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Thesis Abstract: 

 This essay is study of Aztec stone boxes from the pre-conquest Aztec empire. 

My study focuses on the interpretation of carvings on the surfaces, as well as the 

interiors and lids when applicable. The study includes not only traditionally 

functional boxes, but also altars (blocks or basins) and offering chambers, as 

comparative examples.  

 The thesis focuses on three specific stone boxes located in museums in 

Mexico, Germany, and Great Britain: the Islas y Bustamante Box (Museo Nacional de 

Anthropología, Mexico), the Hackmack Box (Museum fur Volkerkunde, Hamburg), 

and the Ahuitzotl Box (British Museum, London, and Museum fur Volkerkunde, 

Berlin). I am studying the iconographic programs, with a focus on themes of auto-

sacrifice and creation, carved on the art objects themselves and their function as 

story-telling devices, with or without the contents that the box may have contained. 

In their forms, the objects themselves are metaphors for space, time, Aztec history, 

and Aztec creation myths.  

The Hackmack Box depicts the creation god, Quetzalcoatl (feathered serpent), 

and refers to the creation myth of mankind saved from the underworld and 

resurrected from the ashes of bones, using Quetzalcoatl’s own blood. The box bears 

Montezuma’s name glyph and is likely a tribute to his birth, his ascension and 

success as a ruler, and his piety. The Islas y Bustamante Box depicts the god of caves, 

Tepeyolotl, and refers to the myth that man ascended from caves, as all of life 

originated from the mouth of a cave that was also a natural spring. The box itself is a 

metaphor for this type of cave. The Ahuitzotl Box depicts the god of water Tlaloc, and 



                                                                                                                                             Hulshoff 7 

refers to the myth of the tlaloques (helpers) discovery of “food-mountain”, in other 

words, the discovery of maize that nourished the Aztec people. It has been linked to 

the dedication of the aqueduct built under the Aztec ruler Ahuitzotl, and serves as a 

tribute to this historical event. The cosmic arrangement of the motifs on these boxes 

reveal the object as a metaphor for space and time itself as they comply with the 

Aztec’s earthly orientation of the heavens, the earth, an the underworld. 
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“We know the end of the story. We know what the modern culture looks like, and so 

then what we do is we want to explain how we got here. And there’s a tendency to 

over interpret the past by projecting the present onto it. So when you see a beautiful 

hand ax you say, ‘Look at the craftsmanship on this; it’s virtually a piece of art,’ that’s 

your perspective today. But you can’t assume what you’re trying to prove.’ 

 

- Dennis Sandgathe, Simon Fraser University,      

Canada (Kolbert, 257) 
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Introduction 

 

 

 Researching art in a field with so many unanswered questions is difficult, and 

it is the researcher’s responsibility to avoid retroactive labeling and misplaced 

conjecture (Sandgathe, see above). In the study of Aztec art and in this essay, it is 

most effective to consider multiple types of sources- visual and alphabetical- as well 

as multiple approaches to Aztec art history, including anthropological and 

archeological points of view. This also means being able to utilize critically colonial 

texts and codices written and illustrated by Nahua natives.  

 A common problem in non- Western studies is filtration through a Western 

lens, making ‘foreign’ non-western histories and concepts easier to understand, at 

the expense of accurate interpretations. In 1983, Esther Pasztory published the first 

comprehensive book on Aztec art. In earlier times, the general assumption was that 

Aztec Art and the general category of Pre-Columbian art were considered to be 
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primitive, and Aztec culture was not successfully distinguished from other pre-

Columbian cultures. For a long time, after the recognition of pre-Columbian cultures 

as non-primitive,1 Aztec art was still considered supplemental to the study of Aztec 

history and religious practices, and served mostly an illustrative purpose to these 

subjects (Pasztory, 1983: 7). Combined with the unfortunate reputation of being 

from a demonic and destructive civilization, Aztec art works were not considered 

with the same sympathetic and objective view that was afforded to Western art 

works, as genuine expressions of culture. Aztec culture suffered the same reputation 

in comparison to other pre-Columbian cultures like the Maya and Olmec. 

 In 1974, when Pasztory began the project of Aztec Art (1983), Emily 

Umberger began work on her dissertation project on Aztec monuments bearing 

glyphs. Her exploration of the historical content behind these glyphs, led to their 

iconographic reevaluation and chronological ordering, in other words their 

historical meaning and significance.2  Umberger’s work with monumental Aztec 

sculpture adds another layer to previous studies of myth and the functions and 

mythico-religious meanings in other glyph bearing works, including boxes, some in 

this essay. Although Umberger included boxes in her dissertation, I am focusing 

more intensely on them here. 

Umberger’s later scholarship on Aztec metaphor and history, as well as her 

interpretive framework surrounding the Aztec calendar in general, has had a 

noticeable impact on my work. Following Pasztory and Umberger, my contribution 

                                                        
1 Esther Pasztory, Aztec Art, Harry N. Abrams, Inc., (New York, 1983), pg. 7. 
2 Emily Umberger, Aztec Sculpture, Hieroglyphs and History, Columbia University Microfilms 

International, Colombia University, printed 1983, Degree date 1981. 
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is to explore how Aztec stone boxes synthesize the use of myth and metaphor 

employed at different historical points in Aztec history, also reinforcing the fact that 

myth and history were not separated in Aztec times. The following essay is a 

summary of this work. 

Chapter 1 will provide the reader with brief but basic foundational facts and 

concepts about the Aztec civilization that will allow a more comprehensive analysis 

of stone boxes. These chapters will discuss who the Aztecs were, the generally 

accepted version of the Aztec origin stories, and brief descriptions of the myths and 

deities discussed in later chapters. 

Chapter 2 will provide a review of how boxes have been studied in Aztec 

scholarship, beginning with the influential early twentieth century study of Eduard 

Seler. Chapter 3 deals with the importance of the balancing of myths and metaphors 

with Aztec history and how they function with the Aztec calendar- the intellectual 

impetus behind my study of Aztec objects. The review will cover the basic functions 

of the Aztec calendar and in affect the cyclical nature of Aztec history, and last, the 

manner in which Aztecs use metaphor as a communicative device for their history.  

 Chapter 4 will present detail studies of three specific boxes, one in the MNA 

and the other two in Great Britain Museum and the Berlin Museum.  Not yet having 

had an opportunity to study these last two in person, I based my research on 

second-hand images. The historical backgrounds are referenced from Umberger’s 

work, and throughout the chapter I will also reference boxes and other objects I 

catalogued at the Museo de Templo Mayor (MTM) and the Museo Nacional de 

Anthropología (MNA). 
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Chapter 1: 

Introduction to the Aztecs 

 

 

Tepetlacalli, is Nahuatl for stone box, or literally translated, stone houses. The 

most recent scholarly appearance of Aztec stone boxes was in the July 2011 issue of 

Arqueología. Author Maria Gaida introduces her readers to a small portion of known 

boxes belonging to the Bauer collection in Germany, as well as objects that were 

likely stored inside. This includes multiple small green stone lapidary objects: beads, 

miniature stone replicas of spears and knives.3 It cannot be certain that these 

objects originated in stone boxes as none were found in situ, but it is not unlikely, as 

both the images on the box, and the objects inside-the greenstone- reference water 

                                                        
3 Maria Gaida, “Un cofre mexica de piedra de la colección de Bauer, 1904”,  

Arqueología Mexicana, Vol. 29, No. 110, Editorial Raíces, Mexico D.F., July-August 2011: 82. 
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and the water god Tlaloc. And as many of these boxes were found outside of 

Tenochtitlan, it has been suggested by Pasztory, that these boxes were given as gifts 

to visiting diplomats (Pasztory, 1983: 247.), and others were used to hold ashes of 

dead rulers during funerary ceremonies.4 

The art objects I refer to in this essay are small5 stone boxes, altars, and 

offering chambers. These objects reflect cultural and artistic devices that express 

noble or aristocratic agendas, and make up a small, but significant portion of the 

Aztec production. This chapter is a brief review of basic Aztec information to help 

the reader better understands the significance of these art objects. 

When working with art objects of most cultures, the historian is generally 

aware that these objects pertained mainly to members of the noble and/or ruling 

class6, and the same can be said about Aztec art, specifically when referring to such 

refined and precious objects as the boxes discussed in this essay. However, the 

Aztecs covered more territory- the valley/basin of Mexico and beyond- and had a 

higher population of commoners than of nobility. This chapter is designed to help 

the reader specify who produced and utilized stone boxes. 

 

 

                                                        
4Emily Umberger, “Events Commemorated by Date Plaques at the Templo Mayor: 

Further Thoughts on the Solar Metaphor”, The Aztec Templo Mayor, Elizabeth Hill Boone (ed.), 

Dumbarton Oaks, October, 1983: 418. 
5 The Aztecs are well known for their monumental sculpture, so here I will specify that these boxes 

are relatively small compared to the more popular concept of Aztec sculpture. Not all the boxes in 

this essay are necessarily hand held, or light weight but can be considered portable. 
6 This is under the assertion that these objects speak more to the agendas of the patron, and less 

about the artist or workshop that produced the object(s). Thus, these objects are expressions of an 

upper class, aristocratic society; not necessarily the expressions of culture as it reflects that of the 

general population.  
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Who were the Aztecs? 

In 1519, when the Spanish invaded central and southern Mexico, the Aztecs 

were in power. However, Aztec is the generalized term referring to all peoples in the 

Basin of Mexico united by a common language- Nahuatl- and a well-organized 

Empire supplied by tribute from other city-states.7  The central power axis of the 

Aztec civilization consisted of the Triple Alliance Empire (1428-1519)8 of cities 

positioned in and around Lake Texcoco9: Tenochtitlan (the capital), Texcoco, and 

Tlacopan.  

This alliance was formed after the war of 1428, and ushered in the final 

century of the Aztec empire, until the arrival of the Spanish in 1519.10 The Spanish 

conquest focused on the inhabitants of the island cities, more specifically referred to 

as the Mexica (meh-shee-ka), vying for their power and wealth, and ultimately their 

influence over the entire empire. The original locations of the boxes were 

Tenochtitlan or an extension of that city, and were made for the ruling class, the 

central power of the Aztec empire.  

                                                        
7 R.C. Padden, The Hummingbird and the Hawk: Conquest and Sovereignty in the 

Valley of Mexico, 1503-1541, Harper Colophon Books, Ohio State University Press, 1967:15. I am 

citing Padden here, even though the story of the rise of the Aztec empire has been recounted in 

almost every text written. I feel that the Padden text does a comprehensive job of incorporating myth 

and historical information. The constant exchange of political and military power between the Aztecs 

and other cities leading up to the triple alliance can be confusing for the casual reader, and the 

narrative here is useful. However, Pasztory, Umberger and Smith (among others), can all provide a 

thorough and accurate account of the ‘underdog to top dog’ Aztec story. 
8 Michael E. Smith, The Aztecs, second edition, Blackwell Publishing Ltd., Massachusetts, 2003: 8. 
9 Smith, 2003:9. This lake is now under the modern city of Mexico that according to sources, once 

surrounded the island city of Tenochtitlan. 
10 Smith, 2003:49. 
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Tenochtitlan was built on the major island of Lake Texcoco. It was a dense 

city divided into four parts by two major roads that intersected near the center of 

the city and coordinated with the four cardinal directions. At the center was a large 

plaza for commerce and worship, and located at this intersection was the Templo 

Mayor (the major temple). On top of this temple were two shrines that housed the 

city’s patron deities: Huitzilopochtli, the founder of the city and warrior god, and the 

god of rain and agricultural fertility, Tlaloc.  

