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Strategies of legitimization in Mesoamerica

Uses of greenstone figurative plaques during the Epiclassic
(AD 600–900)

JULIETTE TESTARD

Despite the abundant quantity of greenstone artifacts
found in Teotihuacan, to the best of our knowledge,
only one example of a figurative plaque has ever been
recovered from the site.1 This plaque (British Museum,
Am1938,1021.25) was recovered from an unknown and
probably intrusive context within the Pyramid of the
Feathered Serpent, deposited long after its construction
(Digby 1972, 30; Nagao 2006, 420; Sugiyama and
López Luján 2006, 145). By contrast, in Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl (Tlaxcala) and Xochicalco (Morelos), several
Epiclassic figurative plaques have been found in
archaeological contexts (fig. 1). How can we explain
their appearance in the central Mexican highlands?
What were their uses and functions? What can be said
about them in terms of sociopolitical processes?

The present study converges with Solar Valverde’s
(2002) and Nagao’s (2006, 2014) previous works on
greenstone figurative plaques but seeks to add examples
and deepen considerations regarding seventeen
figurative plaques from the Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and
Xochicalco archaeological sites: seven from Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl (A to G) and ten from Xochicalco (H to Q)
(fig. 2).2 I will evaluate their contexts, uses, and

sociopolitical significance in relation to processes
of legitimization (Testard 2014a, 2018b). From an
anthropological point of view, I reexplore the idea that
political strategies of legitimization were made possible
by a rhetorical process in which elites were represented
as mediators between different agents, both human and
nonhuman (see Helms 1988, 1993; Solar Valverde
2002; Nagao 1989). This analysis of the ideological,
political, and cultural significance of these greenstone
plaques is part of a more general questioning of the
material culture found at these sites. My research on this
theme indicates how, and by what modalities, the elites
of Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco constructed a
new discourse of local social negotiation, displaying
their collaboration but also their confrontation with other
societies—in particular those of eastern Mesoamerica
(Gulf Coast and Maya zone). This study of interaction
through material culture enables me to make several
hypotheses about political strategies during the
Epiclassic period (Testard 2014a, 2018b).

The provenance, value, and status
of greenstone in Mesoamerica

Under the generic term “greenstone,” “social jade,”
or “cultural jade” (Lange 1993)—an emic and coherent
category of material—there are actually several
petrographic categories, including jadeite, serpentine,

This article results from data analyzed in my doctoral dissertation
(Testard 2014a) and during a project conducted at the Museo Nacional
de Antropología in Mexico City in 2016 and approved by the Consejo
Nacional de Arqueología, INAH (Mexico). This research was presented
at the 82nd annual meeting of the Society for American Archaeology
(2017, Vancouver, BC, Canada). I would like to thank Sylvie Eliès for
her fine drawings. I am indebted to Chloé Andrieu for her helpful
comments on an earlier draft and to Clarissa Cagnato, Andrew Seidel,
and Anne Dalles for their English proofreading. Finally, I thank the
anonymous reviewer whose suggestions helped improve this text.

1. My consultations of the Archaeological Zone of Teotihuacan
collection (ZAT) and the related bibliography (Testard 2011) confirm
this assertion.

2. A, B, C: Museo de Sitio de Cacaxtla, inv. nos. INAH 10-426767,
INAH 10-426766, INAH 10-426765. D, E, F: Museo de Sitio de
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Xochitécatl, inv. nos. INAH 10-546078, INAH 10-546077, INAH
10-546079. G: location unknown, published in Spranz et al.
(1978), plates 9–10. H, I, J, L, M, N, O, P, Q: Museo Nacional de
Antropología, Mexico City, inv. nos. INAH 10-0081739, INAH 10-
0081746, MNA 14-52, INAH 10-008173, INAH 10-0081742, MNA
15-704/14-54, MNA 15-703/14-68, MNA 15-705/14-55, MNA 15-
289269. K: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Cuernavaca,
Morelos, inv. no. INAH XOCH-2022, published in González Crespo
et al. (2008), 108.



and other rocks (Harlow 1993, 10; Filloy Nadal 2011,
340; 2015, 30–31). In Mesoamerica, several serpentinite
deposits have been located across different zones,
including Guerrero, Oaxaca, Puebla, and Honduras
(Jaime-Riverón et al. 2012, 77). Jadeite is comparatively
scarce: geological studies conducted in the middle
Motagua valley (Guatemala) have revealed that most of
the Mesoamerican archaeological jadeite artifacts
analyzed to date originate from these sources. Its grain
size can vary significantly as can its shades of green
(Rochette 2006, 3; Harlow 1993, 9–20).

The intrinsic qualities of greenstone artifacts—their
hardness, color, translucence, and polish—made them
highly valuable (Thouvenot 1982; Rochette 2006, 2;
Wiesheu and Guzzy 2012). Mesoamerican societies
considered greenstone to be a precious commodity: its
use was mostly restricted to elite groups, but its value
also depended on the type of artifact and color of the
stone (Proskouriakoff 1974; Thouvenot 1982; Freidel
1993; Daneels and Ruvalcaba Sil 2012; Andrieu et al.

2014, 141; Kovacevich and Callaghan 2019). Jadeite
in particular was likely especially significant in
Mesoamerica, on account of its hardness, its rarity, and
the remoteness of its source, especially in relation to the
central Mexican highlands.

According to Digby (1972, 11) and Taube (2005, 30–
32; 2015), in Mesoamerican thought, greenstone was
symbolically related to wind, the carrier of rain and the
essence of vital force. Indeed, greenstones seem to have
sonic qualities when manipulated and clattered that
would have evoked the rustling of the wind (García
Vierna 2012, 133). Furthermore, Maya and Nahuatl
studies have revealed an emic relationship between
greenstone and breath, humidity, freshness, and
vegetation (Thouvenot 1982, 38, 120, 143–44; Sahagún
2001; Freidel 1993, 160). The polysemy of the material
appears to extend to a metaphorical relation with fertility
and with corn, which was connected in Mesoamerican
cosmogony to centrality and power (Coe 1988, 225,
citing Thompson 1950 and Tibón 1983).

