
Pollard (1991:175) suggests are ancestral to the Xaratanga
cult of the later Tarascan State.

By A.D. 900, archaeological evidence indicates that these
increasingly complex societies of Michoacan, (e.g., those of
the Cuitzeo and Zacapu basins) were beginning to resettle in
defensible locations. For example, in Zacapu, the lake-marsh
was abandoned for the higher malpais or hillslopes (see Map
4). In addition, communities throughout north and central
Michoacdn, were beginning to incorporate cultural features
later common to the Tarascan state, such as, metallurgy
(possibly from societies to the north and west) and red-on-
Cream ceramics.

By the Middle/Late Postclassic (A.D. 1200-1350),

archaeological evidence indicates that cultural interaction
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Map 3. West Mexico (Weaver 1981:Map 5)
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with central Mexico had declined but features and beliefs
from the west or those locally developed were exchanged
amongst the independent polities in the Lake Patzcuaro Basin
and throughout the region. Pollard (1993:12) lists these
characteristic Tarascan traits as: "more complex metallurgy,
abundant ceramic pipes and occupation of sites later of
sacred significance to the Tarascans, large-scale rubble-
filled mounds clustered into plazas and located on
hillslopes or malpais, and petroglyphs later associated with
the Tarascan sun-hunting deity Curicaueri." The cult of
Curicaueri was to be one of the three major cults (in
addition to Cuerauaperi and Xaratanga) of the Tarascan State
and is believed to have had its roots in "Chichimec"
cultures (Pollard 1991:175). Archaeological evidence
indicates that during the Middle/Late Postclassic, the
autonomous polities (see Map 5) competed for communities and
basic resources, spreading their respective polychrome
pottery, metal goods and patron deities. Such competition
between these internally ranked societies is believed to
have eventually resulted in the consolidation of power in
one group, the uacusecha elite, and the emergence of the
Tarascan State.

According to the primary ethnohistoric document, the
Relacion de Michoacan, probably around A.D. 1000-1200 groups
of northern hunters and gatherers, that included
"chichimecs", "nahuas" and ancestors of the uacusecha elite,

settled as discrete communities within and around the Lake
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Patzcuaro Basin, which was already occupied by the Tarascan-
speaking population. According to the "official" history of
the Tarascan State, by A.D. 1350, a warrior by the name of
Tariacuri, guided by his patron deity Curicaueri,
consolidated these several autonomous and inter-competing
polities in the Pdtzcuaro Basin into one unified state.
However, the extent to which this is myth or history is
currently unclear and Pollard (1980:683,687) notes that
though the mid-fourteenth century may have witnessed the
consolidation of polities into larger political units within
the basin, the unification of all of the regional polities
into one unified state probably did not occur until the mid-
fifteenth century. By Spanish contact in A.D. 1521, the
state ruled over most of the modern state of Michoacdn and
portions of the adjacent modern states of Jalisco,

Guanajuato and Guerrero (see Map 2).

THE PROTOHISTORIC TARASCAN STATE

The territory under the authority of the Protohistoric
Tarascan State covered four primary geographic regions that
provided an abundance and wide variety of resources
available for the state’s utilization (Pollard 1993:24).
Tzintzuntzan, the imperial capital of the state, was
centrally located within the kingdom. Located specifically
along the shore of Lake P4tzcuaro, Tzintzuntzan is estimated
to have held between 25,000 and 35,000 people by the Spanish

contact, with the population of the Lake P4dtzcuaro Basin
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estimated at about 100,000 people (Pollard 1993:32-33).

From the communities within and beyond the Padtzcuaro
Basin, the state acquired a variety and a vast amount of
resources and services through "local and regional markets"
and "state-controlled agencies" (Pollard 1982:256,263).
Servicing mainly the commoners, the market system dealt
primarily with subsistence goods such as maize, beans, fruit
and fish and services such as maize grinding and water
carrying (Relacion de Michoacan 1956:114 cited in Pollard
[1982:256]. The sources of these goods and services for the
commoners were all basically located within the Patzcuaro
Basin.