 

Aztecs in numbers: 

The Aztecs were connected through a common language, Nahuatl, but the 

culture existed and grew far beyond the metropolis of Tenochtitlan. In fact, Aztec 

city-states, and urban centers like Otumba for example, spread beyond the valley of 

Mexico. While 200,000 people (the Mexica) resided in Tenochtitlan during its peak, 

and just before the Spanish invasion in 1521, Smith estimates that the Aztec empire 

was made up of 1.59 million people, or 220 people per kilometer squared (Smith, 

2003: 56).  Other estimates have been made that assume a much higher figure, but 

these are based on historical accounts, mostly from Spaniards, that likely inflated 

their own figures as a way of impressing their own sovereignty.11 

 

Aztec Religion and Origin Stories: 

Aztec religion is polytheistic, including more than one god or goddess, and is 

rooted deeply within the Aztecs’ relationship with nature and the universe. They 

                                                        
11 Smith, The Aztecs, 2003: 58-60. This is not an uncommon opinion of most scholars, as historically 

imperial invaders had a habit of inflating numbers, and not just in Mexico. 
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believed that keeping a relationship with their patron deities would ensure a 

balanced life on earth and the underworld, specific to the empire and their political 

power relationships between the Aztecs and other pre-Colombian civilizations. The 

balance was achieved through the severe and constant commitment of Aztec 

subjects to the ceremonial and ritualistic appeasement of these deities. All Aztecs, 

including rulers and priests would practice auto-sacrifice in the form of bloodletting. 

The subject would pierce his earlobe or genitals with a sharp spike from the maguey 

plant (agave) and then insert the bloody spike into a ball of grass and down. 

Metaphorically the blood of the subject would stand in as sufficient tribute (as 

opposed to human sacrifice), and the ball of grass and down represented the earth 

receiving nourishment. Because the Aztec religion can be considered difficult to 

summarize, Spanish conquistadors and historians have done well to point out the 

parallels between Mesoamerican religious practices and origins with Western 

Christianity. The result is the muddling of the beautifully complex and rational and 

nature of their practices, and thus it is difficult to review from a non-western 

perspective.  

The origins of the Aztec people begin with their creation myth, a story like 

those of Mesoamerican cultures. There are different versions of this story depending 

on the source, or the accuracy of the Nahuatl-Spanish translation.12 The Aztec origin 

                                                        
12 A more in-depth discussion of the problems with sources and translations is included in the 

section below titled “Structures of Aztec History”. There, I review Umberger and Nicholson’s 

scholarship on the metaphorical nature to Aztec history as well as the Aztec’s intentional rewriting of 

their own history. 
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story 13 features five different suns/ages; the four ages of the earth before the Aztecs 

own creation under the fifth age. Each time a world was created, it is under the care 

of a specific god, like Tlaloc the rain god, or Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent and 

creation god (a snake of many talents).14  Each world is inhabited by particular 

beings (giants or humans), and subsequently destroyed by some natural disaster, or 

in the case of the giants living under the fourth sun, are eaten by jaguars. The fifth 

sun, ‘4 Movement’, is predicted to end in earthquakes. 

 

Gods and Myths 

There are four important Aztec myths and gods referred to in the imagery of 

the boxes in chapter 4 featuring three Aztec gods. The most prominent is the 

feathered serpent, Quetzalcoatl, the creation god- specifically the creation of man-  

and caretaker of man under the fifth sun. Upon the dawn of the fifth sun- ‘4 

movement’- that we are presumed to be living under currently, Quetzalcoatl re-

creates man from the bones of the giants, left behind after the destruction of the 

fourth sun.15  This theme of resurrection is a common association made between 

Aztec rulers and Quetzalcoatl, as it directly refers back to the deified ruler’s own life 

and death story. At the moment of his death, Quetzalcoatl’s body is reduced to ashes, 

                                                        
13Henry B. Nicholson, “Religion in Pre-Hispanic Central Mexico”, Handbook of Middle American 

Indians, Robert Wauchope (Gen. Ed.), and Gordon F. Ekholm, and Ignacio Bernal (vol. ed.), Volume 10, 

Part 1, University of Texas Press, (Austin, 1971), pg. 397. 
14 Nicholson, 1971:397-398. 
15 Nicholson, 1971: 399. 
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but his heart turns to stone and ascends to the heavens, being reborn as the 

morning star, Venus.16  

Quetzalcoatl appears again in the story of the discovery of ‘Food Mountain’, 

or maize. After man is resurrected from the ashes of the giants’ bones in the 

underworld, Quetzalcoatl needs to find nourishment. In the form of an ant his tricks 

the tlaloques (Tlaloc’s helpers) into showing him where he can find ‘Food Mountain’, 

(Tonacatepetl) from which he steals the maize for mankind.17 

Other important gods to be discussed are Tlaloc and Tepeyolotl. Tlaloc is a 

creation god and is also the god of rain and water. He controls the rain, and 

therefore the production of food for mankind. He is the most commonly represented 

deity in Aztec art next to Quetzalcoatl, and usually associated with jade or green 

stone, and themes of abundance and nourishment. Tepeyolotl is the god of caves, 

usually identified by his jaguar pelt costume and beard18, and is often featured as a 

reference to the myth that man- and life- ascended from caves that were also 

associated with natural springs. Natural springs were not only a source of water, but 

were also considered places of exceptional beauty and solitude, where one could be 

spiritually focused, and closer to their patron deities (Pasztory, 1983: 209). The 

Aztec culture frequently refers to cyclical patterns of life, death, and rebirth. Death is 

not a final state but a space between the living on earth, and those that are passing 

through the underworld, a source of life and creation. 

                                                        
16 Codex Chimalpopoca, History and Mythology of the Aztecs, Translated by John  

Bierhorst, The University of Arizona Press, Tucson, 1992:57. 
17Codex Chimalpopoca, 1992: 147. 
18 Eduard Seler, Collected Works in Mesoamerican Linguistics and Archeology,  

Volume 3, Second Edition, Labyrinthos, California, 1992: 97. 
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Huitzilopochtli is a warrior god that is not directly mentioned on the three 

main boxes of this essay, but as the patron deity of Tenochtitlan and one of the two 

gods to whom the Templo Mayor is dedicated to, he is heavily present in Aztec 

culture. His mother is Coatlicue (“serpents her skirt”).19 When Huitzilopochtli was 

born, his mother was sweeping at the top of a hill called Coatepetl. His sister 

Coyolxauhqui (koy-yol-shal-kee) and his 400 brothers (referred to as innumerable 

southerners in Aztec mythology), attempt to kills the fully armed newborn and are 

slaughtered.20 The best version of this story is found in the Florentine Codex. The 

story of the birth of Huitzilopochtli is a staple in Aztec mythology and it underpins 

the Aztec system of thought like the other myths and gods listed in this section. 

These underpinnings are links between cosmic events and Aztec political agendas 

that are best seen in Aztec art (Umberger, 2002: 90.).  

The next chapter is a review of boxes as they are currently treated in Aztec 

scholarship. In addition, the chapter to follow will utilize the scholarship of 

Umberger at length, to introduce the reader to the more complex topics of the 

calendar, history, and metaphor. The Aztecs utilize different tools and techniques for 

interpretation, divination, and expression in their art and their history. Most 

important of these tools and techniques are the Aztec calendar, the structuring of 

Aztec history, and the function of metaphor in Aztec story telling. These ideas are 

introduced at length in the next 2 chapters, followed by an in depth study of three 

boxes that synthesize the themes of Aztec history, creation, and auto-sacrifice.  

                                                        
19Emily Umberger, “Notions of Aztec History: The Case of the Great Temple Dedication”, RES 

Anthropology and Aesthetics, No. 42, (August 2002) 90. 
20 Umberger, “Notions”, 2002: 91. 
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Chapter 2:  

Boxes in Scholarship 

 

 

 

In ancient Mexico, the Mexica and contemporary Aztec peoples living in the 

surrounding basin of central Mexico created stone boxes, and since their 

colonization by the Spanish, the boxes have occupied a mysterious place in Aztec 

culture. Much of what we know of the Aztecs today is drawn from mythology, 

archeological studies of sites like Templo Mayor, and Colonial manuscripts and 

codices. The archeological evidence is compiled into collections of fragments and 

pieces left behind after the Spanish invasion in the 16th century21. Here we will look 

                                                        
21 Frances Berdan, Aztec Archeology and Ethnohistory, Cambridge University Press,  

(New York, 2014) pg.277. Describes the effect and rapid change the Spanish invasion had on the 

Aztec culture, especially with increased warfare and pressure on the capital Tenochtitlan.  
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specifically at ceremonial stone boxes. There is still much work to be done, as these 

boxes have not been given much attention except in Aztec sculptural survey texts. 

Much of what has been addressed is marginalized within the history of other 

cultural topics, but does provide some historical context.  

To date, there have been no extensive texts written solely on Aztec stone 

boxes. Rather, they are included in a number of survey texts that utilize the motifs 

carved in and around the surfaces, to serve as illustrations for varying concepts. 

Essays and articles that feature boxes focus less on the object and purpose of the 

box (though Pasztory and Umberger will touch on this), and more on the images 

themselves, exclusive from one another and not considered as a single symbolic 

program.  

Nearly every work that includes boxes as part of its canon can be traced back 

to one of the most foundational scholars of Mesoamerican history, Eduard Georg 

Seler. His most influential work, between 1885 and 1920, culminated in his 

monumental investigations and contributions to Mesoamerican documentary and 

native pictorial sources22, which would eventually lead to a collection of data, used 

by future scholars. 

As can be expected, some of Seler’s interpretations have been corrected over 

the years as discoveries are made, but his work still serves as a reliable place to 

start. Specifically Seler’s work on boxes began with a commonality among them, of 

the depiction of auto-sacrifice. He chooses particular works that apparently 

                                                        
22 Nicholson, H.B., “Eduard Georg Seler, 1849-1922”, Handbook of Middle American Indians: Guide to 

Ethnohistorical Sources, Howard F. Cline (vol. ed.), and John B. Glass (asc. vol. ed.) Robert Wauchope 

(gen. ed.), University of Texas Press, (Great Britain, 1967), Volume 13, Part 2, pg. 348. 



