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T . . . .  
he s ~ m ~ l a r ~ t ~ e s  seen in a r t  forms throughout n i ~ ~ c h  of 

Postclassic Mesoamerica have heen attributed to the 
existence of a widespread artistic phenomenon that  has 
heen variously called the Mixteca-l'uebla tradition o r  
Mixteca-Puebla horizon style (Nicholson I 960, I 982; 
Paddock I 982) ,  the Mixtec style (Robertson I i ) ~ ) : r  r- 
r q ;  Ramsey r ~ ) 7 j ,  1982; Brockington 1 yXr), the "Inter- 
national Style ot the Late Post-C:lassicn (Rol>rrtson I 966, 
I 970) ,  the codex style icriticlued hy Quiiiones Iieber 
I 494) ,  as well as  the Postclassic religious style and the 
Mis tec  codex style (Smith and Heath-Smith r 980). Most  
of these terms and characterizations embrace both tlie 
formal style of the relevant ar tworks and their iconogrn- 
phy in attempting t o  expl'iin how c i~ id  \vhy murals from 
eastern Quintana Koo,  for example, look so similar t o  
polychrome pottery from (:liolula. Few scholars are fully 
content with these ter~iis,  however, wliicli ma!- expl,~iii 
the proliferation in nomenclature. O n e  problcin is that 
the term style has been differentially defined, ancl tlie 
so-called style's characteristics haye heen variously 
dcscribed a s  composing both fornlal (i.e., pertaining 
to form) style and iconography. 

In this chapter we  exa~n ine  painting traditions fro111 
Postclassic Mesoamerica-distingui~lii~ig style :1nJ 
iconography-to examine the nature o f  the widespread 
"international" (Kobertson I 970 )  styles and symhols 
that  were so  prominent a t  this tirnr. \Y/e introduce several 
new concepts that  help organize piist I-esearch o n  this 
subject: the Postclassic international style, the Early I'ost- 
classic international symbol set, and the Late Postclassic 
international symbol set. The temporal and spatial distri- 
I~utions ot these styles and symhols suggest some of the 
ways in which communication, ideology, and artistic pro- 
d~rct ion were integrated in the Postclassic Mesoamerican 
world system. 

STYLE AND ICONOGRAPHY 

Donald Robertson, as an ar t  historian trained in the 
study of tlie fol-lnal styles of European art,  was  careful to 
limit his I 970 discussion of the Postclassic Maya  rnurals 
a t  Tulum to  the style in which the murals were painted 
(Robertson 1970) .  Being predisposed t o  separate style 
from iconography, he eschewed iconogri~phic questions 
ahout  the Tulum murals t o  focus solely on the manner in 
which f'orms were rendered and organized, noting that 
the murals are s i~nilar  in formal style t o  central Mexican 
paintings but are iconograpliically Maya.  This distinc- 
ti011 between formal style and iconography is an impor- 
tant one, I~ecause the iconography a n d  the style of a work 
may belong t o  different traditions, as  is the case at  Tu- 
Ium. 

Style, 3ltho~igIi a much debated and variously em- 
ployed concept even within the realm of ar t  history (e.g., 
Sauerliinder I 983; Kubler 1979; E l k ~ n s  I 996) ,  is gener- 
ally recognized t o  p e r t ~ i n  t o  the mJnner in which forms 
arc ren~iered and ho\v they and larger compositiuns are 
s truct~lred.  Ernst (;ombrich ( I 968:3 j r b )  defined style as 
"any dist i~ict ive. .  .way  in \vhich an act is performed"; 
Jules  P r o ~ v n  ( r980: 1 9 7 )  characterized it as  "a distinctive 
manner or  mode" (as  quoted in Elkins I 996:s-6). h 
nlore concrete definition is given in Meyer Shapiro's clas- 
sic discussion of style Lvrirten for A~zthropology E ~ d a y ,  
~vliere Shapiro ( I  c)jc):r8g) defined style as  referring to 
"three aspects of art:  form elements o r  motives Imotiis], 
[orr~r relationshil-rs, and qual i t~es (including an  all-over 
quality which IVC may call the 'expression')." Style thus 
I-efers to how forms are rendered, how the); are  organized 
and  s t r ~ ~ c t ~ i r e d  into coherent compositions, and such 
other euprcszive characteristics 11s the hardness o r  soft- 
ness of line, the quality of light and color, and so  on  
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(Shapiro 1959:289-290). Style is "the objective vchrcle 
of the subject matter" (Shapiro 1959:304, empliasis 
added), rather than the units tha t  compose the subject.' 