The state agencies were solely regulated by the state’s
royal family and included "the tribute network, official
long-distance merchants, state agricultural lands, state
forest lands, state mines, official gift exchange" and
military exploits (e.g., to obtain war prisoners) (Pollard
1982:256-263). Of these, the most significant was the
centralized and hierarchically structured tribute system in
which goods were collected at regional centers. Imports
utilized by the elite came not only from within the
Patzcuaro Basin but from state border settlements and from
populations beyond the state territory, such as "turquoise
from the northwest ... and serpentine, jade, and pyrites
from Oaxaca and farther south (Highland Guatemala?)"
(Pollard 1982:159,263).

In exchange for the goods and services acquired through
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state~-controlled agencies, the state exported goods and
services mostly to within the Pdatzcuaro Basin. Some goods,
however, such as decorated ceramic vessels, ceramic pipes,
polished stones and metal items were distributed and
utilized by the elite throughout the Tarascan State. Also,
administrative and religious service and military security
were exported to settlements both within and beyond the
basin, such as to populations at the kingdom’s borders. Such
a flow of "elite culture" served to maintain and protect
communities under state jurisdiction but also to reinforce
an asymmetrical relationship between social classes and
spatial zones within the kingdom. Thus, economic control,
administrative power and religious authority were
concentrated in the small group of elite individuals
(especially in the immediate royal lineage) and were
centralized primarily in the "urban" center of Tzintzuntzan,
and to a lesser extent in the "non-urban" centers or
"specialized places" within and outside of the Pétzcuaro
Basin (e.g., in the basin: Ihuatzio, P&atzcuaro, Pacandan,
Jardcuaro [Xardcuaro] and Erongaricuaro; e.g., outside of
the basin: Zacapu (Pollard 1980; Pollard 1982:252,263-264)
and Huandacareo (Macias Goytia 1990).

The administrative organization of the Tarascan State was
hierarchically structured and consisted of two basic groups:
at the top, the ruling central dynasty of the king and his
immediate royal family, and below, the various nobility

statuses of sefores (lords), principales (nobles), and
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caciques (village leaders) (Relacion de Michoacan and
colonial documents cited in Pollard 1987:744-745). The state
was serviced by a wide range of full-time specialists
concentrated in Tzintzuntzan, and specifically "within the
residential districts of the ruling lineage" (Pollard
1980:682). Specialists retained by the royal household
included various household servants, maintenance workers at
the palace and artisans who created such goods as "basketry,
mats, pottery, featherwork, and metal objects of gold,
silver, and copper" (Chronicles of Michoacén 1970:11,18,
Relacion de Michoacan 1956:173-180 cited in Pollard
1982:259). Long-distance merchants were also probably
utilized by the king and the royal lineage in order to
acquire rare goods, mostly for status, from within or beyond
the kingdom’s borders (Relacion de Michoacan 1956:173-180
cited in Pollard 1982:259). Pollard (1987:747) suggests that
exchanges with the Aztecs, for example, occurred in the
neutral zone between the respective military borders of each
empire.

Interwoven in the political organization was a religious
system that served to legitimize the ruling elite’s
political power, social prestige and material wealth
(Pollard 1987:167). The king, Cazonci, was positioned at the
top of the priestly hierarchy and was regarded as the human
representative of the Tarascan patron god Curicaueri, served
as captain-general in war and oversaw the feasts to the gods

(Chronicles of Michoacan 1970:11,19; Pollard 1987:745).

S
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Likewise, though to a lesser extent, the nobility as a whole
and especially the royal lineage was linked to the special
’force’ of Curicaueri (1991:168). Below the king was a chief
priest in charge of all of the other chief priests who
themselves were supervisors to other priests (Chronicles of
Michoacan 1970:17). The various occupations held by the
priests included: officials of ceremonies, managers of wood
collection, performers of human sacrifice, and persons who
go to war "carrying on their back" the god with which they
are respectively associated (Chronicles of Michoacan
1970:17).