                                                                                                                                             Hulshoff 24 

belonged to the valley of Mexico (presumably a product of Tenochtitlan); some of 

the most valuable and informative pieces are scattered as part of private and public 

collections.23  

In a case study of the Ahuitzotl Box, Umberger’s 1981 dissertation, Aztec 

Sculpture, Hieroglyphs, and History, places the box within a historical context, 

specifically the box was a tribute to Ahuitzotl’s aqueduct and the arrival of fresh 

water to Tenochtitlan.  Using her interpretations and identifications of date glyphs 

and their correlations to depicted figures (rulers and gods), and important historical 

events, we can interpolate the object into the larger theoretical framework and 

methodologies of ceremonial Aztec art. 

In 1983, Nelly Solana included stone boxes in a chapter of her book Objetos 

Ceremonials en Piedra de la Cultura Mexica. This text, written in Spanish and 

published in Mexico City, reads as a catalog and lists several well-known stone 

boxes.24 Solana identifies most of the figures and objects carved inside and outside 

the boxes, and we see this information was repeated in a similar manner after 

Eduard Seler’s Collected Works in Mesoamerican Linguistics and Archeology, in 

English (Seler, Vol.3, 1992).25 The interpretations of the motifs are superficial and 

brief, and several of his identifications have since been corrected.  

Pasztory also included boxes in her 1983 Aztec art survey. Her canon 

highlights the Hackmack Box (referred to in her book as the Hamburg Box, based on 

                                                        
23 Seler, Eduard, Collected Works in Mesoamerican Linguistics and Archeology, Volume 3, Second 

Edition, Labyrinthos, California, 1992: 87. 
24Nelly Guittierz Solana, Objetos Ceremonials en Piedra de la Cultura Mexica, University of Mexico, 

Mexico, 1983: 62-65, Fig. 5,14,15,16, 20, 38,39. 
25Eduard Seler, Collected Works in Mesoamerican Linguistics and Archeology, Volume 3, Second 

Edition, Labyrinthos, California, 1992: 87-113. 
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its location), and emphasizes its unusually complex detail that places it in the late 

period of Mexica art.26 This same box is linked to Montezuma II in Umberger’s 1981 

dissertation.27  Both scholars agree that it is a major sculpture and one of the most 

precious objects paired with Montezuma.28 This box also pairs the ruler with the 

serpent god Quetzalcoatl and stories of Aztec creation, representing the universe 

past and present, in a single art object.29 These relationships, based on consistent 

commonalities, are noted in a number of boxes, basins, and blocks that have greatly 

informed my approach to this essay.  

Many of the motifs carved on these stone pieces share a direct symbolic 

relationship to water, and according to Pasztory, the boxes were likely decorative 

additives to shrines found in remote locations throughout the valley. These shrines 

were located around natural springs and other sources of water, and could also be 

found in pleasure gardens accessed by the Aztec elite and rulers like Montezuma I, 

and his botanical masterpiece in Huaxtepec.30 Some scholars view these gardens as 

zoos, and yet another avenue to express wealth and power. Other scholars like 

Pasztory, look at these pleasure gardens as an expression of the universe on a micro 

level; the universe in miniature. I find the latter theory to be the most interesting, as 

the boxes share similar characteristics as miniature representations of the universe. 

                                                        
26 Pasztory, 1983: 255. 
27 Umberger, Aztec Sculptures, 1983: 99. 
28 Pasztory, 1983: 255. 
29 Ibid. Also, see Umberger’s Aztec Sculptures, chapter 3 “Hackmack Box”. 
30 Pasztory, 1983: 247. 
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Boxes were recently mentioned in Leonardo López Luján’s essay featured in 

the 2012, Scultura Monumental Mexica31, edited by Eduardo Matos Moctezuma.  

López Luján’s and Marie-France Fauvet-Berthelot’s essay, “The Sculptural Art of the 

Mexica and Their Neighbors”, briefly touches on General Riva Palacio Box, citing the 

importance of Aztec politics being suggestive of mythological events as well as 

important historical events (he cites Umberger, “Date Plaques”, 1983: 418). 

Although he does not specify the historical event for this specific box, he says that 

the bas-relief sculptures on the sides of the box function as an important vehicle for 

political propaganda.32  Events such as completed architectural building programs, 

military triumphs, and dynastic successions, were popular subjects for ceremonial 

objects such as this one.33 The box depicts an event with unique and elaborate 

detail, while being inseparably fused with religious and ceremonial symbolism.34  

Maria Gaida’s 2011 article returns to the catalog type of treatment that stone 

boxes, and their content, have received in Aztec scholarship, thus far. The article is a 

short survey of the small collection of stone boxes at the Berlin museum, purchased 

or otherwise acquired by Eduard Seler, through the archeological work of Bauer’s 

excavations and discoveries in Mexico city, in 1904.35 This article brings the 

scholarship full circle.  

                                                        
31 Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, and Leonardo López Luján, Scultura Monumental Mexica, Fandode 

Cultura Económica, 2012. 
32 Ibid,113. López Luján is also referencing Umberger’s 1981 dissertation work as I have in this 

essay, and will continue to refer to throughout my work. 
33 One such box without hieroglyphs is the Islas Box in chapter 3. The lack of hieroglyphs and specific 

images does not allow us to connect it to a specific event. But it was probably made for sacrificial 

practices during one. 
34 Moctezuma, 2012: 113.  
35 Maria Gaida, “Un cofre mexica de piedra de la colección de Bauer, 1904”, pg. 80. 
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Chapter 3:  

The Balance of Myths and Metaphors with History 

  

It is necessary to address the importance of the balancing of myths and 

metaphors with Aztec history and how they function with the Aztec calendar- the 

intellectual impetus behind my study of Aztec objects. Because of the intellectual 

background and broad interpretation of Aztec metaphors and history, as they apply 

to the three boxes in chapter 4, it is helpful to separate them from the facts reviewed 

in chapter 1, beginning with the calendar. 

 

The Aztec Calendar: 

Almost any text approaching the stories of Aztec creation, mythology or 

history, addresses the basic functions of the Aztec calendar, the functions of which 

are complex. Umberger specifically notes that while Aztec date glyphs are simple, 
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easy to read ideographs, it can be difficult to interpret hieroglyphic dates on 

sculptures due to the cyclical nature of the calendar that keeps specific dates 

ambiguous.36 The presence of date glyphs on boxes highlights the shared functions 

between these art objects and the calendar. The Aztec calendar needs to be 

approached from a non-western perspective.37  

As a way of keeping track of the date and as a system of computation, and 

according to Alfonso Caso, there are two systems of computation (Caso, 1971: 333): 

the xihuitl (the 365 days of the solar year) and the tonalpohualli (the count of days, a 

260-day divinatory calendar). These two systems are indefinitely interlaced, as both 

repeat and function, in a cyclical pattern. However, each calendar is a tool utilized 

independently from the other, hence Caso’s emphasis on distinguishing the two.38 

The xihuitl39 functions much like our 365 Gregorian calendar.40 The second is a 

sacred 260-day calendar, the tonalpohualli,41 that uses twenty day signs (mainly 

animals), repeated over the course of 13 days, beginning with the day called 1- 

crocodile. This calendar is also used to name the years of the Aztec century, the 

xiuhmolpilli,42 or 52-year cycle, with the beginning year called 1-rabbit, one of the 

four signs from the twenty in the day count (rabbit, reed, flint, house). The calendar 

                                                        
36 Emily Umberger, “The Structure of Aztec History”, Archaeoastronomy: The Bulletin for the Center of 

Archaeoastronomy, Vol. IV, No.4, (October-December, 1981) Pg.10-11. The ambiguities are better 

addressed in the following section on Aztec history. See below. 
37 Behavioral characteristics of Aztec history, time and spatial comprehensions do not lend 

themselves easily to Western perspectives, as doing so filters out too much of the Aztec ideology that 

we cannot understand.  
38 Alfonso Caso, “Calendrical Systems of Central Mexico”, Handbook of Middle American Indians, 

University of Texas Press, Austin, 1971: 333-334. 
39 Umberger, “The Structure of Aztec History”, 1981:10. 
40 See also Smith The Aztecs, and Pasztory Aztec Art, for better information regarding solar sciences 

and star gazing not addressed at length here. 
41 Umberger, “The Structure of Aztec History”, 1981:10. 
42 Ibid. 
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then repeats the 4 year-signs, 52 times (or 52 years later), until 1-Rabbit is reached 

again.43 To avoid the great famine that had occurred twice before in the year 1- 

rabbit, the Aztecs held the new fire ceremony in 2-reed to begin the new century in 

a more benevolent year. The ceremony was to celebrate the world having not ended, 

as the sun rises again on the first day of the new century.44 A fire is lit from the heart 

of a sacrificial victim at the top of an extinct volcano, carried to the Templo Mayor, 

and then to every temple hearth in the city. Again, the Aztecs relied on the 

dependability of cycles. 

 

Structure of Aztec History: 

The calendar cycles cause recognizable patterns, but also ambiguities in 

history, as the Aztecs did not specify from which 52- year cycle, the event or date 

originated.45 In other words, since the dates repeat every 52 years, one century 

cannot be distinguished from another and one cannot tell if an event, in a year of a 

particular name, happened 52 years ago, or the century before. From a Western 

perspective this seems like a flawed system, but as Umberger states, the 

disadvantage here, “was actually an intrinsic characteristic which the Aztecs used 

for symbolic and even political purposes.”46 

                                                        
43 Ibid, 11. See table for visual analysis on page 11. For another explanation see also Emily 

Umberger’s dissertation, Aztec Sculptures, Hieroglyphs, and History, 1981, pg.43-47. Page 47 also 

includes a table illustrating the 52-year cycle and is very helpful. Cited again in Chapter 3. 
44 Pasztory, 1983: 61. The calendar and related ceremonies were not invented by the Aztecs, but 

were inherited from the existing populations in the valley. The Aztecs were late to arrive, but over 

the course of two centuries appropriated local character and customs as they rose to power. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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Symbolism here is key in gaining a basic comprehension of Aztec history, and 

involves identifying patterns in the 260-day calendar as well the historical 

connections purposefully made in Aztec history, by the Aztecs.  When seeking 

historical information, as I have attempted when analyzing the pictorial narratives 

on boxes such as the Hackmack Box, it is not necessary to choose between historical 

and symbolic meanings, as the two together provide a total combined meaning47 of 

historical, ritual, and mythical relationships, with a strategic use of metaphor, are 

key to Aztec history telling. The symbolic histories and metaphors combined with 

spatial representations on the boxes, and the physical construction of the boxes, 

represent a total or complete meaning. 

An example of symbolic history follows. When the ruler Itzcoatl took the 

throne in 1427, he had Aztec history burned and rewritten48 according to propitious 

dates within the Mesoamerican and Aztec mythological and recent past. Itzcoatl 

focused on aligning his ascension to the throne, in 1-flint 1428, with the beginning of 

the Aztec migration in a ‘1-flint’ year in the deep past. The migration was led by the 

warrior god Huitzilopochtli, centuries before Itzcoatl’s ascension to the throne, and 

is a staple story in Aztec history. 

