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1
Introduction

Teotihuacan and Early 
Classic Mesoamerica

Tatsuya Murakami  
and Claudia 
García-Des Lauriers

https://​doi​.org/​10​.5876/​9781646422210​.c001

The Early Classic period (ca. ad 200/300–600) has 
been characterized by the appearance of Teotihuacan-
related material culture throughout Mesoamerica 
(figures 1.1–1.3), variously termed in the literature as a 
Middle Classic Horizon, or more often referred to as 

“Teotihuacan influence” (Braswell 2003a; Demarest and 
Foias 1993; Pasztory 1978; Stuart 2000). The question 
of what this so-called influence represents has largely 
been taken up by scholars working in the Maya region, 
where beginning in the late 1940s with the research of 
Kidder et al. (1946) they turned up evidence of contacts 
between Kaminaljuyú and Teotihuacan. Since then 
there has been much ink spilt attempting to sort out the 
relationship between several important centers in the 
Maya region and the great Central Mexican metropo-
lis. Recent iterations of this debate include Geoffrey 
Braswell (2003b); David Stuart (2000); William Fash 
and Barbara Fash (2000); Ellen E. Bell et al. (2004); 
and Jesper Nielsen (2003) among others, who again 
retake these questions with a focus on the Maya region. 
However, as George Cowgill (2003a:324) pointed 
out, while the interactions between the Maya and 
Teotihuacan have received the lion’s share of the schol-
arly attention, they “are simply the farthest southeastern 
expressions of strong Teotihuacan influences” and that 

“Teotihuacan ‘presences’ of various kinds were wide-
spread in Mesoamerica.” Cowgill (2003a:324) further 
notes that a book on the “general theme of ‘Teotihuacan 
abroad’ ” is necessary to add to this important dialogue.
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4 TATSUYA MURAKAMI AND CLAUDIA GARCÍA-DES LAURIERS

This volume is inspired by Cowgill’s call to view this debate through differ-
ent eyes, taking into consideration not just the Maya world, but other regions 
that are also contributing greatly to this discourse—including the city itself. 
Moreover, growing evidence that this “Teotihuacan influence” consisted of 
complex networks of interactions with varied directionality and at multiple 
scales has emerged as more research outside of the Maya region has embraced 
this as a theme of investigation. It is now clear, from this new research, that 
Teotihuacan’s connections with other regions cannot be subsumed in a simple 
concept such as “Teotihuacan influence.” Nor can terms such as “externalist” 
or “internalist,” the two main positions embraced by Mayanist scholars wres-
tling with these questions, effectively explain the diversity of material signa-
tures of contacts more recent research is revealing (Braswell 2003a; Fash and 
Fash 2000; Stuart 2000). Even in the Maya region, however, this question has 
been tethered by these two models so as to obscure the variety of patterns 
documented of Teotihuacan “influence” at highland and lowland sites.

In this volume, we will further explore the complex nature of Teotihuacan’s 
interaction with other regions from both the center and peripheral perspec-
tives. On the one hand, Teotihuacan was not a monolithic entity, and different 
social segments with varying practical capacities sought external relations for 
varying purposes. On the other, the presence of Teotihuacan-related material 

Figure 1.1. Map of sites mentioned in the book (drawn by T. Murakami).
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Figure 1.2. Map of Teotihuacan (drawn by T. Murakami).

Figure 1.3. Teotihuacan 
chronology (drawn by 
T. Murakami).
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6 TATSUYA MURAKAMI AND CLAUDIA GARCÍA-DES LAURIERS

culture outside the city may have resulted from a fairly broad range of interac-
tions, including direct and indirect state administration, colonization, emu-
lation by local groups, economic transactions, single event elite interactions, 
and various types of alliances (Cowgill 2003a; Marcus 2003). In order to dis-
entangle the complexity inherent in Early Classic interaction, we propose a 
multiscalar view of power and identity, one that gives importance to various 
groups’ practices at multiple scales of social interaction. Power and identity 
are inseparable yet distinct facets of social interaction, and they are useful 
concepts for the interpretation of interregional relations. Questions we seek to 
answer range from basic ones—such as who interacted with whom and what 
kinds of materials and ideas were exchanged—to more theoretical ones—such 
as what role(s) interregional interactions played for the creation, transforma-
tion, and contestation of power and identity both at the city and at local poli-
ties, as well as how interactions at different scales were articulated with one 
another and with the operation of each polity and community.

CHRONOLOGY AND PERIODIZATION AT TEOTIHUACAN: 
DEFINITION OF THE EARLY CLASSIC

Teotihuacan became an urban center beginning around 100 bc and rose as 
a regional state around the second or third century ad, dominating much of 
the Basin of Mexico and beyond until it collapsed around ad 650 (figure 1.3) 
(Cowgill 2000, 2008, 2015; Millon 1981). The city of Teotihuacan is character-
ized by its gigantic monumental architecture and dense settlement (figure 1.2). 
A number of pyramids and other civic-ceremonial structures were built along 
a central street called the Street of the Dead in the core area (hereafter, called 
the central precinct). From the third century ad onward, most city residents, 
probably over 100,000 people, resided in approximately 2,300 apartment com-
pounds, distinct walled residential compounds consisting of multiple court-
yard units constructed surrounding the central precinct.