Figure 1. Map with locations mentioned in the text. Cartography: Jean-François Cuenot;
locations: Juliette Testard.
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Figure 2. Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco figurative plaques grouped by their
archaeological contexts. Drawings: Sylvie Eliès.



Greenstone figurative plaques

What I call greenstone figurative plaques3 are flat
artifacts (on average 1 centimeter thick), with rather
small dimensions (on average 9.5 centimeters high and
6.5 centimeters wide).4 They are carved in low relief and
show anthropomorphic representations, either standing
figures or faces only. Most have a vertical configuration;
only complex types have a horizontal orientation. Some
have perforations indicating that they were worn or
at least hung. In defining this category, I deliberately
exclude other types of small greenstone artifacts used as
pendants that are more three-dimensional and have
different (sometimes zoomorphic) iconography (Testard
2014a, 973; 2018a, 18); I view these as a different
type of artifact from a technical and social point of
view. Figurative greenstone plaques should also be
distinguished from incised shell plaques, such as those
analyzed by McVicker and Palka (2001). Although
showing similarities in their size, carving technique
(incision and engraving), flatness, and anthropomorphic
representations, they deserve to be examined separately,
at least given the current state of our knowledge. First, as
noted above, jade material bears a symbolic specificity.
Second, whereas shell plaques include figuration of
typical Maya figures (of the Nebaj type, discussed
below) and Maya glyphs, greenstone plaques exhibit
several iconographic types and do not bear inscriptions,
which may relate to their distribution across different
linguistic zones, since the glyphs would have been
legible to a limited audience.5 Greenstone figurative
plaques therefore constitute a distinctive category.

Our knowledge of greenstone figurative plaques—
their typology, chronology, cultural origin,
manufacturing process, and use—is currently quite
limited. The first study was carried out by Rands and
presented in his essay of 1965, “Jades of the Maya
Lowlands” (Rands 1965). In 1974, in Jades from the
Cenote of Sacrifice, Proskouriakoff provided a detailed
technological and iconographic analysis of plaques and
other artifacts found at Chichen Itza, resulting in several
chronological propositions (Proskouriakoff 1974, 12, 90–

92, 98–100, 159–61, 174–77, 192–94). In their study of
an incised shell plaque from Tula, McVicker and Palka
(2001) addressed, for comparative purposes, the well-
known greenstone plaques of the Nebaj type and
discussed their roles in elite interaction. In 2002, Solar
Valverde (2002) presented her thesis on interregional
interactions during the Epiclassic, focusing on the roles
played by figurative plaques from central and northern
Mesoamerica. Thus, aside from some cursory mentions,
only two major studies on greenstone figurative plaques
are currently available: those by Proskouriakoff (1974)
and Solar Valverde (2002). Proskouriakoff’s book focuses
on a particular sample found within the sanctuary of an
international center of worship, Chichen Itza. These
plaques are by definition very eclectic and diachronic.
Solar Valverde’s study takes a multisite approach,
focusing on cultural contexts located north of the Maya
area. As this study is de facto macro-scaled, it did not
discuss in detail the specific contexts of each site.

Some scholars have addressed greenstone plaques
from Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco, but not as a
comprehensive group. Ringle, Gallareta Negrón, and Bey
(1998, 207) addressed four plaques from Xochicalco,
and Solar Valverde (2002, 15–16, 33–34) studied ten
plaques from the same site, from a historiographic and
contextual perspective. Nagao (2006) studied three
Cacaxtla plaques and compared them to those of
Xochicalco, Monte Albán, and the Maya region to the
southeast, and she returned to this theme in her doctoral
dissertation (Nagao 2014, 250–61). Most recently,
Castillo Bernal (2019) analyzed eight plaques from
Xochicalco from the perspective of their context and
iconography, relating them to those of Tula and the
warlike imagery of the Toltec city.

Although figurative plaques are known across a large
portion of Mesoamerica, Solar Valverde (2002, 51–53) is,
to my knowledge, the only scholar to have carried out
a study of their distribution. She lists twenty-seven sites
in the states of Veracruz, Oaxaca (with a high number
from Monte Albán), and Puebla; to the west, in Guerrero
and Michoacán; to the north, in Querétaro, Hidalgo,
Tamaulipas, and San Luis Potosi; and at ten Maya sites in
Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, and El Salvador. In addition
to these twenty-seven sites, I have documented several
plaques coming from caves near Cuetzalan (North Sierra
of Puebla) and others from Limoncito (Veracruz) that I
was able to find in museum collections (see Testard
2014a). In the Maya region, at least three other sites in
Guatemala must be reported: Tikal (Moholy-Nagy and
Coe 2008), Cancuén, and Raxruhá (C. Andrieu, pers.
comm., 2019). In total, thirty-two locations can to date

3. Solar Valverde (2002, 2) uses the term “figurative jades.”
4. This average is based on forty figurative plaques from different

Mesoamerican regions; omitted from the calculation were certain
deviations that may be interesting in themselves (see comments in the
“Style and iconography” section) (Testard 2014a).

5. The absence of Maya glyphs in the murals of Cacaxtla has also
been noted (Baddeley 1983; Graulich 1990). The specificity of such
inscriptions would have limited the comprehension of their meaning
by a wider and more diverse audience, specifically in the context of
the central Mexican highlands.
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be considered; among them, fourteen are located in the
Maya region and thus represent almost half of the
sample. This assessment of the artifacts’ distribution
remains for now tentative, as quantitative information
for the plaques at each site needs to be collected.
Nevertheless, it is already clear that they appear in larger
quantities at Chichen Itza and Tula (Solar Valverde 2002,
51–53; Proskouriakoff 1974).