What is most interesting is the Aztecs’ purposeful augmentation of their own 

history in a new version.49 This change would align important mythological and 

historical events in Aztec history with dates that also served as cosmological 

references. The strategic mutation of their history reinforced the Aztec’s right to 

                                                        
47 Umberger, “The Structures of Aztec History”, 1981: 11. See also, Pasztory, 1983: 49. 
48 Ibid, 13, 14. 
49 Ibid. 
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rule in the Valley of Mexico, by aligning their rise and conquest that parallel creation 

dates, and also fell on dates shared with other important historical events.  

 There are also changes made specifically to avoid historical events that 

would harm their civilization, changes made to avoid repeat disasters. As Lopez 

Austin put it, “what was, and will be”50, marks the inevitability of the Aztec’s future, 

as it can be seen in their past. A good example of this avoidance of a negative date, 

cited by Umberger, is the date of unavoidable famine that seems to fall on 1-rabbit, 

and this was the main motivation of Montezuma II to move the New Fire ceremony 

from 1-rabbit to 2-reed (this reform was documented on monuments with both 

dates woven together by a piece of rope, signifying their connection).  

 Umberger notes that the discovery of patterns and structures of Aztec 

history, within the frame of the Aztec calendar computations, is exciting, but still 

difficult to use when interpreting Aztec meanings applied to date glyphs. However, 

the realm of interpretations opens up almost exponentially, when one examines 

historical events that align themselves with epigraphic illustrations found in Aztec 

sculpture (monumental state sculpture at Tenochtitlan for Umberger, and stone 

boxes in my case).  

The Aztecs re-worked their own history, but because they did not specify 

which cycle an event occurred in, scholars can make educated guesses at best. For 

the most part, many events can be located within the fourteenth, fifteenth, and 

sixteenth centuries; but this tends to leave out the older and often mythological 

                                                        
50 Umberger, “Structures of Aztec History”, 1981: 12. From López-Austin, 1973, Translation 

Umberger. 
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events, if the reader is unaware of the Aztecs’ clever use of symbolism and 

metaphor.  

Sculptural motifs in Aztec art are proving to be more useful that written text, 

when interpreting the Aztec’s version of their history, as opposed to the Spanish 

versions. While written texts tend to be one dimensional, sculpture allows for 

overlaps in meaning, giving three dimensions of interpretation. The pictographs 

invite one to interpret and relate differing levels of meaning of the same subject (be 

it a historical event or a specific person, usually a ruler). The example of the Aztec 

leaving their home of Aztlán (mythological) and winning their independence from 

the Tepanecs (historical) in the same year (both occurred in 1-Flint, but different 

cycles)51, is again an effective way to remember this event, now doubled in 

importance. A ruler would justify his power by using such a date to identify and 

welcome the positive overlap in history, with the assumption that the universe 

ordained it. This includes staging events on symbolically important dates as well. 

However, knowing this and recognizing a pattern allows scholars to better interpret 

Aztec history, exclusive from the western world and the Gregorian calendar. 

Pre-Columbian art and history is a matter of reading and interpreting the 

palimpsest left over, after a number of filtrations, augmentations, and pre-existing 

interpretations. These filters are predominantly Western, imposing a western 

history and knowledge onto a non-western world. These situations are unavoidable, 

as most sources have been written before our time; but the knowledge of these 

changes alone, already gives the scholar a news lens to study through. 

                                                        
51 Umberger, “Structures of Aztec History”, 1981: 12. 
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We know now that the breadth of oral histories requires that the established 

acceptable parameters of what constitutes historical recordation be expanded52, so 

that this type of ‘history’ is more sympathetic to non-western methodologies. It is 

generally agreed that the most complete surviving preconquest histories are in the 

form of these colonial written sources53, but it would severely limit our applications 

of these texts if historians did not also utilize visual imagery and material evidence, 

such as boxes. Reconstructions cannot consist of one or the other, but rather an 

astute combination of multiple formats that better perceive the structural 

relationships between the Aztec past and present, originally intended to be 

conceived and linked more flexibly.54  

 

Functions of Metaphor and Aztec Story Telling: 

 

“Descriptions by Spanish conquerors and observers…have been available for 

centuries, and many works on Aztecs make use of them. But they are not the only 

window into the Aztec past; words are not all that remain on Earth.” 

                 -Michael Smith55 

Smith is referring here to archeological artifacts, but it is a reminder that 

written sources, specifically alphabetical, on Aztec history, are colonial 

                                                        
52Emily Umberger, “Notions of Aztec History: The Case of the Great Temple Dedication”, RES 

Anthropology and Aesthetics, No. 42, (August 2002) pg.88. 
53Umberger, “Notions of Aztec History”, 2002:88. 
54 Ibid, 90. 
55 Smith, The Aztecs, 2003: xvi. 
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implementations for European purposes.56 Aztec history was originally passed on 

through an oral tradition, with “written” documents using only picture writing and 

sparse simple glyphic ideographs. In neither case was the recording of words in 

longs texts important. The Aztec use of language, symbolism, and metaphor, is still 

an oral skill practiced by a few specialists. It is important to understand that the 

symbolic nature of Aztec history was intentional and enjoyed. It can be viewed in 

two venues: metaphors as literary tropes to illustrate indigenous imagery and 

courtly speech, and the metaphysics of the Aztecs’ ideas about the universe.  

Metaphors, such as those present in postconquest documents by Sahagún 

and Durán, have not been extensively studied as an Aztec literary genre57, but what 

work that has been done58 is useful when attempting to understand combined and 

layered meanings within Aztec art objects. Missionaries did not refer to these tropes 

as metaphors, and the word metáfora does not appear in the Spanish text. Rather, 

the Spanish refer to this nature of descriptions as “the old ones’ manners of 

speaking…ancient colloquies.”59 Simply put, the Spanish translations of Aztec stories 

and history may state one thing, but these passages in their original (and usually 

oral) context mean something different, and will often carry multiple levels of 

meaning coherent only to an indigenous audience.  

                                                        
56 Bernardino Sahagún, The Florentine Codex, School of American Research and University of Utah, 

1981.  
57Judith M. Maxwell, and Craig A. Hansen, Of the Manners of Speaking That the Old Ones Had: The 

Metaphors of Andrés de Olmos In the TULAL Manuscript, University of Utah Press, (Salt Lake City, 

1992), pg.19. 
58 Maxwell, Manners of Speaking, 1992: 1. This text specifically translates the Metaphors from part 3, 

chapter 8, of Arte para aprender la langua de Mexica (1547), by Andrés de Olmos, a Franciscan 

missionary. This essay does not focus on the content here, but rather the manner in which historians 

can approach the purpose and use of metaphor within Aztec orations and pictographs, using Maxwell 

as a guide.  
59 Maxwell, Manners of Speaking, 1992: 19.  



                                                                                                                                             Hulshoff 35 

The arguments of this paper will be clearer with a basic understanding of 

how metaphor was possibly used in Aztec art to create linkages with history and 

mythology, their connections to the cosmos, and will also alert the viewer to visual 

symbolic paradigms.  

The common language of the Aztecs- Nahuatl- was a courtly language that 

was characteristically stylized by the artistic use of metaphor, adding layers of 

meaning.60 There are two common techniques used: inversion and coupling (also 

called diphrasms). Inversion uses antonyms to imply the opposite meaning of a 

word, and as it sounds, the Aztecs would say one thing, and mean the total opposite. 

For example, when a captured man is illustrated with female anatomy, this is not to 

identify their gender, but to refer to the defeated or cowardice state of the captive. 

The Aztecs would also use coupling, by pairing two words or images together to 

evoke a third meaning.61 For example, in the Codex Mendoza, the artist uses generic 

forms to represent a person, a crown, a woven mat (a symbol of control), and a 

speech scroll (a ruler was referred to as ‘the one who speaks’), coupled with the 

image of the water creature Ahuitzotl. This pictorial combination now represents 

the ruler Ahuitzotl (Figure 1).   This is not to imply that these rules are finite, but 

recognizing these characteristics within Nahuatl narrative opens up the discourse to 

semantic linkages; not only does this imply narrative parallels but also mytho-

historical pairings. 

                                                        
60 Maxwell, Manners of Speaking, 1992: 20. 
61 Ibid, 21. 
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Metaphor is a part of telling preconquest Aztec history that was passed down 

orally. The morphology of language was a prized technique62 and one that needs to 

be considered carefully when analyzing Aztec art objects. There are recognizable 

themes such as lineage, class structure and societal roles, speech, and religious 

ceremonial conduct like autosacrifice. Historical themes told through metaphor 

invoke didactic stories that became marginalized by the literal Spanish glosses 

paired with Aztec images.63 Collections of Aztec images were meticulously arranged 

and crafted in manner that maintained artistic tensions-also a prized technique. 

Patterns in language, translations, and historical parallels with mythology, are also 

reflected in the artistic tropes and patterns of Aztec stone boxes. 

Related to metaphor are the metaphysics of Aztec philosophy. Metaphysics- 

what Aztec scholars refer to as “cosmovision”- is important to understanding the 

meaning of the boxes. This approach allows the viewer to investigate the boxes as 

constituting the structure and nature of Aztec reality- in this case a very close 

spiritual relationship of the Aztecs with the cycle of life through the underworld, the 

earth, and the heavens. It helps to create a more comprehensive and broadly set 

scope of understanding Aztec artistic concepts of time, space, causality, the body, 

religion, and identity.64 These metaphysical concepts are best investigated through 

Aztec art with a solid expectation and understanding of their use of metaphor.  

 

 

                                                        
62Maxwell, 1992: 21. 
63 Ibid, 25. 
64 James Maffie, Aztec Philosophy: Understanding a World in Motion, University Press 

 of Colorado, Boulder, 2014. 
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Chapter 4: 

The Hackmack Box, the Islas y Bustamante Box, and the Ahuitzotl Box 

 

 

In this chapter, we will consider three stone boxes and the decorative motifs 

carved on the interior and anterior, bottoms and lids. By approaching these objects 

formally, we can deconstruct the Aztecs spiritual ideas that link the ancient Mexica 

to the earth, agriculture, and the cosmos. Many of these motifs echo Aztec myths and 

ritual practices. The very construction of the box becomes a metaphorical surrogate 

for the very narratives it illustrates. Many boxes were removed from their original 

locations in the 16th century, and moved outside of Mexico City. Unfortunately, as it 

is with many ancient artifacts prior to the ratification of UNESCO policies, the 

proveniences of these boxes cannot be concretely confirmed, though it is generally 

accepted that the boxes addressed in this paper are from the Aztec capital city, 
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Tenochtitlan. Much of the historical contextual connections are based on post-

colonial manuscripts or codices, as well as studies of the Aztec calendar that allow 

for literal and pictorial translations of Aztec symbolism and myths depicted on three 

boxes. These boxes were more than just proprietary containers; they were 

metaphorical surrogates for the spaces they represented: the earth, atmosphere, 

caves, underworld, rain and other bodies of water, and enclosed the corporeal body 

of the subject within these natural spaces. The relieves indicate what the different 

parts of the box represent.  