Two foundational projects, the Teotihuacan Mapping Project (TMP), 
directed by René Millon (1973; Millon et al. 1973), and the Valley of Teotihuacan 
Survey Project (as part of a broader Basin of Mexico survey) directed by 
William Sanders (1981; Sanders et al. 1979), provide the major sources of data 
for the developmental trajectory and chronology of Teotihuacan. The TMP 
provides a detailed map of the extent of the city of Teotihuacan, while the 
Valley of Teotihuacan Survey Project identified settlements in the hinterlands 
of the city extending throughout the Valley of Teotihuacan. Continued survey 
of the entire Basin of Mexico provided a profile of settlement pattern change 
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Introduction: Teotihuacan and Early Classic Mesoamerica 7

in the central part of the Teotihuacan realm (e.g., Parsons and Gorenflo 2008; 
Sanders et al. 1979). A chronology of Teotihuacan, consisting of six ceramic 
phases (figure 1.3), was constructed based on these survey data complemented 
by test excavations (see Cowgill 2000; Rattray 2001). Recently, there have 
been some modifications on the absolute dates based on the growing num-
ber of radiocarbon and other dates (Beramendi-Orosco et al. 2009; Cowgill 
1996; S. Sugiyama 2004). For example, originally the beginning of the Early 
Xolalpan phase was set at ad 450 by the TMP (Millon 1973) and was later 
modified to ad 400 (Millon 1981:240). Recently Teotihuacan researchers seem 
to prefer a still earlier date for the beginning of the Early Xolalpan phase, 
around ad 350 (Beramendi-Orosco et al. 2009; Rattray 1991). Moreover, the 
end of the Metepec phase has been modified from ad 750 to ad 650 or earlier 
(Cowgill 1996; Rattray 1991).

The Early Classic period covers a time period from circa ad 200/300 to 
ad 600 in most Mesoamerican literature (e.g., Coe and Koontz 2013; Evans 
2000; Hendon and Joyce 2004), and it is during this time that Teotihuacan-
related material culture appears in vast areas of Mesoamerica. While the origi-
nal definition of the Classic period was based on the long-count dates in the 
Maya area, Central Mexican archaeologists affiliated with Mexican institu-
tions have developed a somewhat distinct periodization (see Manzanilla and 
López Luján 2001). These scholars equated the end of the Teotihuacan period 
to the end of the Classic period, and thus, the Epiclassic or Terminal Classic 
covers a time period after the collapse of the Teotihuacan state and before 
the rise of the Tula state. When the end date of the Teotihuacan period was 
set at ad 750, there was not much discrepancy with the chronology of other 
Mesoamerican areas. However, after it was modified to ad 650 (Cowgill 
1996, 2015; Rattray 1991), it became closer to the end date of the Early Classic, 
and there was a need to adjust it. Thus, some researchers working in Central 
Mexico define the Early Classic to ad 200–500 and the Late Classic to ad 
500–650. However, the end of the Teotihuacan period could be as early as ad 
550 requiring further modification. More important, because we are exploring 
a Mesoamericanist perspective on the interaction between Teotihuacan and 
other societies, instead of a Teotihuacan-centered perspective, we decided to 
follow a common usage of the Early Classic in most Mesoamerican litera-
ture. Moreover, since we have relatively well-defined ceramic chronology at 
Teotihuacan, we will use Teotihuacan’s ceramic phases to denote a specific 
time frame whenever possible.

The Middle Classic period or Middle Horizon are other terms that were, 
and still are, used to denote the height of Teotihuacan (Pasztory 1978; Pool 
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8 TATSUYA MURAKAMI AND CLAUDIA GARCÍA-DES LAURIERS

2006; Wolf 1976). The horizon concept was once adopted in Central Mexico 
(Wolf 1976); however, Esther Pasztory (1997) criticized the term and argues that 
artistic style was a symbol of ethnicity and several individual regional cultures 
developed during the Classic period. While Classic Mesoamerica is character-
ized by extensive interaction between these distinctive regional cultures, she 
points out that no single art style is found throughout the area and the con-
cept of both horizon and horizon style “does not help to explain the nature of 
art and style in Classic Mesoamerica” (Pasztory 1997:139). The designation of 
Middle Classic Horizon, though largely discredited, has also been invoked as a 
way of understanding the period of Teotihuacan influence in different regions 
throughout Mesoamerica (Varela Torrecilla and Braswell 2003). The concept of 
a Middle Classic Horizon has been criticized for its lack of utility as a meaning-
ful chronological marker and marker of Teotihuacan hegemony over much of 
Mesoamerica. First, the evidence and timing of a Teotihuacan presence varies 
from site to site (Braswell 2003a; Demarest and Foias 1993). Second, the concept 
of a Middle Classic Horizon overemphasizes the role of Teotihuacan in local 
regional developments (Varela Torrecilla and Braswell 2003).

A BRIEF SETTLEMENT HISTORY OF TEOTIHUACAN
The book attempts to present the themes of interaction from both local 

and regional/interregional perspectives. To that end we would like to pres-
ent a brief history of Teotihuacan’s settlement (see Nichols 2016 for a recent 
summary). Teotihuacan’s “Old City,” located in the northwestern portion of 
the later city, dates to the Patlachique phase (ca. 100 bc to ad 1) and had a 
population of 20,000 to 40,000 people (Cowgill 1974, 2003b; Millon 1973). 
Immigration from nearby areas within the Basin of Mexico explains much of 
the population increase at Teotihuacan during this phase (Cowgill 2000, 2015; 
Sanders et al. 1979:106). At this time, the city was an aggregate of multiple 
relatively independent communities and likely not organized under a single 
central authority like later in its history (Angulo 2007; Murakami 2006, 2014). 
Public works were limited to the construction of canals near the San Juan 
River near the Ciudadela (Blucher 1971; Gómez Chávez et al. in press; Nichols 
2016), and communal construction and maintenance might have been an inte-
grative force for the Patlachique phase city.