The  units tha t  fo rm the subject niarter itself belong t o  
the realm of iconography: representational forms, ab-  
stractions, icons, a n d  s y n ~ b o l s  read by the viewer ;is ani- 
mate a n d  inanimate ol,iects, places, actions, times, a n d  
concepts. When  these units are  structured into significant 
relationships with other  units, and  are  thereby organized 
as an iconographic system, they convey specific meaning, 
a message disseminated by the a r twork  o r  artifact. Style 
is the vehicle tha t  carries the message; the images and 
symbols are  the components  tha t  make up  that  message. 

Although a broadly defined a r t  style can he marked hy 
a preference for certain subjects a n d  units of meaning, 
style and iconography usually should he analyzed sepn- 
rately. They provide different kinds of data .  1conogr:zpliy 
can yield the inteiided meanings of a work,  whether these 
are expressed directly, indirectly, o r  metaphorically. Style 
qualifies these meanings and  offers clues ~ h o u t  the 
artists' training, and  the cultural preferences and expec- 
tations of artist  a n d  audience. Both iconography nnd 
style can he used t o  ciocument the nioveinent of people, 
goods, and  ideas. 

THE POSTCLASSIC INTERNATIONAL STYLE 

The Postclassic international style is distinct fl-om earlier 
Classic styles (e.g., a t  Teot ih~lncan,  Monte  Xll>,in, o r  
among the M a y a )  and the Epiclassic and  Postclnscic 
Maya styles of the Chichcn I t z i  murals a n d  the Maya  
codices. Its stiff lines and  stocky proportions, for exam- 
ple, are soniewliat reminiscent of Teotihuacan fl-escoes, 
but its figures are  more naturalistic, less iconic, and tliere- 
fore more easily read thLin those of Teot i l i~~: ica~i .  Its lines 
and forms are quite distinct from the eupressive contour  
lines o r  organic forms of M a y a  painting. H. K. Nicliolson 
(1960, I 9 8 2 )  a n d  1)onald Rollertson ( I 959:  I 6-24). 
among others, have noted the style's characteristics, and 
the description below draws  o n  their perceptions. XI- 
though Robertson's more-extensive di5cussion described 
the style of the Codex Zouche-Nuttall ,  \rhicli he used t o  
define the precoiicluest style of Mexican ~nanuscr ip t  
painting, many  of the attrill i~tes pertain t o  the intcrna- 
tional style as  well. 

The I'ostclassic international style is chnracterizeci hy 
its rendering of torrzl, the cli~ality of line a n d  color, its 
figural proportions a n d  positions, :znd its employment of 
images in shallow space (figure 24.1) .  Forms are  flat, pre- 
cise, and illniost geometric in their shape. Xs Kol)ertsoii 
(1959:17) pointed o i ~ t ,  "human forms . .  .;ire no t  visually 
unified" but "can be divideci into sepnrcible, component  
parts," such tha t  "the figure is a totality cre:ited from tlie 
addition of the various append'iges and  the head t o  the 

Figure 1 4 . 1  Hu~iinn ancl cicity f ig~~res  as depicted in the I'ost- 
classic in ten~a t~ona l  style: (14) Codex La~ld 1 (t\nders and 
Innsen r C) . )~ :Z  jh); ( R )  Santil Rita mural, Mound 1 ,  west w;ill 
(C; ,~nn I 900); ((:) Tizatl;ln, painted Altar 1-1, tront (h1;irq~iin;l 
I 964:257.) 