This essay is a focused study on boxes but due to frequent and undeniable 

similarities in structure and design, this essay will also reference several blocks, 

basins, and reproductions of offering chambers excavated by Leonardo Lopez Luján. 

This approach of including similar art objects with boxes is also used in Umberger’s 

1981 dissertation, Pasztory’s 1983 survey, and López-Luján’s 2012 essay in Scultura 

Monumental Mexica. 

Boxes were created in several forms and served different purposes for 

different people. Boxes ranged in size from small and portable to larger more 

stationary sizes. They served a public purpose for large public ceremonies that 

likely involved the fertility of a nation, and private uses for both nobles and rulers 

that often referenced the more private act of auto-sacrifice, and were likely more 

concerned with the owners own relationship with the cosmos. They could serve 

religious, funerary, or ceremonial functions. Some boxes are left with a plain 

exterior (Figures 2, 3, and 4), and others are intricately decorated and beautifully 
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painted (Figure 5 and 5.1).65 The decorative motifs and illustrated programs for 

these boxes varied from political and figurative to geometric patterns, often utilizing 

techniques referred to as cosmic arrangement66, that suggest the boxes are 

metaphors as well as containers. Traditional boxes shared characteristics with basin 

or altars67; they were block shaped and had decorative and interpretive motifs on all 

sides, including the bottoms.  

In the same category, one may also consider the design and purpose 

suggested by the layout and contents of the offering chambers from the Templo 

Mayor (Figure 3)68. Not only do the chambers resemble boxes, but also stone boxes 

were found as part of the offerings inside the chambers. These chambers hold 

offerings in three main ways: as constructive or compositional filling (as seen in 

Figure 3), in a box (Figure 4), or in a cist.69 These chambers were locally significant 

in that they were favorable places to communicate with patron deities like 

                                                        
65 The Tizapán Box (Figure 5) is likely one of the most literal representations of the heaven and 

earth paradigm, and best of all, it has retained its original stucco and painted surfaces and content. 

Inside the box is a small female figure made of green stone and placed at the center of the world. 

Tizapán Box, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), Museum Exhibit Label. 
66 Similar to the Hackmack Box and the Islas y Bustamante Box, is the Warrior Box (Figure 6). Though 

this box does not use the more common motifs that refer to the spatial metaphors of the cosmos and 

the earth, it is still a symbolic representation of time and space, as it refers to the four cardinal 

directions of the universe: north, south, east, and west. The number four, and the repetition of motifs 

in groups of four is a common Aztec artistic device that holds several meanings simultaneously, many 

of which relate back to the four cardinal directions and the four ages of the sun (Nicholson, 1971: 

399.). 

Warrior Box, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), Museum Exhibit Label. 
67 One altar in particular is the Venus Altar. Below the stylized sky is the Venus glyph; the star hangs 

from the top of the block with radiating flint knives from the face, and each side of the altar if framed 

by two long inward facing flint knives. Like the Hackmack Box, this item uses symbols for sacrifice 

and tribute. (Figure 7), Venus Altar, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), 

Museum Exhibit Label. 
68 López Luján, Leonardo, The Offerings of the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan, Translated by Bernard 

R. Ortiz de Montellano and Thelma Ortiz de Montellano, University Press of Colorado, United States, 

1994. López-Luján has been in charge of the Templo Mayor project since 1991. 
69 Offerings, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Del Templo Mayor, 2015), Museum Exhibit Label. 
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Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. The arrangement of precious objects70 inside the 

chambers were deposited in layers that seem to represent the stratum of the 

cosmos according to the Aztec’s construction of the universe.71 

In this essay, I am focusing on themes of sacrifice and creation. Three of the 

most often cited and interpreted boxes across several texts are the Ahuitzotl, Islas y 

Bustamante, and Hackmack Box, and will be treated again at length in the this 

chapter with a bulk of the context drawn from Eduard Seler, Nelly Solana, Emily 

Umberger, and Esther Pasztory. The amount of scholarship on these boxes and the 

clarity of the designs made them a favorable choice or this thesis. 

 I would like to preface this study; it will not go into detail about the contents 

that may have been stored inside the boxes. Very few of the small boxes were not 

found in situ, or if they were removed from their original contexts by Euro-

Americans and emptied. In addition, like many ancient artifacts, being gifted, and re-

gifted from one family collection to the next, the artifact were further distanced 

from any original context.  

Boxes found in situ, excavated from offering chambers at the Templo Mayor 

by Leonardo López Luján72, are smaller parts of a larger context within an offering 

chamber and the box was likely itself, an offering. Scholars and archivists make 

educated guesses based on the smaller articles, like bones, shells and flint knives 

found along side, or small jade/stone beads found in adjacent jars, which were also 

                                                        
70 Precious objects usually consisted of jade, bones, seashells, aquatic animal remains, Tlaloc jars, 

turtle shells, and weapons among other objects. 
71 Offerings, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Del Templo Mayor, 2015), Museum Exhibit Label. 
72 Leonardo Lopez-Lujan, The Offerings of the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan, Translated by Bernard  

R. Ortiz de Montellano and Thelma Ortiz de Montellano, University Press of Colorado, (United States, 

1994), pg 98. 



                                                                                                                                             Hulshoff 41 

carefully situated inside the offering chambers. The general assumption among 

scholars is that both boxes and contents were offerings that would have coincided in 

some way with agrarian rituals that occurred based on calendar cycles, and that the 

cosmic objects in them stood in as metaphors for food, water, and fertility.73 What is 

interesting is that while the box was the cosmos, the offerings contained symbols 

related to the underworld as the source water, seeds, and agriculture. 

 Although not focusing on the contents, most of which are gone from the 

smaller boxes in museums, the contents of such specialized artifacts are likely 

suggested by the boxes’ motifs on them, that likewise support the theoretical 

interpretations of the narratives. The motifs of blood letting on the Islas y 

Bustamante Box mean that it most likely held objects to perform the ceremony, like 

maguey spikes or sharpened bones. The Ahuitzotl Box boasts images of abundance 

and the Tlaloque (Tlaloc’s helpers) spill pots of amaranth and maize; the box may 

have contained green stone or jade objects as symbols of water. Johanna Broda, an 

anthropology professor at the University of Mexico74, has found several references 

to the use of boxes as holding the remains of sacrificial victims, rulers, or officials, 

and a majority of these documents refer to ceremonies and rituals held during the 

cycle of the rain gods, better known as Tlaloque.75  These types of boxes with these 

offerings may have been left in caves or buried at the foot of the stairs of the Templo 

                                                        
73 Lopez Lujan, 1994: 98. 
74Johanna Broda, David Carrasci and Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, The Great Temple of Tenochtitlan: 

Center and Periphery in the Aztec World, (The University of California Press, 1987), introduction. 
75 Lopez Lujan, 1994: 99. The Islas y Bustamante box is currently on display at the Museum of 

Anthropology in D.F., with maguey leaves or spines used for auto sacrifice and would likely fit inside 

the box, and also reflect the actions taken by the figures depicted on the box, in the act of piercing 

themselves with similar spines. 
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Mayor.76  There is also a reference to a box used as a funerary container for a ruler, 

which was at the base of a wooden sculpture of the deceased in his house/palace.77 

The box would remain there for eighty days during the ceremonies performed to the 

dead.78 However, the three boxes discussed here do not seem to be the type used for 

such offerings. Two have dates corresponding to other types of events, not funerals, 

but had been kept in a high status palace. So, for the sake of brevity and due to lack 

of substantial primary or secondary evidence79, we will stick with what we do have; 

three highly decorated stone boxes to interpret. 

 

The Hackmack Box 

One important box with revealing imagery on it is the Hackmack Box, which 

can also be dated to the reign of a ruler, Montezuma II. It also bears the image of one 

of the most prominent characters in Aztec religion, lineage and myth, who was also 

related to Aztec royal lineage and behavior. This is Quetzalcoatl, or feathered 

serpent80, and he frequently appears in Aztec sculpture, folklore and manuscripts. 

As one of the four creator gods81, the imagery of Quetzalcoatl is connected to nature, 

the universe and Aztec origins, and Aztec rulers often aligned themselves with these 

associations pictorially. The use of an animal to symbolize a deity was common, as 

                                                        
76 Ibid, 99. 
77 Emily Umberger, “Events Commemorated by Date Plaques at the Templo Mayor: 

Further Thoughts on the Solar Metaphor”, The Aztec Templo Mayor, Elizabeth Hill Boone (ed.), 

Dumbarton Oaks, October, 1983: 418. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Lopez Lujan, 1994: 99. 
80 Seler, 1992: 92. Also a favorite of H.B. Nicholson. So much so that he used the Quetzalcoatl design 

from the lid of the Hackmack Box to be inscribed on the medal for the H.B. Nicholson award, (see 

intro to Fanning the Sacred Flame). 
81 Elizabeth Baquedano, Aztec Scupture, Britsh Museum Publications, (London, 1984), pg.94.  
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the Aztecs believed that forces of nature controlled much of their daily life, and 

these forces often took on animal forms. A deity’s form, like Quetzalcoatl’s bird and 

serpent characteristics, was often diverse and complex, assuming several forms of 

spirits or monsters simultaneously to communicate to the viewer the range of 

powers acquired by the god (and ruler).82 The Aztecs were fascinated with the 

natural world, frequently using animals to tell stories of life and origin, as animals 

were thought to have a close relationship with deities.83  Seen here on the Hackmack 

Box (Figure 8), the stylized motifs depicted on the inside and outside, tell such a 

story about the Aztecs and the cosmos.  

The Hackmack Box is located in the Museum fur Volkerkunde, Berlin, 

Germany84, with the lid still mostly intact. It is made out of a green stone, or hard 

silicate according to Seler85, and is rectilinear in shape. It is 12.46” long and 5.75” 

inches deep. Including the lid, it is 3.8” inches tall.86  This may be a small container, 

but its intricately carved images symbolically represent the cosmos and the powers 

of creation as it refers to mythology associated with Quetzalcoatl. 

Beginning with the lid (Figure 9,10), the composition is clear in the 

positioning of the central Quetzalcoatl, in the form of a serpent between two date 

glyphs. The feathered serpent is seen moving in a zigzag pattern from the top to the 

bottom, terminating with a gaping mouth, fangs out, with the bifurcated tongue 

                                                        
82 Baquedano, 1983: 18. 
83 Ibid, 67. 
84 Solana, 1983: 213. 
85 Seler, 1992: 87-113. 
86 Seler, 1992: 94. 
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extending to the edge of the lid.87 To the left of the serpent’s head is the date glyph 

of ‘one reed’ and to the right is the date glyph ‘seven reed’.88 According to an origin 

myth in the Codex Telleriano-Remensis ‘one reed’ is the birth date of Quetzalcoatl, 

and ‘seven reed’ is the date of his death.89 The birth date helps us to identify the 

deity as it doubles as a name glyph, and the death date recalls the myth of his 

demise and the creation of the morning star (his rebirth).90 According to this legend, 

he set himself on fire, his ashes consumed by birds, and his heart rose into the sky 

and entered Heaven, turning into what the elders called the “star that comes out at 

dawn”.91 They are referring to Venus. Because of these associations with the sky and 

heavens, and the literal positioning of these motifs on the top of the box, we can 

assume that the lid is the sky; a surrogate for the heavens, and is in fact heaven itself. 