The “Old City” continued to be densely occupied during the subsequent 
Tzacualli phase (ca. ad 1–150) (Cowgill 1992), suggesting some continuity of 
sociopolitical organization outside of the central precinct. The construction of 
buildings in the central precinct suggests the appearance of an incipient central 
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Introduction: Teotihuacan and Early Classic Mesoamerica 9

authority, as seen in some structures within the Moon Pyramid (S. Sugiyama 
2004; S. Sugiyama and Cabrera 2007), the Sun Pyramid (Millon et al. 1965; 
N. Sugiyama et al. 2013), and some possible elite residences at the Ciudadela 
(called Pre-Ciudadela; Gazzola 2009). But given their modest scale along 
with the presence of multiple architectural traditions such as Tlachinolpan 
(Blucher 1971) and Plaza One (Cook de Leonard 1957; Millon and Bennyhoff 
1961), their consolidation of power was still incipient and possibly included 
some multiple semiautonomous communities.

The Miccaotli phase (ca. ad 150–250) was a time of explosive growth of power 
for the ruling elites, and it appears that the city was reorganized under a strong 
central authority. The Sun Pyramid, built to its greatest volume over the arti-
ficial cave, became one of the largest pyramids in Mesoamerica (N. Sugiyama 
et al. 2013). The Moon Pyramid was substantially enlarged (S. Sugiyama 2004; 
S. Sugiyama and Cabrera 2007), and a complex series of sacrificial burial/
offerings was found within the building, attesting to the growing militaristic 
power of the ruling elites (Rattray 1997; S. Sugiyama 2004; S. Sugiyama and 
López Luján 2007). In the Early Tlamimilolpa phase (ca. ad 250–300), the 
Ciudadela and the Feathered Serpent Pyramid (FSP) were built south of the 
San Juan River (R. Cabrera C. et al. 1991; S. Sugiyama 2005). Excavations at 
the FSP revealed burials of around 200 sacrificed victims, implying a powerful 
institution behind the erection of the monument (S. Sugiyama 2005). Cowgill 
(1983, 1992) and Millon (1981, 1988, 1993) posit that during the Tzacualli/
Miccaotli phases the Teotihuacan polity was highly centralized, possibly with 
autocratic rule, and that the construction of the Ciudadela (see below) was the 
culmination of despotic rulership.

The construction of approximately 2,300 apartment compounds marks the 
start of “urban renewal” begun in the Tlamimilolpa phase (ca. ad 250–350) and 
subsequently rebuilt during the Xolalpan (ca. ad 350–550) and Metepec (ca. ad 
550–650) phases (e.g., Linné 1934, 1942; Manzanilla 1993; Millon 1981; Rattray 
1987; Séjourné 1959, 1966; Spence 1992). The population reached 100,000 or 
more by the beginning of this period and seems to have been plateaued dur-
ing the Tlamimilolpa phase (Cowgill 1974:389, 2000, but see Cowgill 2007). 
The nature of state power in the Late Tlamimilolpa through Metepec phases 
remains somewhat controversial (e.g., Blanton et al. 1996; Cowgill 2000, 2003b; 
Headrick 2007; Manzanilla 2001, 2004, 2006; Millon 1988, 1993; Murakami 
2010, 2014; Pasztory 1988; see also Murakami 2016a for a brief summary), but 
it seems likely that there was a substantial change in the nature of rulership 
during the Early Xolalpan phase (ad 350–450) or earlier, as evidenced by the 
possible termination of the FSP (S. Sugiyama 1998). In addition, Murakami 
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10 TATSUYA MURAKAMI AND CLAUDIA GARCÍA-DES LAURIERS

(2010, 2014, 2016a) recently argued for the development of a bureaucracy that 
mediated interests and strategies of ruling elites and the rest of the populace.

After a hiatus of major construction activities within the central precinct 
during the Late Xolalpan phase (ca. ad 450–550; Millon 1988), some renova-
tions of the Ciudadela (R. Cabrera C. 1998; Drucker 1974) and the Palace of 
the Sun (Rattray 2001:69) have been documented. The apparent reduction in 
the scale of monumental construction activities suggests that the state admin-
istrative system slowly declined before its violent collapse around ad 650 or 
earlier (Cowgill 1996; Millon 1988). In contrast, rebuilding episodes at some 
intermediate elite compounds are impressive (e.g., La Ventilla I; Murakami 
2010), and current evidence suggests the proliferation of intermediate elites, 
with competition among and between them and the ruling elites (Manzanilla 
2006) that may have resulted in the dissolution of the administrative system at 
Teotihuacan (see also Murakami, chapter 2 this volume).

Along with a discussion of the internal periodization of Teotihuacan’s con-
struction and history as an urban center, we must also briefly mention how 
the history of contacts is interwoven into these local processes. Evidence of 
contacts with distant regions at the site goes back to as early as the Patlachique 
phase (Clayton 2005:444; White et al. 2002), while some of the earliest evidence 
outside of the city comes from cache deposits from the Pacific Coast and Maya 
lowlands dating to around ad 150 to 250 (Bove and Medrano Busto 2003:51; 
Pendergast 1971, 2003). Contacts intensified and became more spatially exten-
sive, however, during the Late Tlamimilolpa and Xolalpan phases (Braswell 
2003a, 2003b; Clayton 2005; García-Des Lauriers 2007). In the Maya region, 
we also see continued citations of Teotihuacan style and iconography in the 
Late Classic after the fall of the Teotihuacan state as is seen in Central Mexico. 
Within the city itself, Sarah Clayton (2005:444) “suggests that Teotihuacan’s 
interaction with the Maya persisted until at least the very end of its history as 
the capital of a powerful state” with “occasional interaction after the collapse, 
during the Coyotlatelco phase.” From the very inception of the city’s founding 
and throughout its history, contacts with people from other regions were at the 
core of Teotihuacan’s identity as a cosmopolitan metropolis (Price et al. 2000).