Fi3u1.e 24.2 Example of the .-\ztec p,ii~iting style: murczl from 
Structure I at bl . i l i~~.~lco.  (<;arcia P'lqhn I 946: opposite p. 
LO.) 

torso." The forms are  hordered hy even, controlled, 
hlack outlines, which further flatten tlie forms and  give 3 

crisp edge. Kohertson ( 1 c ) j c ) :  I 6 )  noted tha t  "the treat- 
ment of line 1 which lie called a 'franie line'i . . . is one  of its 
distinctive traits. .  . . It  is without  purposeful variation of 
width 01- intensit!; and  its primary role is t o  enclose ;Ireas 
of color, t o  act as frames t o  flat color washes." This  con- 
rr,lsts with the cn l l ig r~phic  o r  contour  line preferred hy 
the Classic a n d  Postcl,lssic Maya  (e.g., K o n a ~ n p a k  niu- 
rals, Codex Dresden). 

Colors are generally bright nnci tully intense, without  
any modeling or  shading t o  suggest volume (figure 24. I ) .  

1'1-oportions relid t o  he s q u ~ t ,  \vith the niost important  el- 
ements (e.g., the heads of humans  and  animals) erzlnrgeci, 
a n d  figures are  usuall! posed in a way that  exposes their 
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Figure 24.3 Example of the Southwest Maya style. a suhstyle of the I'ostclassic intel-liational 
style: mural paintings from different parts of Structure r at Iximche'. (Schele and Mathews 
19yS:jo;.) 

Figure 24.4 Example of a possihle west Mexic~l~n variant of the l'ostclassic international style: a ritual scene from a polychrome 
ceramic vase from Amapa, Nayarit. (From von Winning 1377: 13 I . )  

features in the fullest o r  most  revealing way. For exam- 
ple, upper torsos may be presented frontally, whereas the 
hips, heads, and limbs are almost always in profile, as  are 
feet a nd  hands; plants are usually rendered with their 
roots exposed. Space tends to  be anlbiguous and shallow, 
and backgrounds are rare. Figures usually fill n1ost of the 
two-dimensional space available t o  them, and  often are 
rendered floating in space or  tied t o  a ground line o r  
register. Robertson ( I  97o:go) called this feature "register 
space," and  noted that many works contain more than 
one horizontal register filled with figures. 

The most elaborate and  extensive ar tworks painted in 
the Postclassic international stylc are the preconquest 
hlixtec and  Borgia Group codicrs. The  thousands of 
figures and  pictorial symbols in these codices, and  in 
the native-style Aztec pictorials, make up the greatest 
cclrpus of international-style images, which is the princi- 
pal reason the style has been so closely linked t o  pictorial 
codices. Polychronir pottery froni Oaxaca,  Puehla, 
Tlaxcala, and  the area in and  around the Valley of Mex- 
ico comprises another large corpus, as d o  the relatively 
few extant  murals in the same regions. 

Although this i~lternational style appeared froni the 
northern Gulf Coast  to  Guatemala, and  from Guerrero 
t o  Quintana Roo, several regional suhstyles can be distin- 
guished. A specifically hlixteca-Puebla substyle has been 
described by Robertson ( 1  y 59: 17-24). Like the interna- 
tional style, it is represented by the Mixtec and  Borgia 
Group codices, especially the Zouclie-Nuttall and  Borgia 

codices, and by the ceramics and rnurals from northwest- 
ern Oaxaca,  Puebla, and  Tlaxcala. This substyle has also 
bee11 variously subdivided into Mixtec, Cholula, Borgia 
(;roup, Codex Borgia, and  Codices Laud and  FejCrvary- 
LMayer (Robertson r L ) _ S L ) : I ~ - Z ~ ,  1963,  I 966; Nicholson 
1960, 1982; Nowotny 1y61:13-16; Kanisey 1975, 1982; 
Smith and  Heath-Smith 1980; Boone 1990, rooo;  Sisson 
and Lilly 19y4a, 1994b; Lind 1994) .  Examples are pro- 
vided in figure r4 ,1  a n J  in the illustrations in chapters 25 
and  26. 