This association with atmospheric space becomes clear when put into 

context with the inside bottom, and outside bottom of the box. On the interior 

bottom (Figure 13), there is a single glyph that fills the frame; it is ‘one crocodile’.92 

This image is commonly used (either in part, like its mouth and teeth, or in whole as 

                                                        
87 We know a lot of thought and effort went into the execution of the feathered serpent, as serpents 

are represented throughout Aztec art in many forms like the Xiuhcóatl Box. This oblong box is 

shallow with thick walls carved with a repetitive geometric pattern intended to resemble the body of 

a stylized snake, specifically a “fire serpent”87 (Figure 11). Xiuhcóatl , (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo 

Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), Museum Exhibit Label. 
88 Ibid, 96. 
89 Ibid, 97. 
90 The Moctezuma Xocoyotzin Box also uses a type of solar symbolism, but in a more direct manner. 

This box is dedicated to the ninth tlatoani, or ruler, of Tenochtitlan, Moctezuma I (Figure 12). The 

box as four equal sides, with each side divided by two symmetrical stylized star designs. These stars 

refer back to the universe, and Venus-the morning star Quetzalcoatl- is also sometimes represented 

this way.  

Moctezuma Xocoyotzin Box, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), Museum 

Exhibit Label. 
91 Lopez-Austin, Alfredo, The Human Body and Ideology: Concepts of Ancient Nahuas, 

 Volume 1, The University of Utah Press, United States, 1988. 
92 Seler, 1992: 97. 
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seen here) to stand in for the earth’s surface93 and the fertility of the earth, in other 

words food production. This of course is a purposeful alignment with an historical 

event, 1- cipactli/crocodile (1599) (Figure 13), and the date when Montezuma II 

took to the throne94.  This also happened to be the ruler’s birthday; hence the 

important association Montezuma wanted to keep with Quetzalcoatl and the themes 

of rebirth. Just below, on the outside bottom of the box (the side that would sit on 

the ground), is an image found on the bottom of any number of sacrificial bowls or 

vessels, as well as many other boxes; this is the Earth Monster (Figure 14), or as 

Seler refers to it, the earth toad or ‘devouring earth’.95  The Earth Monster 

represents the underworld that required tribute, which typically in Aztec society 

was blood.96 Although the underworld was a dark place that housed the tonalli, or 

what we may call souls, of the dead, it also housed life and plants that were pushed 

up from the ground.97 Unlike western ideology, the underworld is both a positive 

and negative force in Aztec religion and everyday life; it is a place of death and 

rebirth of the tonalli in plant life. Again, because of the positioning of these motifs on 

the physical bottom and underside of the box, the object is the earth (soil) and the 

underworld, metaphorically speaking. This is reinforced by the relief on the 

                                                        
93 Ibid, 97. 
94Emily Umberger, Aztec Sculpture, Hieroglyphs and History, University 

 Microfilms International, Colombia University, United States, printed 1983,  

degree date 1981. 
95 Ibid, 98. 
96 Lopez-Lujan, Leonardo, and Alfredo Lopez-Austin, Monte Sagrado-Templo Mayor,  

Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, (Mexican National Library, 2008) pg. 100-101. Many 

depictions of the Earth Monster seen in an around Templo Mayor have stylized inclusions of blood, as 

well as the crocodile teeth often used to represent the surface of the earth under depictions of auto-

sacrifice. For further reading consult Lujan and Austin. 
97 Jill Leslie McKeever Furst, The Natural History of the Soul in Ancient Mexico, Yale 

University, (United States, 1995) pg. 178. 
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underside of the lid, a ‘death head’ or skull that indicates the connection of death to 

the underworld98, and it also positioned in a downward facing manner, like the 

earth monster. Remember, Quetzalcoatl was reborn from the underworld, just as 

human and plants are reborn, making the feathered serpent the god especially 

associated with rulers.  

On the long sides of the Hackmack Box are images that reinforce the overall 

theme of the box and bring together the concept of the Aztec universe, from the 

underworld to the heavens. One side depicts the ruler Montezuma II (Figure 15:18), 

identified by his name glyph to the left of his head, a nose plug99, identifying him as 

“the younger”, or the second.  In a mirror fashion, the figure on the opposite side is 

identified as Quetzalcoatl, with the name glyph of  ‘one reed’ to his right, and a 

familiar feathered serpent can be seen undulating behind the figure (the speech 

scroll by his mouth blends with the feathers by his feet). However, this figure is also 

wearing a disguise. According to Seler, this figure is dressed in a jaguar outfit, 

sporting a beard. If one refers to this same image in the Codex Fejervary, interpreters 

have identified this deity as the god of the mountain caves or Tepeyolotl.100  This 

imagery brings us back to the myth of creation.  

The Aztecs have several origin myths that involve the underworld, caves101 

and Quetzalcoatl. In the Codex Chimalpopoca, there are two such myths that can be 

applied here. The first is of the discovery of corn, in which Quetzalcoatl takes the 

form of an ant to go inside a mountain made of food, literally called Food Mountain, 

                                                        
98 Seler, 1992:96. 
99 Umberger, 1983: 86. 
100 Seler, 1992:94-96. 
101 Lujan and Austin, 101 and 255. 
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and destroys the mountain to feed the world of man.102  The second is of the re-

creation of man under the fourth sun, or fourth age of man, when Quetzalcoatl 

journeys to the underworld to retrieve bones that he absconds with.  In his attempt 

to flee with the bones he falls into a pit dug as a trap by souls in the underworld. He 

falls and shatters the bones. Seemingly ruined, he takes them to Quilaztli, a creation 

goddess, who grinds them in a jade bowl. Though they are ‘ruined’, he bleeds into 

the bowl, and the other gods follow suit, and resurrect human kind.103   

On the box, both figures squat or sit, while Montezuma II participates in auto 

sacrifice, piercing his ear with a bone point, drawing blood104, a common practice in 

ritualistic prayer for fertility and associated with Quetzalcoatl’s blood letting ritual 

that resurrected man from the ashes. These figures also share similar speech scrolls, 

and when viewed in situ on the box, face each other, perhaps in a manner of 

speaking to each other. Both speech scrolls are also feathered serpents solidifying 

their connection. As Quetzalcoatl was so closely associated with Aztec leadership in 

particular, this god was an important model for Montezuma. This may have been a 

way for Montezuma II to align his divinity with a specific deity, to in turn align him 

with the power of the cosmos, the underworld and creation of man, as he is so 

neatly situated between the two on the box. Again, the box provides a surrogacy for 

the ruler to imply his relationship with the gods and insert himself into the myth. 

The glyph on the side ‘one rabbit’ also refers to the creation of the earth105.  The date 

                                                        
102 Codex Chimalpopoca, History and Mythology of the Aztecs, Translated by John  

Bierhorst, The University of Arizona Press, (Tucson, 1992) 146-47. 
103 Codex Chimalpopoca, 1992: 146. 
104 Ibid, 97. 
105 Ibid, 98. 
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‘1 rabbit’ corresponds with the start of a new century and with the creation of the 

earth, and also the beginning of time ‘during a period of darkness’.106 Remember, 

this year was also the year of devastating famine.  

The program and composition of the motifs, as well as their specific locations 

on the box, give the object the ability to transcend the proprietary function of being 

just a container, and stands as a miniature model for the cosmic universe of 

Montezuma. The use of the term metaphor here may help in our understanding of 

the greater function of this object, but as the myth and historical representations 

overlap and sway between the two, the metaphor becomes more allegorical in its 

continual and cyclical references to life, fertility, the heavens, and the underworld 

and the rulers depicted. 

 

The Islas y Bustamante Box  

 Similarly, the Islas y Bustamante Box (Figure 16 & 17) depicts images that 

align it with fertility and creation myths, as well as rituals with offerings or the 

Earth Monster. Unfortunately, this box does not have its original lid, but the bottom 

remains intact and also depicts an Earth Monster similar to that seen on the bottom 

of the Hackmack Box, in being in a splayed position.107 However, this creature more 

closely resembles an aquatic creature, similar to a type of Cayman. The creature has 

an elongated snout, four clawed feet, and a serrated tail, with stylized watermarks 

surrounding the body. Congruent with Aztec folklore, the Cayman is also associated 

                                                        
106 Codex Chimalpopoca, 1992: 231. 
107 Solana, 1983: Slide 18. 
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with the earth; specifically the surface of the earth, commonly represented with 

stylized jagged teeth.108   

Like other stone boxes, this motif stands in as a metaphor for the earth’s 

surface, but perhaps here pertaining more towards a type of ritual involving water, 

as opposed to the earthly underworld, but still referring to fertility.109 The presence 

of rain sometimes featured with the earth monster refers to this aquatic side to the 

underworld as the source of water, like the sky as we will se with the Ahuitzotl Box. 

Inside the box, on the bottom, is a depiction of a zacatapayolli110, a ball of soft down 

and grass, sometimes decorated with precious stone or beads that would receive the 

bloody maguey spikes or bone points during ritualistic auto-sacrifice.111 112Auto-

sacrifice was a practice involving the piercing of the ear or flesh to draw blood that 

would then be inserted into the zacatapayolli. This behavior served as tribute, like a 

type of “sacred economy”113 not unlike the tribute paid forward by the city-states. 

The blood substitutes for the body and the maguey ball for the earth, to the Aztec 

gods to gain favor for their prayers for water, sunshine, earth, and fertility. This box, 

                                                        
108Solana, 1983: 49. 
109 These earthy themes appear in other boxes but also altars. One box the retains its natural rough 

stone surface in the Offering Box (Figure 2), that maintains date glyphs in the inside of the box, 

leaving the exterior naturally blank, alluding to the earth itself. Likewise the Plants and Roots Altar 

(Figure 18), Altar of Four Souls (Figure 19) and the Altar of Nocturnal Animals (Figure 20) equally 

boast naturalized earthy themes tied closely to the Aztec spiritual world. (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo 

Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), Museum Exhibit Label. 
110 Solana, 1983: Slide 17. 
111 Ibid, 46. 
112  A similarly styled box to the Islas y Bustamante Box is the General Riva Palacio Box (Figure 21). 
This particular box is on display in the Museo Nacional de Anthropología, with a small ceramic bowl 

placed in front of it, holding small tools utilized for auto-sacrifice (ceremonial blood letting). 

Interestingly, the two sides shown in López Luján’s article, and in Seler’s Collected Works, are the 

same two sides visible in the museum. I have not yet been able to find or confirm what the other two 

sides look like, unless they are mirror images, but this would require special access to the box. 