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON EARLY CLASSIC 
INTERACTION: MODELS AND APPROACHES

The question of Teotihuacan’s influence on different regions of Meso
america as already mentioned entered into the discourse of Mesoamericanist 
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Introduction: Teotihuacan and Early Classic Mesoamerica 11

archaeology in the mid-twentieth century. The findings of Teotihuacan 
material culture at the Early Classic Maya site of Kaminaljuyú (Kidder et al. 
1946) and the chronological placement of Teotihuacan in the Classic period 
(Armillas 1950) formed the basis for understanding Early Classic interaction 
in Mesoamerica. Since then, as more research has been conducted on the Early 
Classic period of various centers, data have accumulated that show extensive 
contacts between Teotihuacan and the Maya region, Oaxaca, the Gulf Coast, 
the Pacific Coast of Oaxaca, Chiapas, and Guatemala, and West Mexico. The 
nature of the relationships evinced by the material culture patterns has been 
interpreted through various models.

David Stuart (2000), while presenting historical evidence from texts at 
Tikal, coined the terms “externalist” and “internalist” to describe the interpre-
tive poles for understanding the role of Teotihuacan and Maya relations. The 
externalist perspectives “posit an overt and disruptive Teotihuacan presence in 
the Maya lowlands from the late fourth century CE associated with military 
incursions if not political domination” (Stuart 2000:465). Internalist perspec-
tives see “Teotihuacan styles and material remains  .  .  . as a local appropria-
tion of prestigious or legitimating symbolism and its associated militaristic 
ideology” with little discussion about the power relations between the Maya 
and Teotihuacan (Stuart 2000:465). From a theoretical standpoint, we see that 
most studies that advocated externalist perspectives can be placed as part of 
systemic approaches (see Giddens 1979) that attempt to discern structural 
relationships between Teotihuacan and other polities in terms of political 
economy and asymmetrical power relations (e.g., Bove 1990, 2002; Bove et al. 
1993; Bove and Medrano Busto 2003; Cheek 1977a, 1977b; Coggins 1975, 1979; 
1983; Hellmuth 1975, 1978; Kidder et al. 1946; Nielsen 2003; Proskouriakoff 
1993; Sanders and Price 1968; Smith and Montiel 2001; Smyth 2000; Smyth 
and Rogart 2004; Stuart 2000; among others). Internalist perspectives are 
largely agent-based approaches that emphasize the primacy of local history, 
the agency of local rulers and of populations. They acknowledge the pres-
ence of Teotihuacan-style materials and imports but attribute this to elite 
emulation, gifts, or local appropriations while downplaying any direct role the 
Teotihuacan state may have had in these local dynamics (Ball 1974, 1983; Bell 
et al. 2004; Berlo 1983, 1984, 1989; Braswell 2003a; Demarest and Foias 1993; 
Fash and Fash 2000; Fash 2002; Iglesias Ponce de  León 2003; Pendergast 
1971, 2003; Sharer 2003; Spence 1996; Stanton 2005; Stone 1989). Below, we 
summarize both approaches and argue for integrating them, creating a better 
understanding of Early Classic interaction in Mesoamerica.
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12 TATSUYA MURAKAMI AND CLAUDIA GARCÍA-DES LAURIERS

Systemic Approaches: Imperial and Political Economic Models
The TMP during the 1960s revealed the immense size of the city, degree of 

planning, evidence of large-scale craft production, and international nature of 
the population (Millon 1973). All of this evidence, coupled with Teotihuacan 
material culture found in various regions, led various scholars to emphasize 
Central Mexican hegemony and even direct control and empire. As Esther 
Pasztory (1997) discusses, earlier interpretations followed Aztec models of 
empire, and Teotihuacan presence in distant regions was taken as evidence 
of Teotihuacan colonization and trade control. For Kaminaljuyú, for example, 
evidence of Teotihuacan interactions was initially interpreted to reflect the 
important role that this Central Mexican city had on the local history of this 
center, with scholars suggesting the presence of Teotihuacan enclaves, exter-
nal control of local resources, and Teotihuacan’s influence as strong enough 
to have played a significant role in the development of social complexity in 
the Maya region (Becker 1983; Braswell 2003c; Cheek 1977a, 1977b; Kidder et 
al. 1946; Sanders and Price 1968; Sanders and Michels 1977). In addition to 
Kaminaljuyú, possible enclaves have been proposed at Matacapan on the Gulf 
Coast and at the site of Montana on the Pacific Coast of Guatemala (Bove 
and Medrano Busto 2003; Santley 2007) whose role was in part to maintain 
and support the economic interests of Teotihuacan by facilitating the move-
ment of Pachuca obsidian or other Central Mexican products in exchange for 
local resources such as cacao.

Santley proposed that a trade monopoly, particularly of obsidian, was the 
source of Teotihuacan’s power and influence across Mesoamerica and argued for 
a “vast commercial empire” (Santley 1983:69, 1989, 2007). This model was based 
on the large scale of obsidian craft production in the metropolis (Spence 1967, 
1986), possible enclaves in distant regions, and the presence of Pachuca obsidian 
along with Teotihuacan ceramics and other objects in numerous sites. Soon after 
the model was proposed, critics, among them John Clark (1986), reexamined the 
evidence for obsidian craft production at Teotihuacan and demonstrated that 
production destined for the city could explain the amount of debris. While 
the presence of Teotihuacan-related material culture has generated a discourse 
that emphasizes economic interactions and models (e.g., Brown 1977; Cheek 
1977b; Drennan et al. 1990; Filini 2004; García-Des Lauriers 2007; Santley and 
Alexander 1992, 1996; Santley and Arnold 2005; Santley et al. 2001), the degree 
of economic dominance of Teotihuacan in Early Classic Mesoamerica has 
been difficult to fully assess. Moreover, the presence of Teotihuacan enclaves at 
Matacapan and Kaminaljuyú has also come into significant question (Braswell 
2003b, 2003c; Cheek 1977a, 1977b; Sanders and Price 1968).
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Introduction: Teotihuacan and Early Classic Mesoamerica 13

Accordingly, the notion that Teotihuacan fueled the rise of social complex-
ity in the Maya region has been largely discredited (Demarest and Foias 1993). 
Through more scrutiny and accumulation of data, it became clear that there 
was not enough evidence for Teotihuacan’s strong intervention in the local 
politics of distant areas, whereas there was growing evidence for Teotihuacan’s 
dominance at a regional scale. Thus, the extent of the Teotihuacan empire was 
scaled down, and Millon (1988), who synthesized Teotihuacan’s interaction 
with other areas for the first time, argued that Teotihuacan’s dominance did 
not go much beyond Central Mexico.