The Tarascan State religion was dominated by three major
cults: the cult of Curicaueri - the sun/fire/warrior/patron
god, the cult of Cuerauaperi - the earth/creator goddess,
and the cult of Xaratanga - the moon goddess. Each of these
three state cults are believed to have originated from
distinct cultural traditions and to have been consolidated
into one belief system upon the political unification within
the Padtzcuaro Basin (Pollard 1991:173). As the patron
deities of the ethnic elite who defeated and united the
several independent polities, Cuerauaperi, Xaratanga and
especially Curicaueri, were exalted and honored as the
supreme deities in the newly constructed belief system and
the patron deities of the ethnic elite now submissive to the
state were redefined and given a less prestigious position
in the Tarascan pantheon (Pollard 1991:176). For example,

prior to the formation of the Tarascan State, each of the
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sky gods or Tiripemencha was a powerful patron deity of a
distinct community or region. Adopted by the Tarascan State
they were reinvented as the five brothers of Curicaueri and
each was associated with a specific direction, color and one
of five geographical centers around the Pdtzcuaro Basin
(east = red god and Coringuaro; west = white god and Iramuco
[Urichu?]; north = yellow god and Pechdtaro; south = black
god and Pareo; and center = blue god and
Chupicuaro/Pacandan) (see Map 4) (see Pollard 1993:144). In
the newly constructed Tarascan worldview, the universe was
conceived of as consisting of sky, earth and underworld.
Like the Tiripemencha the earth was divided into four
quarters or four cardinal directions plus the center and
each had a corresponding color and deity (east = red and
Cuerauaperi; west = white and Xaratanga; north = yellow and
Querenda-Angapeti; south = black and Uiranbanecha; and
center = blue and Curicaueri) (color names from Gilberti
1987 cited in Pollard 1991:168; see also Pollard 1993:144).
Structured in such fashion, the Pdtzcuaro Basin was viewed
not only as the center of geographical and political power
but as the central locus in which all of the universal

elements and divine beings unite (Pollard 1991:176).
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CHAPTER III

In addition to the archaeological record, ethnohistoric
and ethnographic sources are also valuable data for the
analysis of iconography and belief systems. However, when
using these sources, certain precautions must be
acknowledged. For example, when using ethnohistoric data,
the analyst must take into consideration when the
observations were written, i.e., were they recorded before
major sociocultural changes had taken place (Pollard
1993:17). Similarly, when using ethnographic data, the
researcher must consider the social, religious and political
changes that have taken place through time and space. Sergio
Chavez (1991:364) states, "Oversimplification and/or
uncritical comparisons of societies so far apart in time and
space can obscure important differences and hinder the
development of appropriate models and inferences." And as
Abner Cohen (1981:230; see also Rice 1987:272) notes, even
in cases where there is cultural continuity with the
ethnographic present, particular iconographic meanings are
difficult to decode, for the indigenous informants,
themselves, often have varying views of what a particular

subject represents.
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The following outlines Helen Pollard’s (1993:4, 17-24)
summary of the archaeological, ethnohistoric and

ethnographic data on the protohistoric Tarascan State.

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

There has been a limited amount of archaeological
research conducted in the area once under the authority of
the Tarascan State, and most of this has been site-oriented,
rather than regional in scope. In addition, most of the
archaeological investigation has focused on the temporal
apex of the Tarascan State, rather than the pre-Tarascan
cultural traditions from which they developed. The Tarascan
capital, Tzintzuntzan, has received the most attention. In
1930, test pit excavations by Alfonso Caso and Eduardo
Noguera at Tzintzuntzan and the Tarascan center of Ihuatzio
began a series of Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia (INAH) projects (e.g., mapping, excavation, pyramid
reconstruction) that were continued periodically by Rubin de
la Borbolla (1940, 1942-1944 and 1946), Orellana (1956),
Rom&n Pifia Chan (1962, 1964, 1968) and Ruben Cabrera Castro
(1978-1979). In 1970, an intensive surface survey was
carried out by Helen Pollard to determine the urban extent
of Tzintzuntzan and in 1990-1992 mapping and excavations
were conducted by Helen Pollard in the Tarascan center of
Urichu. Currently (1992-1994), Efrain Cardenas is conducting
projects under INAH at Tzintzuntzan and Ihuatzio.