“Mexica 1200 D.C.- 1521 D.C.”, (Mexico City, Mexico: Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 2015), 

Museum Label. 
113 From a developing article by Alan and Pamela Sandstrom, not yet published. 
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then, may stand in as a surrogate for the sacrificial victim and the blood offered to 

the Earth’s surface, here represented by the Earth Monster, which as the Hackmack 

Box, is depicted on the side of the box that would actually touch the ground. 

 To further support this idea of sacrificial metaphors and fertility, we can take 

into account the sides of the box. Three of the four sides depict figures participating 

in auto-sacrifice, each sitting cross legged, facing a long-handled, ceramic brazier 

containing burning incense, with smoke plumes and flames emanating from the top 

and smoke from the bottom of the bowl.114  Behind of each figure is an upright 

maguey leaf pierced with three smaller maguey spikes; this fertile motif is seen on 

other Aztec stone monuments and can be recognized as such115 Although, the three 

human figures depicted here were at one point assumed to be three versions of the 

same deity Tezcatlipoca 116, Seler believes them to be deities in different disguises. 

The side with the hole in it (Figure 16:2) is believed to be a god of sacrifice117, 

distinguished by the two flint knives pointed upright in his headband. The hole 

suggests that a later owner used the box as a spring basin, but unfortunately the 

hole has destroyed much of the detail of his body.  

The side opposite to the god of sacrifice, is a bearded figure with a jaguar 

head over his shoulder and bells around his ankle that are meant to resemble jaguar 

skin, suggesting that he is the god of caves in disguise; Tepeyolotl (Figure 17:1).118 

Specifically, his hair is pulled back and through a ring that is an insignia of the god of 

                                                        
114 Solana, 1983: slides 14,15,16. 
115 Seler, 1992: 91. 
116 Solana, 1983: 47. 
117 Seler, 1992: 91. 
118 Ibid, 91. 
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the mountain caves, another reference to the earth’s fertility. The Aztecs believed 

that all life sprang from mountains and caves119, and we can here refer again to the 

myth of the discovery of corn, told in the Codex Chimalpopoca, where Quetzalcoatl 

turns himself into a black ant and goes into Food Mountain where he finds corn and 

amaranth, and with the help of the tlalocs (Tlaloc’s helpers), steals all the food for 

mankind.120 

The deity of the third side of the box is easily recognized as Tezcatlipoca 

(Figure 17:2), with his missing left foot (torn off by the Earth Monster), and smoke 

emanates from his severed limb.121 The fourth side (Figure 16:1) ties the entire 

theme of auto-sacrifice together with another depiction of a maguey ball. 

Recognizable as such when compared to later depictions seen in the Codex 

Borbonicus122 (Figure 22), this maguey ball is seen as a profile of half of a disk with 

bone points sticking out of the top, with butterfly flames emanating from the top as 

well.123 What is more telling here, are the two decorative motifs that flank the 

maguey ball. According to Seler, and comparable glyphs in the Codex Borbonicus, 

these are the signs for ‘midnight’ (Figure 22).124 In the Florentine Codex, Sahagun 

gives an account of this Aztec ritual of self-sacrifice and bloodletting (known as 

                                                        
119 Lujan and Austin, 1988: 67 & 225. 
120 Codex Chimalpopoca, 1992: 146-147. 
121 Seler, 1992: 92. 
122 Codex Borbonicus, folio 20. Depictions seen here of Xipe (sacrificial deity), wearing flayed skin 

and practicing auto-sacrifice, with symbolism, including this type of maguey glyph. 
123 Seler, 1992: 91. 
124 Ibid, 91. 
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Panquetzaliztli125), and recounts that the time for self-chastisement during this 

ceremony would happen at midnight.126 

In comparison to the Hackmack Box, the Islas y Bustamante Box is different 

but remotely related in theme. First, the Islas y Bustamante Box does not bear a 

name glyph on, so it is not directly linked to a specific ruler and likely belonged to a 

noble. Likewise, there is nothing on the box that indicates a specific historic event 

like the royal birth and death dates conflated with mythical precedence like those 

referenced on the Hackmack Box. Both boxes represent sacrifice and reference 

creation, depicting the act of bloodletting, and both boxes depict figures wearing the 

jaguar costume of Tepeyolotl. In contrast, the Islas y Bustamante Box does not 

directly reference Quetzalcoatl, but displays all the paraphernalia of sacrifice not 

depicted on the Hackmack Box. 

 

The Ahuitzotl Box 

One of the more intriguing Aztec stone artifacts is the Ahuitzotl Box (Figure 

23) that dates to around 1499.127  Like the Hackmack Box, this box has a royal name 

and date glyphs that associate it with a specific ruler and historical event.  The box 

and lid utilize water imagery and the Tlaloque associated with the fertile and 

aquatic nature of the name Ahuitzotl, associating the ruler with Tlaloc. The more 

direct approach to associating a ruler with water, fertility, and abundance, sets it 

                                                        
125 Fray Bernardino De Sahagun, Translated by Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles E. Dibble, 

Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain, Book II- The Ceremonies, Part 3 of 13, 

School of American Research and University of Utah, 1981. 
126 Ibid, 141. 
127 Umberger, 1983: 231. 
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apart from the Hackmack Box and the Islas y Bustamante Box, and the multilayered 

approach to the play on the name exceeds that of the single name glyph for 

Montezuma II on the Hackmack Box, making it a very interesting case study.  

The ruler Ahuitzotl had a relatively long reign128, sixteen years in fact, and 

had a number of stone monuments completed to commemorate his rule. The box 

unfortunately is a fragment; only a single side and corner remains from the bottom 

of the box, and is on display at the British Museum, London, while its lid (Figure 24- 

missing a corner that had part of a date glyph on it), resides in Berlin.129   

Maria Gaida’s article highlights the lid of the Ahuitzotl box, and also mentions 

the possibility of its bottom half (a corner fragment), that resides in the British 

Museum, as belonging to the lid in Berlin.130 Although, it is unknown for sure that 

the two are related, it is a safe assumption at this point, as it is generally accepted by 

scholars. The proveniences of these two items are also unknown, and it is equally 

unclear how the two pieces ended up in two separate museums. This is not an 

isolated incident of course, and is not a focus for my research, or Gaida’s article. 

Because of the creature’s distinct and detailed rounded carving attributed to 

a certain period, scholars have paired this lid with the piece of the box in the British 

Museum. They were reunited several years ago in London for an Aztec exhibition at 

the British Museum in 2003.  

The lid is a carved creature, in the round, of the ruler’s namesake (Figure 1, 

25), the Ahuitzotl; a mythical water creature much like an otter, with a long spiral 

                                                        
128 Ibid. 
129 Solana, 1983: 62. 
130Gaida, 2011: 79. 
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tail that terminates in a ‘hand’, not seen here because the creature rests on top of its 

spiraled tail that plateaus into the shape of the lid. The lid is framed with reliefs of 

shells and jade pieces symbolizing water.  

On the inside bottom of the corner fragment carved in a similar fashion, the 

Ahuitzotl glyph (Figure 1) with stylized water markings around the creature that 

identify it with the same water markings seen on the back of the creature that 

adorns the lid. Though it is a name glyph, the artist’s clever placement of the glyph 

on the interior of the box (Figure 26) may also symbolize the surface of water, not 

unlike the use of the Cayman image of the Islas Y Bustamante Box to symbolize the 

surface of the earth. It also reinforces the idea that water comes from the interior of 

the earth. 

The box, also carved with intricate detail and relief figures, date both pieces 

to the late style131 of Ahuitzotl’s reign. The over all decoration of the box boasts 

fertility and abundance, and likely was created as a tribute to the completion of 

Ahuitzotl’s aqueduct in 1499.132  Lake Texcoco was salt water and getting fresh 

water to the people of Tenochtitlan was difficult. The aqueduct would carry fresh 

water from a spring on the shore to the island, but unfortunately not long after its 

completion the aqueduct collapsed causing a devastating flood and famine that 

followed.  

Looking now to the corner piece (Figure 27), the first alignment of 

metaphorical surrogacy is made when looking at the bottom. Again, there is a 

                                                        
131 Umberger, 1981: 232. 
132 Ibid. 
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depiction of the Earth Monster, commonly associated with the water god Tlaloc133, 

is carved in a low relief on the bottom of the box that would come into contact with 

the earth’s surface (always facing down). Much like the bottom of the Hackmack and 

Isla y Bustamante boxes, the bottom motif fluctuates between representing the 

underworld, and the surface, perhaps in relation to bodies of water. 

It is important to pay particular attention to the dominant, and most 

complete side of the corner piece still intact (Figure 28). Here, there is a human like 

figure cast sideways and in profile, positioned in a humanly impossible manner. This 

horizontal positioning of the figure is also commonly seen with sculptures of 

captive, or chacmooles, a reclined figure with a receptacle on his stomach for a 

sacrificial victim’s heart.134 Though this figure does not have behind its head a name 

glyph, we can assume that because of the supernatural posture that it is a deity of 

some sort. With his trademark goggles and mouth, the figure has been identified as 

Tlaloc, or more appropriately as one of the tlaloques, or tlalocs, Tlaloc’s helpers.135 

According to Aztec mythology, referring again to the story of the discovery of corn, 

after Quetzalcoatl attempted to move Food Mountain but could not, he called on the 

tlalocs to steal the food. In the story there are four types of tlalocs; blue, yellow, red 

and white that resulted in blue, yellow, red and white corn. Other foods that were 

stolen from Food Mountain were fish amaranth, amaranth, and beans.136  

The Tlaloc figure is holding a water vase, tilted sideways with water, corn 

and amaranth spilling out and over the sides, filling the frame of the composition. 

                                                        
133 Solana, 1983:62. 
134 Solana, 1983: 63. 
135 Ibid. 
136 Codex Chimalpopoca, 1992: 147. 
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The same motif can be seen on the fragmented corner, though only a small portion 

of it is visible, the remaining detail is telling. The vase tipping sideways is a common 

motif associated with Tlaloc, and Tlaloc pots filled with green stones also staged this 

way in the offering chambers below the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan.137  Built 

above the offering chambers, the Templo Mayor reminds scholars that Aztec 

‘cosmos-vision’ is always present. The temple pyramid symbolizes the sacred hill 

where Huitzilopochtli was born138, and the offering chambers may act as caves, 

paralleling to Aztec creation myth and referring to behaviors associated with Tlaloc 

and his helpers. Interestingly, perhaps purposefully, perhaps ironically, these 

offering chambers below the temple are known to flood139, and this constant 

seepage of water may have been an intentional addition to the construction and part 

of the tribute paid to Aztec deities. These characteristics help to further the 

influence these deities had on Aztec culture and agriculture. 

Agriculture has an overwhelming presence in Aztec art, ritualistic 

ceremonies, and mythology. Carved in low relief, but in great detail, the stylized 

corn and amaranth that spill out of Tlaloc’s vase (Figures 27 & 28) play an important 

role in not only the everyday lives of Aztec natives, but also in sacrificial ceremonies. 

