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Excavation of Aztec-peviod agricultuval features at the sites of Capilco and Cuexcomate in
Morelos, Mexico, provides new data on the construction, function, and significance of ayri-
cultural tevvaces in Late Postclassic central Mexico. Stratigraphic and chemical analyses of
alluvial deposits associated with cross-channel tervaces (“check-dams”) veveal that these fea-
tures sevved an agvicultural function. Tervace walls werve built gradually in small incre-
ments, and associated sediments were created by alluvial deposition of evoding topsoil. These
findings, together with demographic and social data from nearby excavated houses, suggest
that Late Postclassic agricultural intensification was a household-level response to population
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pressure.

Introduction

The Aztecs of central Mexico employed three types of
intensive agricultural methods to feed their dense, urban-
1zed population: canal irrigation, raised fields (chinampas),
and terracing (Sanders, Parsons, and Santley 1979: 222—
281; Rojas Rabiela 1985). Terrace agriculture was not as
productive as the other two types, and it has received less
scientific attention; this was, however, probably the most
widespread form of intensive cultivation in the mountain-
ous core area of the Aztec empire. Donkin’s (1979) study
shows the presence of terracing throughout highland cen-
tral Mexico, and most of the examples probably date to
the Late Postclassic period (Sanders, Parsons, and Santley
1979; Evans 1990). Our excavations at sites in the Mex-
ican state of Morelos comprise the most intensive archae-
ological analysis yet undertaken of ancient agricultural
terraces in central Mexico. These data shed new light on
Aztec-period farming, demography, and rural society.

Setting

The state of Morelos is located in the central Mexican
highlands just south of the Basin of Mexico. During the
Late Postclassic period (a.c. 1350-1520) Morelos was
divided into 50 or more small city-states, most of which
were subject to one of five powerful regional states. These

larger states were in turn subject to the Aztec empire
centered in the Basin of Mexico. Rapid Postclassic pop-
ulation growth in Morelos (see below) had three major
consequences: construction of irrigation systems along
major rivers (Maldonado 1990), accelerated political com-
petition among city-states (Smith 1986), and the coloni-
zation of agriculturally-marginal upland areas. One such
area was the Buenavista Lomas, a large, deeply dissected
Plio-Pleistocene alluvial fan that extends westward from
the modern city of Cuernavaca (Ortiz Pérez 1977).

Although the Buenavista Lomas area receives moderate
rainfall (900-1000 mm annually), agricultural potential is
limited by thin, rocky soils and a scarcity of level land.
Apart from some Epiclassic (a.c. 700-950) sites associ-
ated with Xochicalco at the southern edge of the alluvial
fan, prehistoric settlement was quite scanty in this area
until the Late Postclassic period, when the Lomas area
was colonized by new populations who built many miles
of stone terrace walls for agricultural purposes. Two ar-
chaeological sites located near Xochicalco at the southern
end of the alluvial fan, Cuexcomate and Capilco (FIG. 1),
were excavated by the Postclassic Morelos Archaeological
Project in 1986 (Smith 1992; Smith et al. 1989).

In addition to the terrace excavations described here,
fieldwork at these sites concentrated on houses and asso-
ciated domestic deposits in order to reconstruct rural so-
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Table 1. Population estimates by phase.

Number of houses Population
Site Tem EC LC Tem EC LC
Capilco 5 13 21 30 70 120
Cuexcomate 0 39 139 0 240 800
Region - - - 460 2690 4000
Tem: Temazcalli (a.c. 1200-1350); EC: Early Cuauhnahuac (a.c. 1350-1430); LC: Late
Cuauhnahuac (a.c. 1430-1550).

cioeconomic organization and its changes through time.
House foundation walls were visible on the surface of the
ground, and stratified random samples of houses were
selected at each site to permit the analysis of site-wide
conditions and variability. Nine of the 21 houses at Cap-
ilco were excavated, as were 35 of 139 houses at Cuex-
comate. All occupation dates to the Postclassic period,
with three phases represented: Temazcalli (a.c. 1200-
1350), Early Cuauhnahuac (a.c. 1350-1430) and Late
Cuauhnahuac (A.c.1430-1550). Population estimates

Figure 1. Map of western Morelos, Mexico, showing the locations of
Capilco, Cuexcomate, and the Buenavista Lomas area.
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(TABLE 1) were derived by extrapolating the house occu-
pation patterns from the random sample, and using family
size constants of 5.5 persons for nonelite houses and 11
persons for the small number of elite residences at Cuex-
comate (Smith 1992: 335-345). The population growth
at Capilco and Cuexcomate is matched in the southern
Buenavista Lomas zone (O’Mack 1991; Osvaldo Ster-
pone, personal communication, 1991), and this provided
a major impetus for the construction and use of agricul-
tural terraces.

Capilco and Cuexcomate are both associated with areas
of cross-channel terraces or check-dams (F1G. 2). Cross-
channel terraces are stone walls built in gullies or ravines
with an orientation perpendicular to the direction of water
flow (Donkin 1979). We excavated two of the seven cross-
channel terraces in a 0.2 ha alluvial bench along a seasonal
stream just north of Capilco. At Cuexcomate we excavated
three of the 36 terraces that cover an area of 1.1 hain a
small drainage basin along the sw edge of the site (FIG.
3). The hillslopes surrounding the Cuexcomate ridge are
covered with the destroyed remnants of stone contour
terraces, and we excavated a single trench that crossed five
walls.

Cross-Channel Terraces

This discussion focuses on the Unit 230 terrace at Cuex-
comate, the most intensively excavated and analyzed ex-
ample; full descriptions and data on this and all other
excavations can be found in our original reports (Price
1988; Price and Smith 1992). The Unit 230 terrace is
visible at ground surface as a low wall of unmodified
cobbles that is 37 m long and crosses the drainage basin
perpendicular to the stream channel. We tested the wall
and its associated alluvial sediments with a 3 m-wide
trench through the wall and a series of four 1 m X 3 m
trenches parallel to the wall 3 m away on the upstream
(north) side (FIG. 4). Trenches were excavated in 20 cm
levels. Profile drawings and soil descriptions were made,
and soil samples removed from specific strata for physical
and chemical analyses.

The form of the terrace wall reveals a number of char-
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Figure 2. Plans of Capilco and Cuexcomate showing structures and areas of
cross-channel terracing.

Figure 3. Small drainage at Cuexcomate with cross-channel terraces (looking north).




