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The Wrld of Tula and Chichen Itza

Tula, also known as Tollan, or Place of Reeds, was considered an ancestral
place of origin for many of the civilizations of Me xico. The Toltec were
revered for their sophisticated culture, wisdom, an d skilled artistry—
attributes associated with the city’s legendary fou nder and ruler,
Quetzalcoatl, or the Plumed Serpent. Tula would bec ome the seat of
Quetzalcoatl’s cult, attracting pilgrims from acros s Mesoamerica and
emerging as a dynamic international center between AD 900 and 1200. Like
Tula, the Maya city of Chichen Itza on the Yucatan Peninsula claimed an
important relationship to the Plumed Serpent (who w as called Kukulcan in
Maya), and its art and architecture include numerou s depictions of him. As
hubs of an extensive web of exchange networks, Tula and Chichen ltza drew
merchants and traders from across the Americas. Bot h cities flourished for

over two centuries, until their decline in AD 1200.

The archaeological records of both cities reflect t heir cosmopolitan
nature. The Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagun wrote that at Tula, the
houses of Quetzalcoatl were made of greenstone, gol d, turquoise, seashell,
and precious feathers. As seen in this gallery, imp orted goods such as
ceramic vessels and gold from Central America, alon g with turquoise from
the American Southwest, are among the rare material s found at each site.

The New Tollan: The Rise of Cholula and the Birth of the International

Style

After the fall of Tula in AD 1200, many Toltecs mig rated south to Cholula,
where they built a new Tollan. They dedicated the ¢ ity to Quetzalcoatl,

the Plumed Serpent and god of wind, in whose honor they erected a conical-
roofed temple. Cholula soon emerged as the center o f religious authority

in Mesoamerica, and confederations of kingdoms thro ughout Southern and
Central Mexico referred to themselves as the Childr en of the Plumed
Serpent. Cholula was considered the holiest of citi es, according to the
sixteenth-century Spanish chronicler Gabriel de Roj as, and could be
compared to Rome for Christians or Mecca for the Mo ors.

As the most important pilgrimage destination in the region, Cholula became
a crossroads for people and goods. The constant flo w of exotic materials
fostered the development of one of the most signifi cant marketplaces in
the Americas, an achievement befitting the city’s d eity, Quetzalcoatl, who
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Avenues of Trade and the Spread of the International Style
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extraordinary, finely crafted jewelry, polychrome c
featherwork. These luxury goods moved along strateg
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The Aztec Conquest and the Spanish Incursion

By the fifteenth century, a new power had emerged i
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and his army in 1519. This date corresponds to the
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Motecuhzoma Il, Ahuitzotl’s successor, interpreted the news of the

Spaniards’ arrival as the return of Quetzalcoatl an d sent gifts to Cortés.
Local communities, resentful of Aztec imperialism, readily forged

alliances with the Spaniards and soon brought down the Aztec Empire.

The southern kingdoms reconstituted their confedera cies and trading
networks under the new regime and emerged as an int egral part of the new
economy. Native ruling lords, or caci ques, allied themselves with Spanish
clergy and acted as intermediaries between the indi genous past and
colonial present. Today, descendants of the Childre n of the Plumed Serpent

continue to thrive in Southern Mexico.