Specifically the inclusion of amaranth may allude to the ceremony referred to earlier 

called the “Panquetzaliztli” ceremony as told in the Florentine Codex.140 This was a 

collection of feasts and debt paying during the fifteenth month according to the 

Aztec calendar. Sahagun describes how the sacrificial victims and natives would eat 

                                                        
137 Broda, 1987: 57. 
138 Ibid. 
139 Lopez Lujan, “Offerings”, 1994: 31. 
140 Sahagun, 1981: 141. 
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amaranth seed tamales141 as part of the ritual before ultimately being stoned to 

death: 

And when it was done, then were eaten [tamales of] amaranth see, all at the 

 same time, everywhere among the common folk. None failed to eat [tamales of] 

 amaranth seed. And none broke the amaranth seed [tamales] with his hand; it 

 was with [a length of] maguey fiber that they sliced it.142 

It would seem as though the act of imbibing the amaranth was an integral part of the 

ceremony and once imbibed by the sacrificial victim, the seed and the body both 

become tribute. 

 Even though three quarters of the Ahuitzotl Box is missing, what is left 

provides clue and hints to the ever-illusive Aztec puzzle, just as the other boxes do. 

It is clear from the detailed relief carvings of this box that agriculture, specifically for 

food, was a priority. As a tribute to Ahuitzotl’s aqueduct, this box celebrates the 

arrival of water to Tenochtitlan. The Tlaloc figure on the box spills maize and 

amaranth, surrounded by symbols of water alluding to clouds and rain. The box 

alludes to a terrestrial atmosphere that connects both the earth to the heavens and 

the underworld. The Ahuitzotl glyph that was earlier referred to as a possible 

symbol for the surface of water also refers back to the theme of the interior of the 

earth being a storage place for water.  

  

 

 

                                                        
141 Sahagun, 1981: 144. 
142 Ibid, 141. 
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Chapter 5: 

Conclusion  

 

 

What is a box? 

It is best to end with what we know. A box has four walls, a bottom, and a lid. 

It keeps things in, and keeps things out. It can hold memories, or be the memory 

itself. A box can contain something or someone, and compartmentalizes an essence 

of the idea it holds. Ultimately, the box is a space, physically and metaphorically, but 

is above all, a very human possession.  In this case, they are the Aztecs’ possessions. 

 

Review 

Aztec stone boxes have been supplemental in the study of Aztec art, 

particularly in studies of Aztec monumental sculpture, and studies of the Aztec 
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calendar and structures of Aztec history. After providing the reader with the basic 

background on several important and foundational Aztec topics, particularly Aztec 

creation myths and metaphors utilized throughout Aztec history, this essay has 

offered an in depth study of three of the most often cited stone boxes in Aztec art 

history: The Hackmack, Islas y Bustamante, and Ahuitzotl Box. Cited as evidentiary 

support are other stone boxes, altars, and offering chambers created by the pre-

colonial Aztecs. With examples samples from the Museo del Templo Mayor and the 

Museo Nacional de Anthropología, as well as examples pulled from the scholarship 

of Seler, Pasztory, and Umberger. These boxes focus on Aztec themes of sacrifice and 

creation. 

Much about Aztec culture and art objects can be inferred based on conjecture 

and some distant archeological evidence. While there has not been much study 

revolving around the physical contents of the boxes, the contents have not been 

excluded from Aztec scholarship altogether. This study reveals the results of 

studying the box itself, rather than its contents usually considered separately. The 

amount of information that can be gleaned from the illustrative programs and 

aesthetic qualities of these art objects should not be overlooked. The Hackmack, 

Islas y Bustamante, and the Ahuitzotl boxes all exhibit a pattern of overlapping Aztec 

mythology, and metaphor while maintaining a theme of auto-sacrifice and creation. 

Not only do these motifs tell a story or describe a behavior, the cosmic arrangement 

of the box itself also assumes the role of the cosmic space of the story told.  

We can assume that these boxes, along with altars, and offering chambers, 

make a very direct and physical connection to their environments and their users. 
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The bases become the underworld through direct placement (boxes on the ground 

or in a cave?) as well as underworld imagery, and lids that embody Aztec cosmic 

metaphors both tell a story and fix the box to its terrestrial environment, retaining 

its relevancy to the past and present simultaneously. It is clear from the quality of 

craftsmanship and attention to detail, that these boxes served a purpose that 

extended beyond the typical receptacle function of a container.  

Aztec scholars refer to the understanding the Aztecs held of the Universe as 

“cosmovision”. The interactions between deities, man, and the natural/ 

supernatural world, reflect a balanced relationship nourished by the Aztec’s 

commitment to tribute behaviors and rituals. From the carved motifs of the 

Hackmack Box and the Ahuitzotl Box, it is clear that Aztec rulers Montezuma II and 

Ahuitzotl shared closed associations with powerful Aztec deities like Quetzalcoatl 

and Tlaloc. The unknown owner of the Islas y Bustamante Box associated with the 

cave god Tepeyolotl, coupled with multiple references to autosacrifice even more so 

than the Hackmack Box. The behaviors and historical events associated with these 

art objects relate to Aztec creation myths and origin stories. The Aztecs’ clever use 

of metaphor made art objects and sculpture a great way to illustrate stories 

traditionally told through oral histories.  

The cosmic arrangement of these motifs on these boxes reveals the object as 

a metaphor for space and time itself as they comply with the Aztec’s earthly 

orientation of the heavens, the earth, and the underworld. Most often it is the Earth 

Monster on the bottom symbolizing the underworld as on the Hackmack and Islas y 

Bustamante Box.  The lid of the Hackmack Box uses a Quetzalcoatl motif to refer to 



                                                                                                                                             Hulshoff 61 

the morning star -Venus- and the heavens. The costumed figures on the sides of the 

Islas y Bustamante Box refer to caves and mountains, and the Tlaloc figure spilling 

the maize on the Ahuitzotl Box symbolizes the fertility of the earth’s surface; 

certainly the most important issue at hand to all Aztecs. 

Further research into the proveniences of the art objects that are found 

abroad, in Germany and England for example, would likely also lead to a more 

accurate analysis of the objects found in the boxes. It would also be ideal to be able 

to recreate the altars143 where these bases (the smaller altars mentioned above) and 

boxes would have been placed, as this type of insight could prove to be as valuable 

and telling as the recreations of the offering chambers excavated by Lopez Luján in 

the Museo del Templo Mayor. With more time and travel, I would also like to 

expand, and one day catalogue, a more complete survey of all Aztec stone boxes, and 

perhaps those of the neighboring city-states, to expose possible similarities or 

cultural gaps that could further illustrate the Aztecs’ uses of the objects discussed in 

this essay. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
143 These altars have yet to be located, though several scholars- like Pasztory and Smith- cite that 

they are mentioned in Aztec history. These altars are described as being hidden in high tropical 

locations that are chosen for their seclusion and natural beauty, usually near the mouth of a cave. 

These locations would lend themselves to spiritual and ceremonial periods of tribute, and were likely 

directly related to a ruler and his patron deity.  
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Images 

  

 
Figure. 1) Ahuitzotl name glyph, detail, (Codex Mendoza facsimile, 1992: 13). 

 

 
Figure 2) Templo Mayor Offerings Box, interior wall, basalt, Museo Nacional de 

Anthropología, photograph by the author. 
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Figure 3) Offering Chambers from the Templo Mayor, Museo del Templo Mayor,         

c. 1469-1481, Phase IVb, photograph by the author. 

 

 
Figure 4) Stone Box with Offerings of various lapidary and jade pieces, aerial view, 

Museo del Templo Mayor, c. 1469-1481, Phase IVb, photograph by the author. 
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Figure 5) Tizapán Box and lid, stone, stucco, and paint, Museo Nacional de 

Anthropología, photograph by the author. 

 

 
Figure 5.1) Tizapán Box and Figure, green stone, stucco, and paint, Museo Nacional 

de Anthropología, photograph by the author. 
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Figure 6) Warrior Box, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, photograph by the 

author. 

 

 
Figure 7) Venus Altar, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, photograph by the 

author. 
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Figure. 8) The Hackmack Box, Montezuma I Bloodletting side, with lid Quetzalcoatl 

with dates One Reed and Seven Reed, (Seler, 1992, Vol. 3: 92). 

 

 
Figure.9) The Hackmack Stone Box, Lid, Quetzalcoatl One Reed and Seven Reed, 

(Solana, 1983: 66). 
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Figure. 10) The Hackmack Box, Lid, Quetzalcoatl One Reed and Seven Reed, drawing, 

(Solana, 1983: 62). 

 

 
Figure 11) Xiuhcóatl Box, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, photograph by 

the author. 
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Figure 12) Moctezuma box and lid, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 

photograph by the author. 

 

 
Figure 13) The Hackmack Box, Inside Bottom, 1 cipactli (crocodile), (Solana, 1983: 

47). 

 

 
Figure 14) The Hackmack Box, Inside Bottom Earth Monster, (Solana, 1983: 47). 
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Figure 15) The Hackmack Box, Front (Montezuma I) and Back (Quetzalcoatl) and 

both sides (1 rabbit and 4 rabbit), (Solana, 1983: 48). 

 

 
Figure 16) Licenciado Nicoloas Islas y Bustamante, sides 1 and 2 with cacatapayolli 

(grass ball with agave points), (Seler, 1992, Vol. 3: 91). 

 

 
Figure 17) Licenciado Nicoloas Islas y Bustamante, sides 3 and 4 with Tepeyollotli 

(god of the caves), (Seler, 1992, Vol. 3: 90). 
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Figure 18) Plants and Roots Altar, front, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 

photograph by the author. 

 

 
Figure 19) Four Souls Altar Tlaloc, side, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 

photograph by the author. 
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Figure 20) Nocturnal Animals Altar, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 

photograph by the author. 

 

 
Figure 21) General Riva Palacio Box, basalt, Museo Nacional de Anthropología, 

photograph by the author. 
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Figure 22) Hieroglyph, cacatapayolli and agave points, from Codex Borbonicus, folio 

20r, (Seler, 1992, Vol. 3: 87). 

 

 
Figure. 23) Side 1, Ahuitzotl Box, Tlaloc Holding a Water Vase, British Museum, 

image from (British Museum, 2015, web). 
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Figure. 24) The Ahuitzotl Box, lid, (Solana, 1983: 60). 

 

 
Figure. 25) Ahuitzotl name glyph, detail, (Codex Telleriano-Remensis facsimile, 1991: 

39). 

 

 
Figure. 26) The Ahuitzotl Box, inside bottom, (Solana, 1983: 62). 
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Figure. 27) Sides 1 & 2, Angle view of Ahuitzotl Box, Tlaloc Holding Water Vase and 

hand holding basket overflowing with maize, (British Museum, 2015, web). 

 

 
Figure. 28) The Ahuitzotl Box, hands holding basket overflowing with maize and 

amaranth, lateral side exterior, (Solana, 1983: 62). 
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