Michael Smith and Lisa Montiel (2001) revived the concept of empire and 
conclude that Teotihuacan was really an empire, though small in scale, based 
on archaeological criteria they devised using historically known empires in 
line with Millon’s (1988) original assessment. Other research has focused on 
identifying patterns that might facilitate Teotihuacan’s control of trade routes 
or movement of merchants through a region without necessarily the presence 
of an enclave, such as Drennan et al. (1990), who present data for the Tehuacan 
Valley and Los Horcones, which Claudia García-Des  Lauriers (2007) has 
argued is a “gateway community” to the Pacific coastal region of Chiapas.

Richard Blanton and Gary Feinman (1984) argue that the concept of empire 
(and interaction sphere as well) has limited utility to explain macroregional 
interaction and, instead, advocate the utility of World Systems Theory with 
substantial modification. They argue that the growth of powerful core states 
results in “a widespread stimulation of trade, a reorienting of priorities in many 
places toward production and exchange” at a macroregional scale (Blanton and 
Feinman 1984:678). Thus, sociopolitical and economic processes in the core area, 
in Central Mexico in this case, may induce changes in peripheral areas, and 
we need to take into account these newly created macroregional ties as well as 

“the political economies that existed before the shifts in the organization of the 
world system” (678). They deny the simplistic notions such as “the introduction, 
adoption, or diffusion of traits or behavioral patterns” (678). The World Systems 
framework is based on the assumption of asymmetric relations between the core 
area and peripheral areas and may be useful to understand Early Classic interac-
tion at a regional scale. However, the application of World Systems Theory to 
Classic Mesoamerica is heavily critiqued by Arthur Demarest and Antonia Foias 
(1993:175–176), who argue that Teotihuacan-Maya interaction was not based on 
asymmetrical economic exchange but was “elite status-reinforcing trade and 
contacts, the exchange of ideas, and the spread of religious cults,” which is more 
in line with peer-polity interaction (Renfrew and Cherry 1986) or multicentric 
political economies (Schortman and Urban 2004:202–204).
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These discussions clearly demonstrate that neither imperial models nor 
world economic models alone are appropriate for explaining the diverse 
manifestation of Teotihuacan’s interaction with other regions. These models 
may turn out to be useful for some specific regions and/or to some limited 
spatial extent, but as explanations of the overall process of interactions they 
have limited potential. Barbara Stark (1990) substantiated alternative models 
for interregional relationships between large or imperial states and periph-
eral small polities along with their material correlates. Stark’s models consist 
of the following six types: (1) direct administration, (2) indirect administra-
tion, (3) asymmetrical alliance, (4) elite interactions, (5) independence with no 
relations, and (6) independence with competition. Based on the observation 
of archaeological data—including exchange patterns, local production, and 
settlement patterns—it is possible to narrow down plausible models to various 
extents while providing a useful framework for tackling the diverse nature of 
Early Classic interaction.

Although models that look at Teotihuacan-related material culture outside 
of the city in terms of political or political-economic models certainly provide 
useful frameworks for understanding interregional relations, it is often diffi-
cult to discriminate these different models of interaction, since they may result 
in similar material patterns (e.g., Stark 1990). But the problem is more than 
the mere lack of one-to-one relations between models and material patterns; 
there are several issues that we need to consider if we are to understand the 
nature of exchange. First, these models are not necessarily mutually exclusive 
and may coexist at multiple scales of interaction. For example, the establish-
ment of elite-level interaction may facilitate gift and/or commodity exchange 
among lower-status social groups (e.g., Ball 1977; Pendergast 1971, 2003; 
Spence 1996). Second, these models tell us little about social processes involved 
in the exchange and consumption of material objects. For example, exchange 
may be pursued to establish specific social or political ties, not necessarily to 
acquire specific resources. Conversely, the acquisition of specific resources may 
be the main purpose of exchange, resulting in the disjuncture in the distribution 
of different types of artifacts (see Stoner and Pool 2015). Or both processes can 
be involved to varying degrees in exchange. Third, the same material objects 
can move in and out of different “regimes of values” (Appadurai 1986:4), such 
as different exchange spheres (e.g., Bohannan 1959) or gift and commodity 
circulation (e.g., Kopytoff 1986). In this respect, we suggest that a clear focus 
on the forms of exchange would be a useful approach to the diverse nature of 
interregional interaction (e.g., Hirth 1998; Ossa 2013). We agree with Blanton 
and Feinman (1984:676) that dichotomy between luxuries and bulk goods is 
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a false one (see also Schneider 1977). There are no luxuries or commodities 
inherent in the nature of specific objects (Murakami 2016b). Any objects are 
susceptible to reinterpretation, which, along with transaction forms (gift or 
commodity exchange), define the nature of exchanged objects (Thomas 1991).