Greenstone figurative plaques have often been found
with shell artifacts, other greenstone objects, and/or
obsidian prismatic blades. Apart from the Chichen Itza
shrine context (Proskouriakoff 1974), figurative plaques
tend to appear in human burials or offerings (Solar
Valverde 2002, 51–55), much like other greenstone
artifacts (Andrieu et al. 2012, 146–47). This pattern
should be verified, however, since plaques were not
found in such contexts in Cuetzalan (Puebla) or in
Cancuén and Raxruhá (Guatemala) (C. Andrieu, pers.
comm., 2019).

A crucial point for this discussion concerns the
chronology of figurative plaques. Some scholars date
their first appearance in Mesoamerica to the Early Classic
in the Maya region (AD 250–550; Moholy-Nagy and Coe
2008; Rands 1965; Proskouriakoff 1974, 12–13) while
others argue for a Middle Classic date (AD 400–700;
Garber et al. 1993), but the majority suggest a Late
Classic or Epiclassic date (AD 600–900; Ringle et al.
1998, 203–5, 208; Coggins 1984, 27; Solar Valverde
2002, 15, 65, 254). While it is possible that certain types
of plaques can be assigned to the Early Classic, it seems
that the majority date from the Epiclassic, including the
seventeen from Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco
discussed in this essay. However, precisely because of
their value, greenstone artifacts were widely reused
throughout the ages. Examples include the Preclassic
Olmec jades found in Classic Maya contexts, the Classic-
period ones found in Epiclassic and Early Postclassic
contexts at Chichen, and the Teotihuacan objects
discovered among the offerings in Tenochtitlan’s Templo
Mayor (García Vierna 2012, 134–35; Melgar Tisoc 2012,
183; Nagao 2006, 434; Proskouriakoff 1974, 15, 17;
Kovacevich and Callaghan 2019; Castillo Bernal 2019,
267). Their chronology should therefore be cautiously
examined in relation to their context and not only their
chrono-cultural style.

Although recent studies have addressed the
manufacturing regions and production processes of
greenstone artifacts in Mesoamerica, there is limited data
for the figurative greenstone plaques (Melgar Tisoc et al.
2013, 139; Filloy Nadal 2015, 34). As no workshop has
yet been identified, the specifics of their production is

still a matter of debate. However, it is likely that they
were created, like other prestige artifacts, by multiskilled
craftsmen who were themselves members of the elite
(Andrieu et al. 2014; Inomata 2001; Kovacevich and
Callaghan 2019, 461, 464).

Figurative plaques are iconographically diverse and
have been categorized into different typologies by
scholars. Rands (1965, 571) identified four different
types. The plaques he categorized as type 1 feature a
frontal, full-body standing figure and date between the
Early to the Late Classic. His type 2 has only the
representation of a face and may be assigned to a longer
time span, between the Early Classic and Postclassic.
Proskouriakoff (1974, 90–92, 98–100, 159–61, 174–77,
192–94) distinguishes at least six morpho-technical types
(with many subtypes), the last four of which seem to
date to the Late Classic and Early Postclassic (AD 900–
1200; Proskouriakoff 1974, 12–13). Finally, Ringle et al.
(1998, 203, fig. 20) define four iconographic types. Their
typology is basically structured around headdresses.

The most well-known type of greenstone figurative
plaque is the so-called Nebaj type. These are elaborate
compositions featuring seated figures with faces in profile
and bearing many ornaments and attributes specific to
Maya power. The Nebaj type corresponds with Rands’s
(1965) types 3 and 4, while Proskouriakoff (1974, 13–14,
175–76) considered it a subtype of the “picture-plaque”
category, and Ringle et al. (1998) called them “leaning
lord jades” (their fourth group). All these authors give
plaques of the Nebaj type a Late Classic chronology. The
aforementioned lone specimen known from Teotihuacan
now in the British Museum clearly belongs to the Nebaj
type. Its precise archaeological context within the
Feathered Serpent Pyramid remains unknown, but as
Sugiyama and López Luján (2006, 145) have noted,
assuming its attribution to the Late Classic period is
correct, it must have been deposited after the occupation
of the pyramid.6 This assigned dating also makes it
contemporary with the seventeen Epiclassic plaques
discussed here.

Several authors have argued that the figure of the
Feathered Serpent (a divinized hybrid reptilian-bird-
feline creature) is closely related to the iconography
of figurative plaques. The sociopolitical aura of the
Feathered Serpent figure seems to have emerged at the
end of the Classic and during the Epiclassic periods,
becoming one of the fundamental emblems of the top

6. The adosada platform of the façade of the Pyramid of the
Feathered Serpent was built during the Early Classic period, around
AD 350 (Gómez Chávez and Gazzola 2015, 129).
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tier of the social hierarchy (Brotherston 1989; López
Austin and López Luján 2000; Solar Valverde 2002, 128;
Testard 2014a, 929–39; 2018b, 167). Indeed, as
proposed by López Austin and López Luján (1999), the
dignitary who wore a reptilian headdress was invested
with the serpent’s capacity for transformation, both as an
intermediary between the human and superhuman
spheres and as a mediator between peoples of different
regions. Ringle et al. (1998, 203–8) highlight the
strong relation between figurative plaques and the
representation of the Feathered Serpent, a central part
of Epiclassic regional cult. Solar Valverde (2002, 62–
63) contends that the headdress with the effigy of a
Feathered Serpent is the main characteristic of the
greenstone figurative plaques. My own investigations
have led me to conclude that although some headdresses
do refer to a reptilian creature, other compositions can
also be identified, as will be discussed below.