Archaeological investigations that have been regional in
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scope include those within and outside of the P&tzcuaro
Basin. The study by Shirley Gorenstein and Helen Pollard
from 1976 to 1980 resulted in the identification of ninety-
one settlements that were populated during the florescence
of the Tarascan State (the Protohistoric period). Several
salvage projects directed within the Lake Pdtzcuaro basin
include the Proyecto Arqueoldégico Gasoducto (Tramo Yuriria-
Uruapan), headed by Carlos Silva Rhoads (INAH Salvamento
Arqueologico) in which 83 sites were found, more than 30 of
which may belong to the Protohistoric.

Only two research projects, focused on the Tarascan
Protohistoric period, have been conducted outside of the
Patzcuaro Basin. In a study by Gorenstein from 1971-1974,
several fortified sites along the Tarascan/Aztec military
frontier were located, surveyed and excavated, with major
excavations at Cerro del Chivo, Acédmbaro. In another
project, headed by Dominique Michelet (Centre d’Etudes
Mexicaines et Centramericaines) from 1983-1987,
investigations were directed in the Tarascan center of
Zacapu (excavations and mapping), in the Zacapu Basin
(survey) and in the region of Zindparo where obsidian
quarries were examined.

In addition to the above archaeological evidence are a
number of rarely published salvage reports. For example, the
Cuitzeo Basin project, headed by Macias Goytia, INAH,
provides data on two ceremonial centers: Huandacareo which

was created after the emergence of the Tarascan State and
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Tres Cerritos (Cuitzeo), an earlier center that was

incorporated by the Tarascan State.

THE DOCUMENTARY RECORD

As supplementary data to the archaeological record,
ethnohistoric documents may pgovide the researcher with
valuable information, especially if the culture under study
left behind no written records. Such is the case with the
protohistoric Tarascan State as there is no current evidence
that a writing system was utilized by the ruling elite.

Of the several documents, dictionaries and grammars
written in and after the sixteenth century (see Pollard
1993:18), the foremost ethnohistoric source with which to
study the protohistoric Tarascan State is the Relacion de
las ceremonias y poblacién y gobierno de los indios de la
provincia de Michoacan, better known as the Relacion de
Michoacan. The document was recorded in the capital of
Tzintzuntzan from 1540-1541 and contains narratives from a
group of Tarascan noblemen that were translated by a
Franciscan priest, probably by the name of Jerénimo de
Alcald (Warren 1971 cited in Pollard 1993:17). The 140
folios and 44 illustrations of the Relacion de Michoacan
consists of three parts: the Tarascan state religion (most
of which is lost); Tarascan society; and the official state
history. Of the several Relacion de Michoacan editions
published, the more detailed are the 1956 and 1980

transcriptions, both of which are based upon the manuscript
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in El Escorial, Madrid. Another edition is the 1970 English
translation, Chronicles of Michoacan, which is based on the

manuscript in Morelia, Michoacdn.

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Ethnographic studies of the modern Tarascans, or
purépecha, began as early as the turn of the century with
research by Nicolds Leén (1888, 1903) and Lumholtz (1902)
and Seler (1908). In 1940, the joint U.S. and Mexican
"Tarascan Project" provided detailed descriptions of
settlements, technology and economy in the Sierra and
Patzcuaro and Cuitzeo lake basins. More recent research
includes several ecological studies (e.g., Van Zantwijk

1967) and linguistic studies (e.g., Friedrich 1984).



CHAPTER IV

METHODS OF ANALYSIS

This study will primarily involve a descriptive analysis
of decorated Tarascan elite ceramic vessels, though some
preliminary interpretations will also be presented. The
descriptive examination will deal with the attributes of
vessel iconography and their associated vessel colors.