For example, while resources such as Pachuca obsidian, pyrite mosaic mir-
rors, and stucco-painted and plano-relief vessels were traded widely during 
this period and as far east as Copán, it is clear that these exchanges were 
not purely economic in nature (García-Des Lauriers 2007; Reents-Budet et 
al. 2004; Spence 1996). Michael Spence (1996) has noted that only through 
a contextual approach can we begin to understand whether resources such 
as Pachuca obsidian were seen purely as commodities or as elite gifts laden 
with symbolism. Especially for Pachuca obsidian, in part because of its color 
and quality, even the most mundane of tools in the most distant places could 
take on a greater symbolism beyond the utilitarian (García-Des Lauriers 2007; 
Hruby 2006; Spence 1996). The role of Pachuca obsidian in much of the Maya 
area seems to mainly appear as gift exchange, but in other places, such as 
Los Horcones and the Pacific Coast of Oaxaca, it was part of the everyday 
assemblage of discarded tools (Ball 1974, 1983; García-Des Lauriers 2007, 2008; 
Pendergast 1971, 2003; Workinger 2002). However, just because the obsidian 
appears in contexts that suggest largely gift exchange among elites, it does not 
preclude the possibility that these gifts served political and economic pur-
poses (Blanton and Feinman 1984:676) and were intended to give Teotihuacan 
access to local economic systems or integrate local systems into interregional 
networks—a feat accomplished in this case through exchanges that height-
ened political, social, and/or cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986).

Agent-Based Approaches: Dual-
Processual and Ideological Models

Richard Blanton and his colleagues (1996) integrated agent-based perspec-
tives into political economic models focusing on leadership strategies. They 
characterize two contrasting leadership strategies: exclusionary or individual-
centered, and corporate or group-oriented. Exclusionary strategy is based on 
the monopoly control of sources of power based on networks (e.g., patron-
client, bureaucracy). These exchange relations were established primarily out-
side one’s local group. This association is accomplished through patrimonial 
rhetoric, prestige-goods systems, and adoption of an international style. In 
corporate strategy, power is shared across different groups inhibiting exclu-
sionary strategies. Blanton et al. (1996) characterize Teotihuacan political 
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economy after the third century ad as corporate strategy and argue that 
“the spread of Teotihuacan traits . . . reflects the dissemination of an artistic-
symbolic system from a particular dominant center . . . as part of its strategy 
of institutional and cultural restructuring of a periphery” (10), which contrasts 
with the concept of an international style that is not associated with a specific 
dominant center. But in areas outside its direct control, Teotihuacan style was 
imitated or modified as an international style (10). While a clear focus on 
leadership strategies advanced our comparative frameworks for understand-
ing the diverse manifestations of political economies, political dynamics and 
patterns of regional and interregional interaction cannot be subsumed in a 
single dimension of leadership strategies, and we should acknowledge that 
overall patterns we observe archaeologically resulted from the negotiation of 
power among individuals and collectivities with varying interests and practi-
cal capacities (e.g., Campbell 2009; Murakami 2016a and chapter 2 in this 
volume; Smith 2011; Yoffee 2005:177–179). In evaluating alternative models of 
interregional interaction, Barbara Stark (1990:255) brings up the issue of this 
diversity and states that “economic or social ventures in distant areas may 
reflect actions of powerful families, other institutions, or ruling family mem-
bers who did not obtain high office within the city.” Thus, we cannot assume 
that the presence of Teotihuacan material culture outside of the city is always 
associated with the interests and decisions of ruling elites (see Murakami, 
chapter 2 in this volume).

Beyond the political economic dimensions of Early Classic interaction, 
agent-based approaches have been integrated to varying degrees into the 
study of the ideological exchanges archaeologically visible through the pres-
ence of Teotihuacan stylistic citations and iconography outside of the city. 
Interpretations of these artistic and architectonic references to Central Mexico 
have engendered much discourse. Teotihuacan style and iconography was 
spread in part through portable materials such as theater-style incense burners, 
ceramic vessels, carved slate mirror backs, and elements of warrior costume 
such as shell-platelet headdresses and shell goggles (Berrin and Pasztory 1993; 
Berlo 1983, 1984, 1989; Bove and Medrano Busto 2003; Filini 2004; García-
Des Lauriers 2000; Hellmuth 1975, 1978; Kidder et al. 1946; McBride 1969; 
Reents-Budet et al. 2004; Taube 1992). Imports and local copies of incense 
burners, tripods, candeleros, and figurines have been documented at a number 
of sites on the Pacific Coast of Chiapas and Guatemala, Guerrero, and West 
Mexico (Berlo 1983, 1984, 1989; Bove and Medrano Busto 2003; Filini 2004; 
García-Des Lauriers 2007, 2012a; Hellmuth 1975, 1978; McBride 1969). Much 
of the imagery especially on the theater-style incense burners has been linked 
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to what Karl Taube (1992, 2000) has called the Teotihuacan cult of sacred 
war, and the spread of the ideology has in some instances been seen as part 
of Teotihuacan’s disruptive incursions on this region with some scholars even 
claiming that sort of missionizing zeal as part of Central Mexican influences 
of the Pacific Coast and other parts of the Maya region (Borhegyi 1971; Bove 
and Medrano Busto 2003; Hellmuth 1975, 1978).

In addition to images that traveled on portable items are larger-scale 
references to Teotihuacan-style architecture through the use of talud and 
tablero visible in the Maya area at Tikal, Copán, Kaminaljuyú, and Nakum, 
and in the Gulf Coast at Matacapan to name only a few examples (Braswell 
2003c; Kidder et al. 1946; Laporte 2003; Sedat and López 2004; Zralka and 
Hermes 2012). More recently, citations of Teotihuacan spatial layout have 
been noted at Los Horcones, Chiapas, where Group F is cited as a “provin-
cial tribute” to the Plaza of the Moon at Teotihuacan (García-Des Lauriers 
2007:78, 2012a, 2012b).