The imagery found on Classic Maya stelae provides
evidence of the functions of greenstone ornaments
(Taube 2005, 23). Figurative plaques are rarely
represented (Proskouriakoff 1974, 4) and restricted to
Rands’s type 2 (frontal heads), but those depictions that
do exist indicate that they were worn by the elite, at least
in their first “social life” (Appadurai 1986), on their
costume in sociopolitical and ritual contexts. This
hypothesis is supported by the archaeological contexts in
which some of the plaques were found, particularly
primary burials. Digby (1972, 23) noted that figurative
plaques could be worn on beaded necklaces or on
headdresses, particularly at the base of a feathered
panache. Rands (1965; Nagao 2006, 419) notes that Late
Classic figurative plaques often have perforations on their
top edges that would have allowed them to be worn
vertically on a headdress or garment, unlike Early Classic
examples, which were probably worn horizontally.

Solar Valverde (2002, 63–65, 102) proposes that the
plaques served as insignias or emblems of their owners’
priestly functions, adopting Helms’s (1986, 30) argument
that they functioned as “active expressions of rank.”
Castillo Bernal (2019, 266–71) considers these plaques
to be a kind of relic—the vestiges of their bearers’
ancestors. Ringle et al. (1998, 203–8) propose that
figurative plaques played a role in the “international
cult” associated with the Feathered Serpent and would
have constituted a kind of ex-voto offered by pilgrims
during their visits to places of worship, as was the case at
Chichen Itza. An earlier argument by Proskouriakoff
(1974, 91) about reworked plaques may support this
proposition. She suggests that after being worn, they may
have been morphologically modified to be offered. That

use eventually constituted the second stage of their
“social life” and would then explain their placement in
dedicatory offerings.

In sum, four factors clearly indicate that figurative
plaques were used by elites. First, their manufacture a
priori requires an esoteric knowledge that was the
prerogative of this social sector, members of which
reproduced that knowledge. Second, in representations,
they are restricted to high-ranking figures. Third, the
contexts in which they were deposited (e.g., burials
and offerings in civic-ceremonial sectors) are mainly
related to elite groups. Finally, their wide stylistic and
iconographic variety probably indicates a rhetorical and
cultural diversity, as well as complex processes of
iconographic hybridization produced by the elite to
express their contact with people across long distances
(Testard 2013; 2014a, 202–39).

The sociopolitical context of Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl and Xochicalco

Research on the political and social contexts of the
Epiclassic period in the central Mexican highlands
indicates that Teotihuacan had been in crisis since
AD 550 (Manzanilla 2003; Millon 1988; Cowgill 2009).
New political entities—city-states—emerged at this time.
These city-states were small and autonomous entities that
required a broad spectrum of political and economic
collaborations (Hansen 2000, 16–17; Hirth 2000;
Marcus 1989). From the perspective of comparative
anthropology, Helms (1988, 1993) showed that in
several preindustrial societies, contacts with
geographically distant zones played a crucial part in the
construction of discourses of elite legitimacy. Interactions
between political entities became an essential condition
for the existence of city-states, economically, politically,
and ideologically (Testard 2014a, 2018b).

Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl, one of these city-states, is
located in the southern part of the Mexican state of
Tlaxcala, in the Nativitas region. During the Epiclassic,
it became an extended settlement that included the site
of Nativitas (Lombardo de Ruiz et al. 1991, 18; Serra
Puche 2012). Between AD 600 and 850, several mural
paintings were created in Cacaxtla that combine, on the
one hand, a Maya style from the Usumacinta and Río de
la Pasión regions, Tabasco, Chiapas, and Guatemala,
and, on the other, pictography from Teotihuacan also
found in the central valleys of Oaxaca.7 In Xochitécatl,

7. See, among the many contributions on Cacaxtla’s paintings,
Foncerrada de Molina 1976, 1982, 1993; Lombardo de Ruiz 1995;
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the Pyramid of the Flowers, originally built in the
Formative period (from 600 BC to AD 100), was reused
during the Epiclassic when seven offerings with more
than 360 anthropomorphic figurines were placed below
the stairway (Serra Puche and Lazcano 1997, 92; Serra
Puche 2012; Testard and Serra Puche 2011, 2020).

Located in the west of the state of Morelos,
Xochicalco, another city-state, dominates the Coatlán
region (Hirth 1989, 72). Ceramic and lapidary studies
have indicated a strong connection with Guerrero
cultures (in particular Mezcala), especially evident
thanks to the large quantity of surviving figurines and
masks (Litvak King 1972, 65), and also with Oaxaca
(Hirth 1984, 579). The urban grid occupies a concentric
series of landscaped terraces. The most famous building
at the site is the Feathered Serpent Pyramid. On its talud,
figures with typically Maya facial profiles sit cross-legged
within the undulations of a monumental Feathered
Serpent running all around the building (fig. 3). The
tablero also includes seated, cross-legged figures, here
accompanied by glyphs referring to conquests and
tributes (Hirth 1989, 73). Several scholars have
compared the figures on the talud with plaques of the
Nebaj type, which may have served as a portable model
for the sculptors of the monument (Sáenz 1962; Nagao
1989; Nagao 2006, 419; Ringle et al. 1998, 205; Taube
2005, 43; Testard 2014a, 504–6; Urcid and López Luján
2019, 34). It is striking, however, that none of the known
plaques from Xochicalco or from Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl
are of Nebaj type. In contrast, the one deposited at
Teotihuacan’s Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent during
the Epiclassic period is of Nebaj type, though by this
time the feathered serpent iconography of its facade was
no longer visible, as it had by then been covered by the
adosada platform. The presence of this Nebaj plaque
at Teotihuacan raises thus a multitude of important
questions regarding the reasons for the deposit, the
transmission of iconography, and the memory and
symbolism of the place, answers to which would require
much more data on its context.8