A well-defined Aztec painting style is characterized by 
more nnturalism in the rendering of form, by longer and 
leancr proportions, and  by characteristic ways of render- 
ing certai~l  symbols (Boone i g8za ;  see figure 24.2). The 
T~ l lum and Santa Rita murals (figure L ~ . I B ) ,  also charac- 
terized by longer and  leaner proportions, may represent 
another substyle (Quirar te  1975,  1982) ,  a n d  a south\irest 
 may^ substyle has been suggested for murals a t  the cities 
of Ixirnche' and Utatlan (Guillernin r 965; Carrnack 
1981; Carnlack and Larmer 1971 ; see figure 24.3). Still 
other regional styles may emerge with more study. For 
example, Late Postclassic polychrome ceramics from 
Nayarit depict human or  deity figures in a manner that 
exhibits most of the characteristics of the Postclassic in- 
tcrnational style (von  Winning 1977; figure 24.4). Indi- 
vidual ninnuscripts, and  indeed individual painters 
within the manuscripts, will have their omin painting 
styles. Despite the detection of regional and  codical vari- 
ations, however, they all participate in the Postclassic in- 
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Figure 24.5 Ex.~~iiples of the Early I'ostclassic international 
symbol set: (A-D) xicalcoliuhclui, or step-fret designs; (E-H) 
serpent heads. ( A )  Tizatlan, Tlaxcala; ( R ,  E, C )  Tizapan el 
Alto, Jalisco; (C:, H )  Nicoya area, Costa R i a ;  (I>) Valley of 
Oaxaca; (F) Culhu~can ,  Basin of hlex~co.  (Xtter Smith and 
Heath-Smith 1980:z1; see original source tor citations.) 

ternational style, w h ~ c h  unites them as a common expres- 
sive phenomenon. 

POSTCLASSIC INTERNATIONAL SYMBOL SETS 

THE EARLY POSTCLASSIC 

INTERNATIONAL SYMBOL SET 

During the Epiclassic a n d  Early Postclassic periods, 
common iconographic elements were depicted on  local 
painted ceramics throughout  large parts of Mesoamerica 
(figure 24 .0 .  These symbols, typically portrilyeci in hori- 
zont:ll bands a round  the exteriors of ceramic bowls, ap-  
peared first a t  sites in west Mexico and the Nicoya region 
of Costa Rica, only becoming popular in other areas 
(such as the Mixteca-Puebla region, the Basin of Mexico, 
the Gulf Coast)  nftcr the twelfth century, o r  the Middle 
Postclassic period (Smith a n d  Heath-Smith I 980:r 8-3 T ) .  

During Epiclassic and  Early l'ostclassic times, the 
polychrome ceramics w i ~ h  sy~iihols  Oi [he Early P o s ~ c l a s -  
sic international svmhol set were associateci with Fine 

Orange a n a i ' ~ u n i n a ~ e  ceramics, rne prcclomlnanr pan- 
Mesoamerican t rade wares of the period, a n d  with dis- 
tinctive pyriform vessels used in these a n d  other  ceramic 
types. T h e  distributions a n d  associations among these 
symbols and  ceramic wares suggest a common particips- 
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Figure 24.6 hlixtec a n d  Aztec versions of the zo day signs ot  
the Late Postclnssic international symbol set. (From Boone 
Z000:40.) 

tion in the extensive trride networks that  spread through- 
out  Mesoanierica in F,piclassic/Early Postclassic times. 
These networks emphasized coastal routes, a n d  the peo- 
ples of highland areas  such as  central Mexico were only 
minor  participants compared to lowland coastal and  
riverine peoples. Smith and Heath-Smith ( ~ 9 8 0 )  argued 
that  the distribution of the Early Postclassic international 
synibol set (which they called tlie "Postclassic religious 
style") derived from these decentralized coastal networks 
of trade a n d  conimunication, rather than  spreading out-  
ward from a central Mexican heartland (as  proposed by, 
among others, Nicholson [ I 9601 a n d  Meighan I r 9741). 