Sculpted monuments such as stelae and other large-scale art that includes 
Teotihuacan insignia and/or stylistic references are known from Oaxaca, 
Guerrero, the Gulf Coast, the Maya region, Querétaro, and the Pacific Coast 
of Chiapas. Their interpretation has also not lacked for controversy. At the 
core of their interpretation is the question of identity and power relations 
between the actors represented and the messages encoded in these sym-
bols and artistic conventions. The arrival of Teotihuacanos—documented 
in stone monuments through text and image in the Maya region at Tikal, 
Uaxactun, El Perú, and in murals from La Sufricaya and in monuments from 
Monte Albán—suggests that there were specific people who are recognized 
through their garb as coming from the Central Mexican metropolis (García-
Des Lauriers 2000, 2008). There continues to be no consensus on whether 
the figures represented agents of the Teotihuacan state, conquering gener-
als with armies, or diplomatic emissaries facilitating interactions between 
peer polities. Even where more detailed histories exist, such as at Tikal, that 
relate some details about the entrada in the Maya region, the interpretation 
of these texts remains part of the externalist/internalist interpretive tug-of-
war (see Braswell 2003b; Stuart 2000), with internalist perspectives cast-
ing these stylistic references as the acts of local rulers appropriating foreign 
insignia as a way of legitimizing their power, creating social distance, or 
evoking a sense of cosmopolitanism among the ruling elites of these centers 
often located at great distances from Teotihuacan (Berlo 1983, 1984, 1989; 
Braswell 2003a; Demarest and Foias 1993; Marcus 1983, 2003; Marcus and 
Flannery 1996; Stone 1989).
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Summary: Integrating Systemic and Agent-Based Approaches
While some studies integrate both systemic and agent-based approaches to 

various degrees (e.g., Blanton et al. 1996; Stark 1990), we need to explore more 
nuanced interpretations based on both approaches and address how structural 
relationships are produced, reproduced, and transformed through varying indi-
viduals’ and groups’ practices and historically contingent processes. This brief 
review of previous research points to several issues we need to address. First, as 
Stark (1990:247) states, the assessment of interregional relations entails analy-
sis of patterns in both Teotihuacan and other regions. Specifically, it is critical 
to assess which social segment or segments were involved in interaction both 
at Teotihuacan and other polities. This requires us to explore multiple layers 
of social interaction. As discussed above, we need to take into account the 
possibility that multiple social ties may coexist among individuals and groups 
with varying interests and practical capacities and with varying degrees of ties 
to the Teotihuacan state.

Second, we should acknowledge the fact that any material objects and ideas 
from a site or region were susceptible to reinterpretation and appropriation 
by individuals and groups in other sites or regions, as exemplified by studies 
labeled internalist. At the same time, it is necessary to contextualize these 
internalist perspectives in systemic relationships, which can be explored by 
focusing on the forms of exchange. However, because exchange forms do not 
determine how exchanged objects were utilized subsequently (Thomas 1991), 
it is important to focus on how these exchanged objects enabled and con-
strained the formation of social relations. The creation of power differentials 
and some kind of integrative or corporate identity or ideology is an indispens-
able component of societal formation (e.g., Campbell 2009; Murakami 2016a, 
2016b), and thus we need to address how power differentials and the creation 
of a shared identity were simultaneously achieved.

Last, as is clear by now, there is no single model or approach that by itself 
can explain the varying manifestations of Teotihuacan presence. For example, 
while imperial models and World Systems Theory are critiqued by several 
researchers, these models may turn out to be useful frameworks in specific 
areas or to a specific spatial extent. In a similar fashion, the model of a small-
scale prestige good exchange may be relevant for some specific sites or regions 
(see Stark 1990). Based on these considerations, what we are trying to advo-
cate for in this volume are multiscalar perspectives that include discussions of 
power and identity to better understand the varying nature of Teotihuacan’s 
interaction with other regions.
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MULTISCALAR PERSPECTIVES ON EARLY CLASSIC 
INTERACTION: ORGANIZATION OF THE VOLUME

This book looks at interactions that vary in scale from the local to the 
regional to the interregional, keeping in mind that distance from Teotihuacan 
itself in part shapes the nature of those interactions, the materials and ideas 
exchanged, and the strength of relationships among other factors. For the 
purposes of consistency, it is important to define what local, regional, and 
interregional actually mean in terms of distances and ultimately also in terms 
of possible relationships. Work by Timothy Earle and Michael Smith (2012) 
and Christopher Carr (2005) may prove useful in establishing this consis-
tency of terms. Earle and Smith (2012:271) use distances based on proxim-
ity to sources for materials utilized in household economies and production. 
Their goal is to develop a framework for comparing household economies 
among the Aztec and Inka empires. Carr (2005:594–604)—working with 
Hopewellian long-distance exchange, and following the work of Mary Helms 
(1988), Mark Seeman (1995), and Kent Flannery (1976)—proposes that local 
exchanges were largely between people who were known neighbors with the 
purpose of “regularly renewing .  .  . ties of mutual friendship and obligation” 
(Carr 2005:595). Regional exchanges took place between “close strangers” and 
were largely symmetric, while interregional exchanges are largely asymmetri-
cal, occurring mostly among “foreigners” with the purpose of increasing and 
validating the authority of leaders (Carr 2005:600–601).

For the purposes of this book, Carr’s (2005) conceptual definitions work 
well as a structuring mechanism for defining different scales used to organize 
the overall volume but also are flexible enough that each author can define 
what those distances are for their own region of coverage. One modification 
of Carr’s model, however, must be made: in each instance the asymmetry of 
the relationships must be seen as a variable worth investigating rather than 
merely an assumption of the nature of relationships. In addition, despite this 
model being derived from the Hopewell region with different political and 
social organizational principles from Teotihuacan, we believe that these soci-
eties shared similar infrastructural parameters.