Following Chédvez (1991:19-20), the iconography in this
study is broken down into the following four components:

design: generally an ornamental, non-representational
figure, which may be a component of and directly associated
with a larger motif or theme. Examples of designs in this
sample are dots, dashes, ticks, stepped frets, X designs,
parallel thin lines, triangles, bullseyes, spirals, double
spirals, S and Z bands, meanders, hatching and teeth.

element: a representational feature which is a component of
and occurs directly with a larger motif and/or theme.
Examples of elements in this sample are frog/human deity
teeth and headdresses, the bullseye or spiral eyes of
serpents and the feather tufts of birds.

motif: a representational feature formed of specific
designs, elements, and/or smaller motifs which may be
displayed in whole or in part and which is identifiable
whether it occurs alone or in combination with other
designs, elements, motifs or themes. Like elements and
designs, motifs may be affiliated to a larger theme.
Examples of motifs in this sample are frog/human deities,
birds, turtles and serpents.

theme: a central composition or visual concept formed of or
represented by various motifs, elements and/or designs which
may be combined with each other in various arrangements. A
single theme has been isolated in this study: the Quarter
Sun Creature.

26
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Involved in the descriptive analysis is the
identification of modes. A mode, as defined by Sabloff and
Smith (1969:279 cited in Pollard 1993:201), is a "selected
attribute or cluster of attributes which display
significance in their own right". Thus, a mode or
combination of certain selected attributes is viewed as
significant even if the attributes of which it is formed are
non-representational or of which the symbolism is unclear
(e.g., designs or colors). For example, the frequency with
which a spiral occurs as white on red in ceramic vessels may
help in determining the degree to which the pottery produced
is standardized even if the spiral is non-representational
and the symbolism of white and red is unknown. On the other
hand, the combination of certain designs, elements and
motifs that form a representational feature or set of
features is not considered as a mode but rather as a motif
or theme. The motifs and themes identified in this study not
only have representational and symbolic significance, but
they, like modes, are viewed as significant in fhat the
degree of their frequency of occurrence is viewed to reflect
the degree of standardization in Tarascan decorated pottery.

In addition to the examination of design, element and
motif associations with each other and with particular
colors, are analyses of design, (element), motif and theme
associations with particular vessel parts (Appendix II),
with specific vessel forms (Appendix III) and with

particular Tarascan centers or settlements from which they
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were discovered (Appendix IV). Also, Appendix I compares the
vessels for the amount of iconography that each contains.

Following Christopher Donnan (1978:158-174) and Sergio
Chavez (1991:22-23), a thematic approach will be employed in
this study. This approach proposes that the standard
designs, elements and motifs that form a given theme may
represent that theme regardless of how they are combined
with each other or whether or not they occur isolated from
the other components of the theme. However, as Chavez
(1991:19) cautions, the thematic approach is only
appropriate for "sufficiently rich and complex iconography."
Since the iconography in this study’s sample consists
largely of non-representational decoration, all designs and
elements will rely on a direct association with certain
motifs or themes in order to be related to them. Similarly,
motifs will be considered to represent a theme only when
they directly occur with at least one other motif associated
with that theme.

A preliminary interpretive analysis will involve the use
of the Chronicles of Michoacan or the Relacion de Michoacan
in an attempt to relate some of the iconography and the
associated attributes (e.g., color), identified in this
study, with certain concepts and entities of the Tarascan
worldview, such as: directions (e.g., the center and the
cardinal directions), the universe (e.g., sky, earth and
underworld), animals (e.g., eagles, serpents), gods and

goddesses (e.g., Cuerauaperi, Xaratanga, Curicaueri) and
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certain settlements (e.g., Tzintzuntzan, Urichu, and
Huandacareo) . (see Pollard 1991).

Other historical documents also exist that consist of
non-Tarascan (e.g., Aztec) descriptions of the Tarascan
kingdom (e.g., Sahagun’s Florentine Codex of 1569). These
sources will not be used for this study, however, since such
descriptions may be inaccurate or biased due to factors such
as hostility and lack of communication between the feporter
and reported. For example, Pollard (1993:172-174) notes that
much of what the Aztec informants told Sahagun consisted of
negative stereotypes (e.g., the Tarascans were unskilled
with food) as well as other inaccuracies, such as that the
name of the Tarascan god was taras (term for a statue or
figurine) or that the Tarascans practiced no human
sacrifice. Similarly, in order to avoid confusing non-
Tarascan concepts wi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>