THE LATE POSTCLASSIC 

INTERNATIONAL SYMBOL SET 
T h e  l'ostclassic international stvle. a post-A.D. ~ 2 0 0  phe- 

IIUI~ICIIOII, 1s ~ ~ ~ I I U S I  a l w a j s  a i ~ o m p a n l c a  ~j a pari1LulaI 
set of images and  symbols tha t  collectively can be called 
the Late Postclassic international symbol set. T h e  paint- 
ing style and  image set evolved together from tlie same 
impetus in central o r  southern Mexico, and  they are  s o  



Figusc 14.- (;entral l l e x i c ~ l l  clcirics :~ssociated \\,it11 the L.,ltt. Postcl.~s\ic interr1.1- 
t~onal  s!.mhol set: ( A )  Xi)" Totec ((;odcx Ror.gi.~ (3  I ;  Seler I 96;); ( 8 )  Quetzalco:ltl 
Eliecarl (('odex Korgi:~ c); Scle~. r 902-1 903: fig~rre 34;): ( C )  'Tonati~~li (Codex 
Bol.gia 66; Scler I 963 ) ;  (1)) 1'l,lloc (Coc ie~  Liorgia r j ;  Sclel. r 9 6 ~ ) ;  (E) 'Tezc;~tlipoca 
(Korgia .57; Srler r yor-I 90;: f i g ~ ~ r c  584) .  

interconnecred that  it is rare to  tind one  ~ r i t h o ~ ~ t  the 
other. The  peoples of the Llixteca-l'uehla region and cen- 
tral Mexico selectecl key symbols from the Early 1'ostcl;ls- 
sic inrernational symbol set and  other sources to  create 
their own distinctive group  ot icunograpliic elements. 
This synihol set represents a Mexican versus a hlaya pes- 
spective o n  the world, expressed in imliges that  reflect 
hlexican customs and  cosniology. The Lare Postclassic 
international symhol set is characterized largc,ly hy im- 
agery pertainiiig t o  the calendar and religious life, which 
is why scveral scholars have ecluatcd the international 
style with religious manuscripts (Robertson r 966 ;  Broik- 
ington rc)73:S4; Siiiitli and  Heath-Smith rc)So:rc)-; I ). 

Nrvel-theless, the s! nlbol set is also colnposed of more- 
secular and mundilne imagery from Mexican pictogra- 
ph!. Nicholson ( i c)6o:h I 4, I c)82:22c)) and  Ramsey 
( I 9 8 1 )  have listed many of the synihols in this set, and 
the listing below draws trom their work .  

(:nlendrical intormation in the splnbol set reflects the 
Mexican calenclar a s  it was  represented especinllp in cen- 
tral and so~~tl ier-n ,Mexico a n d  ~ ~ s e d  hy the Aztecs, Mix-  
tecs, ' T I ~ s c ~ I ~ I ~ s ,  and their neighbors.' The  20 day  signs 
(tigiire 24.6)  are  fair/!. n;~tilralistic images ot aniinals, 
plants, and ohjccts (e.g., Jaguar, Reed, Flint), o r  they :Ire 
symbols for concepts o r  phenomena (e.g., hlo\.ement, 
Wind) .  7'he day n ~ ~ m h e r s  Are always expressed as  a series 
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deity Tonatin11 (named I Death in Mixtec codices), 
Ci1~~1:icoatl ( w h o  may be L) Grass tor the Mixtec), and a 
good n ~ i m b e r  of other deities. Each is represented with ,I 

generally consistent cluster ot attri1,utes. Accoutrements 
nlid costume elements of these gods include such things 
as  tlayed skins, wide collars o f  jade 1,ordered I,y gold 
I,ellr, a s  well as distinctive pectorals, headdresses, back 

Q dev~ces,  and arm a n d  wrist b a n d .  All of these individual 
elements take their place in the Late Postclnssic interna- 
tional s y n ~ b o l  set. Othel-elelnents, many associated with 

Fl~nt kn~fe r i t~lal  action ~ l n d  religious concepts, are  rayed sun disks, 
with face moon disks with U-shaped (pulque)  vessels in them, 

Xi~rhcoatls (fire serpents), flints with fanged faces, tlie 
symbol for gold, long-handled incense pans, and eartli- 

Figure 24.8 Some noncalendric elements of the I.:lte Postclas- 
monster mouths 3s openings intu tlie eal-th, just t o  list 3 sicinternational syn~bo l  set: sun (Codrs  Rorhonic~ls I 6:  Seler 

((:odes Korgia 7 I ; Scler few spanning a broad range (figure 24.8). 