Returning to the seated figures represented on the
talud of the Feathered Serpent Pyramid at Xochicalco, in
addition to their Maya profiles, they also exhibit hand
gestures associated with the Maya region, where they
were used as a rhetorical convention since the Early
Classic period (Bernal Romero and Velázquez García
2005). I propose that this form of communication was
imported from the Maya region to the central Mexican
highlands during the Epiclassic period (Testard 2013,
2014a, 814–20). For the talud figures, it is the left hand
in front of the torso that is characteristic of the Nebaj
type (as on the Teotihuacan plaque), while the lowered
right hand with the index finger pointing outward is
visible on some representations of rulers on polychrome
Maya vases (Testard 2014a, 505) (fig. 3).9

It has long been recognized that the two Epiclassic
sites of Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco possessed
eclectic iconographic systems (Kubler 1980; Nagao
1989; Berlo 1989). My own study of 550 artifacts
suggests that the use of new artistic conventions, in

Kubler 1980; Quirarte 1983; Berlo 1989; Graulich 2001; Testard 2007;
Brittenham 2008, 2015; Uriarte Castañeda and Salazar Gil 2013; Baus
de Czitrom 1993.

8. A greenstone plaque recently discussed by Urcid and López
Luján (2019, 33–34, fig. 20), found by Leopoldo Batres in Mexico in
1900, provides a fascinating example of revival. Engraved by the
Mexicas probably between AD 1400 and 1500, the plaque seems to
have been inspired by the seated figures on the facade of Xochicalco’s
Feathered Serpent Pyramid, itself perhaps inspired by the Nebaj
plaques. This took place as part of a larger Mexica revival called
neoxochicalca.

9. See Justin Kerr’s Maya Vase Database, nos. K1222, K6659,
K3367; http://research.mayavase.com/kerrmaya.html.

Figure 3. First figure, northern facade, talud of the Feathered
Serpent Pyramid of Xochicalco. Drawing: Juliette Testard.
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particular naturalism and expressionism (Testard 2013,
2014a, 2014b), was part of an elite strategy combining
“connection” and “disconnection” (Stone 1989) in the
exercise of power, simultaneously generating a link and
a rupture between dignitaries and the rest of society.
Furthermore, the use of exogenous systems of
representation was anchored in a propagandistic
discourse that emphasized cosmopolitanism (Nagao
1989). This mechanism demonstrated the ability of those
who transmitted it to transcend geographical borders,
and legitimized a universal supernatural power that
promised to benefit the community at large (Helms 1988,
1993; Testard 2018b).

The greenstone figurative plaques from Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl and Xochicalco

Archaeological context: Offerings and burials

The archaeological contexts and associations of
the seventeen figurative plaques found at Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl and Xochicalco demonstrate a general
consistency (table 1). All were discovered in the civic-
ceremonial core of both sites, frequently in pyramidal
mounds. Plaques A and B were deposited at the summit
of Mound B at Cacaxtla, probably before the construction
of the temple, while plaques I, J, L, M, and N were
deposited in the portico of Structure C at Xochicalco. The
other plaques were deposited during modifications of the
buildings. With regards to the type of deposits, plaques
D, E, F, and G were found in association with primary
burials. Moreover, in the case of plaques D, F, and G, it
can be assumed that they were assembled on a necklace
or another type of ornament given that they were found
with greenstone beads and perforated shells. For all the
other plaques, the contexts correspond to offerings:
plaques A, B, I, and L were buried in stone boxes, and
plaques H, J, O, P, and N were deposited directly in
association with secondary burials.

The associated materials found with the plaques
include worked or unworked shells, beads, or other
greenstone ornaments; exogenous ceramic vessels or
ritual forms (parts of a Tlaloc brasero in the case of
plaque G); ceramic figurines; and, more rarely, obsidian
knives (plaque E) or limonite (plaque J). Most of these
materials or artifacts correspond to the category of
prestige goods in Mesoamerica. The tecalli stuccoed
vase found with Xochicalco plaques H, O, and P is
atypical, but this type of container was also found
with plaques from Sabina Grande (Hidalgo) and San
Jerónimo (Guerrero) (Solar Valverde 2002, 52–54). This

affiliation with Guerrero can be understood in terms of
Xochicalco’s material culture, in particular the gray mica
and orange mica ceramic types imported from this zone
(Cyphers and Hirth 2000). In addition, comparison with
a vase from the Palmarejo valley in Honduras dating
to AD 600–800 (Wells et al. 2014) indicates another
cultural relationship and a continuity of contexts, uses,
and chronology. Therefore, I am inclined to suggest
that tecalli vases may have constituted prestige goods
exchanged between the elites of the central Mexican
highlands and those of Veracruz or the Maya region
(Testard 2014a, 725–26; 2018b, 179).

Production, chronology, and types

To date, no Epiclassic greenstone workshop for the
production of elaborated pieces has been discovered in
Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl or Xochicalco. However, a long
uncarved greenstone fragment found at Cacaxtla (Nagao
2006, 421), a triangular piece with unfinished carving
(Xochitécatl site museum), and an unfinished carved
plaque fragment found in the Pyramid of the Flowers in
Xochitécatl suggest that a certain amount of raw material
was transported to the site and transformed into
elaborate ornaments.10 Unfortunately, as no other
evidence is currently available, the question of whether
the seventeen plaques under discussion were produced
locally or imported as finished artifacts remains debatable.

Concerning the types of plaques and their relative
chronology, as Nagao (2006, 418–19) previously noted,
Rands’s (1965) types 1 (Early to Late Classic periods) and
2 (Early Classic to Postclassic periods) can serve as a
chronological point of reference, albeit a loose one.11

I will therefore note that eleven plaques can be
assigned to Rands’s type 1, as they show standing figures
or fragments thereof, and six to type 2, as they show
only heads (fig. 4).12 It is striking that the plaques from
Xochicalco are equally distributed between types 1 and
2, while those from Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl are nearly all
type 1. Moreover, at Xochicalco, it seems that type 1

10. The latter fragment is recorded in the database edited by Serra
Puche for the Xochitécatl archaeological project (INAH-UNAM) based
at the Instituto de Investigaciones Antropológicas, UNAM.