1902-1903: figure 398); Xiuhcoarl, or  fire serpent (Codes Polychrome ceramics helong to  this ritual world as  
Zouche-Nuttall; Seler I 9 9 1 : ; : ~  I 5 ) ;  tlint with Fanged f'ice well. Ceramic motifs that  characterize the Late I'ostclas- 
(Codex Vienna r I a; Roone 1000: figure 4). sic international sylnbol set include rays, reeds, a n d  bird 

heads that  cut  through o r  eml7elIish cc~mcentric bands 
of linked or  clustered disks rather than as bars a n d  dots that  ring vases, bowls, 2nd plates. Other  characteristic 
(although bars and do ts  can he ~ l s e d  t o  express quanti- motifs are  flints, night eyes o r  stars, dise~nhodied hearts 
ties). There is no use of place value within a \~igesin~nl  and hands, skulls and hones, step-frets, and  tightly con- 
system, as one finds in the Maya  Long Coilnt o r  in I'ost- trolled scrolls, disks, and feathers. -These motifs appear  a s  
classic Maya codices such as  the Dresden. It is the h4exi- separ~l te  images o n  the tlat ground or  Ix~rders  of tlie ves- 
cancalendar that is being expressed. sel (figul-c 14.9;  see chapter r j  tor turther discussion). 

The deities are Mexican also. Indeed a preponderance Outside the ritual sphere, the Late l'ostclassic inter- 
ofthe images belonging t o  the Late Postclassic interna- national symbol set contains a nurnl7er oi mundane 
tional symbol set are those of the supernaturals seen in images a n d  conventions a s  ivell. Women and  men, t o r  
thecentral Mexican, blixtec, and Rorgia Group  codices example, a re  distinguished hy tlicir clothing and liair- 
(figure 24.7). Present a re  the flayed god Xipe Totec (OLII-  styles. O l d  age is represented hy 3 toothless o r  snaggle- 
Lord, the Flayer), the c u l t ~ ~ r e  hero a n d  wind god Quetzal- toothed person with tousled hair. Stones, hill-signs, 
coatVEhecat1 (named L) Wind in blixtec codices), the sun water, smoke, fire, e,lrtli, 2nd sky-hands are  all 

000 $@J . . . <a:. . .  
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cerarrllcs fronl C:\\oinl~, and C),~unca. (Froni 1.ind I 994:94.\ 
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Aztec Tlaxcalan M~xtec 

Figure r4.10 Regional variation in the symbols of tlie 
Late I'ostclassic international syrnhol set: ( a )  Aztec rulcr 
Aca~napichtli (Codex Mendoza rv);  ( b )  atl-tlachinolli, Aztec. 
s\-mbol for war (Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada); (c) Aztcc year 
j Flint (Codex Mendoza); ( d )  Tlaxcalan ruler (Lienzo de 
Tlaxcala 7); ( c )  atl-tlachinolli, the Tlaxcalan symbol for war 
(1-onalarnatl Auhin 9); ( t )  Mistec Lord 4 Wind ruling tlie 
Place o t  Flints (Codex Kodley 3 ~ c ) ;  (g) Mixtec Lord r 3 Eagle 
going to war (Codex Aodlej, r8h) ;  ( h )  hlixttlc year 3 Flint 
(Codex Vienna). (Drawings of a-c, f-h by,John Mont- 
gomery; d after Chavero r 900; e after Seler 199~:3:7o.)  

represented by well-established and widely shared picto- 
rial conventions. The  elements that  compose tlie symbol 
set are  the pictorial conventions on  which the Mexican 
pictographic system is built. Many  of these elements 
have been described and illustrated by Mary  Elizabeth 
Smith (1973a:20-35), Joyce Marcus ( L Y L ) ~ ~ ) ,  and  Eli7.3- 
beth Boone (ZOOO:?T-6~) ,  among others. 