11. Other formal elements may help reveal relative chronology: for
example, plaque C, from Cacaxtla, seems to have characteristics
typical of the Late Classic period: double rounded ear ornaments and
T-shaped nose (Proskouriakoff 1974, 99, plate 54b3).

12. It is possible, however, that plaques L and O once possessed
bodies that are now lost (see comments in the “Use in life and
afterlife” section).
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TABLE 1 ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXTS OF GREENSTONE FIGURATIVE PLAQUES
FROM CACAXTLA-XOCHITÉCATL AND XOCHICALCO.

Site Plaque Structure Localization Context Associated Material References

Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl

A, B Cacaxtla Mound
B

Summit Offering (stone
box)

Large quantity of Oliva
sp. shells and bivalves

Espinoza García and
Ortega Ortiz 1988,
19; Delgadillo
Torres 1996, 1

C Structure 3,
Plaza de los
Tres Cerritos

Northern trench ? ? Serra Puche et al.
1995, 37; Lazcano
and Palavicini
Beltrán 1996, 89, 96

D, F Flowers Pyramid N6 E13, grids 25,
26, 35, 36,
stratum 2

Burial 22 (direct
primary)

2 greenstone beads and
1 perforated marine
shell

Serra Puche 1995;
Serra Puche et al.
2003, 47–49

E Flowers Pyramid N5 E11, grids 13,
14, 23, 24,
stratum 2

Burial 24 (indirect
primary)

3 tripod ceramics,
figurines, fragments
of figurines, and
10 obsidian blades

G Volcanos
Platform

Offering 6
(primary burial)

Offering: 190 figurines
and 26 fragments
(anfitrionas, articulated
figurines) and Tlaloc
brasero applications

Spranz et al. 1978, 5–
6; Spranz 1996, 162

Offering 6: 1 marine
shell necklace (12
Oliva sp.), 2 green-
stone beads

Xochicalco H, O,
P

Feathered Ser-
pent Pyramid

Offering 1 (sec-
ondary burial)

11 perforated marine
shells, 1 stone disk and
1 stuccoed tecalli vase

Sáenz 1963; Garza
Gómez and Gonzá-
lez Crespo 2008

I, L Structure C
portico

Fill of the structure
(center)

Offering (stone
box)

Marine shells, shell
beads, 1 greenstone
disk, 1 greenstone or-
nament, 1 anaranjado
B pot, 1 bowl

Sáenz 1963; Sáenz
1971, 10–11; Garza
Gómez and Gonzá-
lez Crespo 2008

J Structure C
portico

Secondary burial Limonite disk, marine
shells, shell beads,
2 small greenstone
figurine heads, and
2 greenstone disks

M Structure C
portico

? ? ?

N Structure C
portico

Fill of the structure Secondary burial ?

K, Q ? ? ? ? González Crespo et al.
2008



and type 2 plaques operated as a pair in each sealed
context (plaques H and O; I and L; J and N; fig. 2). I
noted a similar distribution of types when studying
Xochitécatl’s Epiclassic figurines and speculated on the
significance of their copresence in each offering. Relying
on diachronic evidence, I suggested that the figurines’
repartition corresponds to an intentional and codified
variety of representations and that the groupings of
figurines cohere as “discursive units” (Testard 2010, 73–
76; Testard and Serra Puche 2020, 285–86; López Luján
1993; López Luján et al. 2012, 16). This rhetorical and
ritual arrangement could in turn explain the synchronous
appearance of plaques of different types and styles in
Xochicalco.

In other Mesoamerican contexts, color differences
are good indicators of category and hierarchy among
greenstone artifacts (Andrieu et al. 2012) and seem to
have chronological significance (Filloy Nadal 2015, 34–
35). Cacaxtla plaques A, B, and C are of two shades of

bright green whereas Xochitécatl plaques D, E, and F
are gray-green.13 The plaques from Xochicalco exhibit a
wide range of colors. Plaque H from Offering 1 in the
Feathered Serpent Pyramid, plaque J from Structure C,
and plaque Q (findspot unknown) are olive green.
Plaques M and N from Structure C are light green.
Plaques I and L from Structure C, plaque O from the
Feathered Serpent Pyramid, and plaque K (findspot
unknown) are various shades of gray-green. Plaque P,
also found at the Feathered Serpent Pyramid, is partly
gray-green but mostly orange in color, which may be
the result of a chemical alteration, such as oxidation.
Generally speaking, while the plaques from Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl exhibit chromatic homogeneity—possibly
due to similar petrography—those from Xochicalco are

Figure 4. Classification of figurative plaques of Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco based
on Rands’s (1965) typology. Drawings: Sylvie Eliès.

13. The color of plaque G cannot be ascertained because it is
known only from a black-and-white photograph.
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more diverse within structures and even within sealed
contexts. A similar tendency can be noted in the
culturally diverse iconographic traditions present at
Xochicalco (Testard 2014a, 514–15; Nagao 1989).

Uses in life and afterlife

In considering the uses of the plaques from Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl and Xochicalco, we can look to their
possible representation in the imagery of the sites. Many
figures in the mural paintings at Cacaxtla and relief
carvings at Xochicalco wear greenstone artifacts,
particularly beads.14 Interestingly, eight possible
representations of figurative plaques can be documented
at Cacaxtla—all frontal faces, consistent with Maya
examples—but none at Xochicalco. The plaques
depicted at Cacaxtla are worn by Maya characters in
the Battle Mural and are assembled on necklaces with
circular shell beads and tubular greenstone beads.15 This
use is therefore consistent with the material associations
and contexts of plaques D, F, and G, although, contrary
to those in the paintings, all of these plaques are
standing frontal figures.

My observations confirm that plaques C, D, E, F, L, N,
O, and P have perforations, suggesting that they were
worn on costumes (Testard 2018a), at least during their
first stage of use. Plaques A and B lack perforations,
consistent with the dedicatory function of their
deposition. However, plaques L and O, which were
also found in offering contexts, do have perforations.
It is then very plausible that these two plaques were
reworked and reused, a hypothesis supported by the fact
that both seem to have truncated motifs (the necklace
is incomplete in the case of plaque L). Furthermore,
plaques A and C show traces of red pigment, a coloring
practice that evoked sacrifice and the ritual death of the
object, frequently found among offerings (Gazzola 2004;
Testard 2019; Castillo Bernal 2019, 268) (fig. 5). Style and iconography

As Solar Valverde (2002, 18–20) and Nagao (2006,
422–30; 2014, 251–60) have already discussed several
formal and symbolic elements of figurative greenstone
plaques, I will focus on how their style and iconography
relate to cultural interactions and legitimization
strategies. The seventeen plaques from Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl and Xochicalco all depict frontal
anthropomorphic figures wearing headdresses, but they
are heterogeneous in size and appearance. Plaque A is
the largest at 19.5 centimeters high, while the smallest,
plaque M, is only 3.4 centimeters. Furthermore, with the
exception of plaques H and O, which have relatively

14. Small tubular beads appear frequently in the paintings at
Cacaxtla, on clothing, as nasal ornaments, and on leggings, bracelets,
and necklaces. They are also found on the taludes and tableros of the
Feathered Serpent Pyramid in Xochicalco, where figures wear bracelets
composed of two rows of tubular beads. Large pectorals composed of
small plaques (or circular beads) probably made of greenstone are also
figured at both sites. On the Feathered Serpent Pyramid, this ornament
appears at least eight times (Testard 2014a, 791–92).

15. See Individuals E6, E8, E11, E24; W5, W6, W10, W12.
However, only those worn by E11, E6/W5 (the same character
represented twice), and W10 clearly represent figurative plaques.

Figure 5. Greenstone figurative plaque from Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl (Tlaxcala), Museo de Sitio de Cacaxtla (plaque
C). Courtesy of Proyecto Xochitécatl (INAH-UNAM 1992–
1994).
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straight edges, all the plaques have very irregular
contours that follow the elements of the composition,
something that Proskouriakoff (1974, 99, 160) noted with
regard to the Late Classic plaques from Chichen Itza.

Several trends in the carving lines and design of
patterns might tentatively be linked to cultural regions.
Plaques A, B, C, H, L, and M exhibit very round shapes
and meticulously described details (headdresses, hand
gestures, ornaments, loincloths) that can be associated
with a southern Maya lowlands style (Testard 2013,
2014b). Plaque G was described as “estilo Monte Albán”
by Spranz (1996, 162), and, given the similarity of the
noses (see examples from Oaxaca in Paddock 1966),
Xochicalco plaques K and N might also be associated
with Oaxaca. Plaques D, E, F, and I share round
design elements but are much less detailed and have
quite rigid corporeal postures, possibly indicating an
adaptation of a Maya style. I have discussed elsewhere
the different iconographic strategies used to create hybrid
configurations, adapted to varying degrees from one
or more existing prototypes (Testard 2013, 2014a). In
view of the possible evidence of local production (the
fragments of raw and unfinished material mentioned
above), the long-standing debate regarding the
characterization (local or exogenous) of the pictorial
tradition of Cacaxtla (see note 7), and my analysis of
more than five hundred figurative objects in multiple
materials (Testard 2014a), it is quite conceivable that
these four plaques were produced locally, adapting
Maya models. Plaques O and Q from Xochicalco are
very different, since they show much straighter and more
geometric shapes that may be tentatively related with
Guerrero and Mezcala cultures. Finally, plaque J has a
profusion of details with straighter lines, recalling the
traditions of the Gulf Coast or Guatemalan highlands
(Testard 2014a, 971; 2018b, 179). Nevertheless, it is
conceivable that it was also produced locally.

Seven iconographic types can be identified on the
basis of the figures’ headdresses, with some plaques
(B, D, and J) falling into two different categories (fig. 6).
I agree with Langley’s (1992, 262–63) argument,
pertaining to Teotihuacan iconography, that a clear
association exists between groups of signs (or symbols)
and headdresses, which in turn conveys information
about the rank and function of the figure shown. The
examination of headdresses can therefore be useful in
establishing typologies.

The upper parts of plaques A, B, D, F, H, J, and K
(although K is more fragmentary) show “mirror”
configurations: heads in profile facing in opposite
directions. A, B, J, and K show anthropomorphic figures

while F and H show reptilian creatures with open jaws.
Plaque D shows a variation on this configuration: two
small faces are visible on the right side and upper-left
side of the plaque, but both are not depicted in profile
but rather frontally (nose, mouth, and eyes are visible).
This symmetrical organization, called “twinned heads/
serpent headdress jades” by Ringle et al. (1998, fig. 20),
seems to go back to the Early Classic period and to
extend into the Late Classic. According to Proskouriakoff
(1974, 99, 160), it is more frequent in the latter period, in
particular when the carving “depends heavily on sharp-
edged rounded grooves.”

Plaques J and L from Xochicalco show a feline
monster with its upper jaw wide open, the double volute
depicting the feline’s nose. This feature, which Ringle
et al. (1998) call the “monster maw,” is characteristic of
Proskouriakoff’s “full figure” type (1974, 160, plate 67),
and it is feasible that plaque L was itself once a full
figure. I agree with Ringle et al. (1998, 205–7) that
this feline jaw headdress is related to the “mosaic”
headdress,16 one attribute of Teotihuacanoid warrior
costume, but I diverge from their association of it
specifically with the Feathered Serpent. Plaque C from
Cacaxtla shows a headdress with an anthropomorphic
face with closed eyes, a motif that Nagao (2006,
436; 2014, 260) connected with ancestrality (fig. 5).
At the upper corner of the plaque is a zoomorphic
head in profile with open jaws, probably a feline.