Just as  there are regional and more individual varia- 
tions in the international style, there are regional, ethnic, 
and  individual variations in the Late l'ostclassic interna- 
tional symbol set (figure 24.10). The  central Mexicans, 
for example, used the turquoise diadem to  signal a ruler's 
authority, and they often signaled war  by combining the 
elements o t  water and fire (at l - t luchi~~oll i ) .  They placecl 
their year signs in square cartouches. The  blixtecs used 
none of these conventions. Instead, hlixtec rule was ex- 
pressed by the ruler sitting o n  his o r  her place sign; war 
was signaled by a chevron path (1iter:llly read as  the path 
o r  road to the enemy); and years were signaled 1)y the 
A-O year sign (Smith I 973a:zo-?5). The  Tlaxcalans, tor 
their part,  identified their rulers by a roval headband of 
twisted cord (Nicholson 1967).  Other  regional and polit- 
ically motivated variations can surely he teased ou t  with 
further study. 

- - -- -- -- - - - 

STYLE A N D  SYMBOL IN THE POSTCLASSIC 

The t w o  aspects that  define the widespread graphic phe- 
nomenon of Postclassic Mesoamerica are a Mexican 
painting style and a Mexican symbol set, which became 
international once they diffused more widely. The  term 
Mexican is used here hecause this style and this symbol 
set were concentrated in central Mexico, Tlaxcala, 
I'uebla, and Oaxaca,  and  they surely developed within 
this realm. Whether they actually originated in one part 
o r  the other  is unknown, although we can say that  the 
style and symhol set developed together and were carried 
outward together as  co~nplementary parts of the same 
ideological package (chapter 25). Despite the close asso- 
ciation of the style with the symbol set, it is usetul t o  
recognize that the international style is a graphic and 
pictorial style of rendering and organizing form. The  
Late Postclassic international symbol set is a set of im- 
ages and elements that  carry meaning within a particular 
iconographic system. Usually the two  moved together 
throughout blesoan~erica,  but not always. 

Kecause s o  many elements in tlie Late Postclassic inter- 
national symbol set are  calendrical and  religious in 
nature, their widespread distribution may signal the ex- 
istence o f  a pan-Mesoamerican religion. The  religious 
unification o t  hlesoanierica was hegun in Epiclassic and 
Early Postclassic times with the spread of the Early Post- 
classic international symbol set (Smith and Heath-Smith 
I 980)  and the spread of the iconography and  ritual para- 
phernalia of the feathered serpent cult (Ringle et  al. 
1998). Whether the expansion of the prominence and 
importance of international symbols and styles in Late 
Postclassic times siniplv expressed a preexisting religious 
unity, or whether that  expansion was a major force in 
creating Mcsoan~erican religious unity, is difficult t o  
judge. 

The  I'ostclassic international style and the Late Post- 
classic international symbol set were adopted in many 
areas of Mesoanierica long before the formation of the 
Aztec empire. For example, the Cholula polychrome ce- 
ramics and the codices and polyclirorne ceramics of the 
Mixteca region were all well established hy the start of 
tlie Late Postclassic period (chapter 25), and the T ~ ~ l u m  
and Santa Rita murals were painted early in the Late 
Postclassic period, prior to  the Aztec empire (Masson 
roooa) .  Just as comn~ercial  exchange hetween the Basin 
of Mexico and exterior areas preceded processes of impe- 
rial expansion (chapter 3 I) ,  so did tlie spread of Aztec 
styles in painting, sculpture, and architecture largely pre- 
date Aztec imperialism (Uniberger and  Klein 1993;  Um- 
herger I 996) .  

The  expansion of the Aztec empire, however, con- 
tributed greatly t o  the further spread and  adoption of 
these styles and  symbols (chapter 27). They followed 
Aztec trade routes 2nd were borne along with Aztec 
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armies, ambassadors, and marriage alliances as the em- And just as the Aztec empire was only one part of that 
pire extended its domairl over other, distant peoples. But wider world system, the imperial use and promotion of 
since the adoption of the styles and symbols began well l'ostclassic international styles and symbols was only one 
before imperial expansion, they are best viewed us mark- facet of their importance in Late l'ostclassic Meso- 
ers of the networks o i  exchange and communication that ~lmerica. 
comprised the Postclassic Meso;lmerican world system. 
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