The figures depicted on plaques B, D, E, and G from
Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl as well as plaques I, M, and
probably P from Xochicalco wear a circular/ovoid
ornament at the base of their headdress with a vertically
striped motif (single or double). The headdress is a sort
of large band whose sides finish in volutes (except
plaques D and G, which lack volutes). This central
striped motif also appears on several Chichen plaques
(Proskouriakoff 1974, 90, plates 49a2, 49a3, 49a6,
54a2, 54a3, 54a5, 54a6, 54b2, 55a, and 55b2–4).
Ringle et al. (1998, 207, fig. 20) label this type as “top-
knot jades.” Taube (2005, 25–28, fig. 4b) identified
the striped motif on anthropomorphic beads in the Pakal
shrine of Palenque; in this case, it would refer to
the maize god, identifying its bearer with the axis mundi.
This proposition can also be applied to the motifs of
the plaques discussed here, especially since their
materiality (greenstone) is the same.

16. A rather imposing headdress composed of small quadrangular
motifs referring to mosaic tesserae, originally depicted on the façade of
the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent at Teotihuacan.
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Xochicalco plaque N has a double-concentric circle
at the base of the headdress, which is also found on
Chichen plaques (Proskouriakoff 1974, 118, 128, 130,
plates 49a5, 54a4, 54c1, and 55b3) and is very similar
to ear ornament designs. Finally, plaques O and Q from
Xochicalco have geometric patterns on their
headdresses.

Perspectives and conclusions

The continuity of contexts, types of deposits, and
associated artifacts and materials corresponding with

figurative plaques shows that they were exchanged
and used as prestige goods over a large portion of
Mesoamerica. During the first stage of their “social life”
(Appadurai 1986; Overholtzer and Stoner 2011; Kopytoff
1986), they may have constituted “active expressions of
rank” (Helms 1986, 30). After receiving plaques from
other members of the elite and then wearing them in
political and ritual contexts, local dignitaries would have
been buried with such objects, prolonging their status
beyond death. The imagery of the plaques made it
possible for the bearer to embody the represented figure,
enabling communication with nonhuman agents. In the

Figure 6. Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco figurative plaques by headdress type.
Drawings: Sylvie Eliès.
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second stage of their “social life,” the plaques would
have been deposited in offerings together with other
prestige goods, such as shells, exogenous ritual
ceramics, and tecalli vases. Although not systematic, the
association between greenstone artifacts and shells is
evident from the Preclassic period both in offering and in
burial contexts (Garber et al. 1993). This indicates a high
sumptuary value as well as a symbolic connection, since
both greenstone and shells alluded to humidity, breath,
and fertility and therefore constituted a metaphoric
“discursive unit” in ritual deposits, as López Luján
(1993; López Luján et al. 2012, 16) has shown for the
later offerings at Tenochtitlan’s Templo Mayor. It is then
probable that the high sumptuary value of figurative
greenstone plaques as part of a “trousseau de prestige”
(Testard 2014a, 968–74; 2018b, 175) was brought to the
fore in burial contexts, while in the dedicatory contexts,
the symbolic dimensions of their material and their
iconography prevailed.

Prior studies of the figurative plaques’ imagery have
focused in large part on its relationship to the Feathered
Serpent. Because they are made of greenstone, a material
related to wind, centrality, and related concepts, the
figurative plaques probably do have a close relationship
with the Feathered Serpent (Taube 2005, 47; 2015, 54).
However, only two of the seventeen plaques from
Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and Xochicalco incorporate the
iconography of a reptilian creature. Among the other
identifiable iconographic motifs are felines, a striped
motif associated with corn, and central ornaments. I
suggest that these distinctive motifs appearing on the
headdresses constitute different hierarchical insignia that
merge the figure of the sovereign—the one represented
in the plaque as well as the one wearing it—with divine
beings and high mediators (feline / maize god / axis
mundi / Feathered Serpent).

The style and iconography of the figurative plaques
are strong indicators of networks of interaction, and they
confirm previous observations about the eclectic and
hybrid visual culture of Xochicalco and Cacaxtla-
Xochitécatl. The figurative plaques of Xochicalco in
particular exhibit a diversity of style, typology, and
coloring, comparable with that of other images found at
the site (sculptures, architectural reliefs, ceramic vessels,
and lithic figurines). This eclecticism, which warrants
deeper investigation in future studies, indicates culturally
diverse rhetorical, economic, and political affiliations
(with Gulf, Maya, Oaxaca, and Guerrero societies).

Like other artifacts at Cacaxtla-Xochitécatl and
Xochicalco, the appearance of figurative plaques
in the Epiclassic context clearly indicates a shift in

sociopolitical and ritual systems, with elites representing
themselves as mediators between different beings, both
human and nonhuman. Importing these artifacts or even
creating locally adapted versions, the elites used the
plaques to display their political and ritual relationships
with foreign contemporaries. Greenstone figurative
plaques are thus crucial to the study of interaction
during the Epiclassic, but much remains unknown about
these artifacts. Their assumed Maya origin and their link
with the Feathered Serpent have yet to be elucidated.
Furthermore, we need to clarify their geographic and
chronological distribution (by going beyond stylistic
associations that, even if they are valuable, need to be
clarified), as well as their patterns of circulation in order
to better understand their specific cultural and social
significance. Finally, knowledge concerning their place
of manufacture and their associated objects and contexts
would help us understand how and why they were
widely exchanged in Mesoamerica.
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