With much of the population of the Teotihuacan Valley concentrated in 
the city, Teotihuacan did not have many communities of close neighbors 
of significant size. We define the local to mainly include Teotihuacan and 
communities less than 20 km away. At the regional and macroregional scale 
(20–150 km) we have centers in the southern part of the Basin of Mexico 
and other nearby regions such as the Toluca Valley, Tula, and Cholula. 
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Interactions that took place beyond 150 km from the city or outside the cen-
tral highlands of Mexico we will consider interregional scale. The focus here 
is on geographic distance, and while acknowledging that distance may have 
structured some of the interactions, we do not here define what the nature 
of those interactions was, and we defer to each author to present the data for 
the region they are studying.

Local Perspectives
As stated above, Teotihuacan was not a monolithic entity and our under-

standing of the social, political, and cultural diversity within the metropolis 
is critical for better understanding the nature of Early Classic interaction. 
In chapter 2, Murakami examines the organization of the procurement, dis-
tribution, and consumption of nonlocal resources in the city, focusing on 
greenstone, slate, andesitic cut stones, and lime plaster, and he demonstrates 
highly dynamic nature of power relations, specifically the changing nature of 
governmental organization and the relationship among ruling elites, bureau-
crats, and intermediate elites. He argues that external relations and nonlocal 
resources served as both instrument and representation of power and iden-
tity at multiple scales of social interaction within the city. Adding another 
layer to the dynamic nature of social relations in the metropolis, Sergio 
Gómez Chávez and Julie Gazzola (chapter 3) focus on ethnic minorities in 
the city, specifically those from West Mexico, Veracruz/Maya, and Oaxaca. 
They argue that those minorities maintained their cultural practices along 
with their connection with their homelands (see also Croissier 2007; Spence 
2005). Through these interaction spheres, members of these ethnic minorities 
may have secured the importation of some exotic resources for their survival. 
Gómez Chávez and Gazzola discuss these practices in terms of strategies 
in which cultural practices and economic activities reinforce each other. 
While Murakami focuses on major political actors (ruling elites, bureaucrats, 
and intermediate elites) as the agents of interregional interaction, Gómez 
Chávez and Gazzola demonstrate that ethnic minorities were also impor-
tant agents or intermediaries of interregional exchange. Thus, chapters 2 and 
3 together provide a broad perspective on the complexity inherent in the 
social and political life in the metropolis that serves as a background for 
the rest of the volume. Recent research by Linda Manzanilla (2011, 2015; 
Álvarez-Sandoval et al. 2015) increasingly shows that Teotihuacan was a cos-
mopolitan place, with people from different regions represented throughout 
the city’s population, not just in the ethnic enclaves.
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Regional and Macroregional Perspectives
In the next two chapters, Sarah Clayton (chapter 4) and Haley Holt Mehta 

(chapter 5) examine how Teotihuacan’s rural hinterlands were incorporated in 
the city’s cultural and economic realm. Often in the literature, it is assumed, 
rather than examined, that Teotihuacan “dominated” its hinterlands. Given 
the sheer size of the metropolis, it would seem reasonable to assume that 
Teotihuacan dominated much of its hinterlands to secure the supply of basic 
resources for urban residents (e.g., Cowgill 2000; Millon 1981). However, while 
this assumption may not be wrong in and of itself, the nature and degree of this 
dominance may not be uniform and need to be examined further. Taking into 
account the distance from Teotihuacan and geography, the Teotihuacan Valley, 
the Basin of Mexico, and the Tula region might be considered adjacent or inner 
hinterlands. In each of these regions, Teotihuacan’s so-called secondary centers 
have been identified, and researchers have assumed that Teotihuacan domi-
nated its hinterlands directly or indirectly through these secondary centers. 
Within the Teotihuacan Valley, a secondary center, Tepeapulco, is located about 
35 km northeast of Teotihuacan (Charlton 1978; Matos Moctezuma et al. 1981). 
Tepeapulco is also in a close proximity to obsidian sources, and it might have 
regulated the movement of raw materials and/or processed and finished objects 
(Charlton 1978). Just outside the Teotihuacan Valley to the east, Calpulalpan 
(Linné 1942) was possibly a gateway community from Eastern Mesoamerica; it 
is strategically located on the possible trade route from Teotihuacan to the east 
(the Puebla-Tlaxcala region, Veracruz, and Oaxaca) (see Carballo 2013).

Within the Basin of Mexico, there are two secondary centers, Azcapotzalco 
on the west shore of the Lake Texcoco, and Cerro Portezuelo on the east 
coast. These two centers, along with some other smaller sites, are discussed 
by Clayton (chapter 4). She examines the rural population’s cultural and 
economic practices based on ceramic data from her research at rural sites in 
the southeastern Basin of Mexico. She convincingly demonstrates varying 
degrees of rural sites’ incorporation into the Teotihuacan realm. She argues 
that site history along with proximity to useful resources are closely associated 
with these varying degrees. Clayton raises an important issue regarding the 
exchange networks and cultural practices before the rise of the Teotihuacan 
state and their relations to those after. She sees many continuities, and differ-
ences can be noted in the degree to which Teotihuacan participated in this 
local network of exchange.

In the Tula region, one of Teotihuacan’s secondary administrative centers, 
Chingú has a layout and architecture resembling those of Teotihuacan and was 
an important source of lime (Barba et al. 2009; Díaz Oyarzábal 1980; Diehl 
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1989). Archaeological survey in this region found several sites with mixed 
assemblages of Teotihuacan and Zapotec artifacts (e.g., Mastache et al. 2002).

Based on intensive survey at a smaller site south of Chingú, Holt Mehta, 
in chapter 5, has confirmed mixed assemblages of Teotihuacan and Zapotec 
artifacts in the Tula region. Holt Mehta presents more detailed distributions 
of these artifacts along with in-depth analysis of Zapotec artifacts. She con-
cludes that the assemblages are extremely similar to those found in the Oaxaca 
Barrio in the metropolis (see Gómez Chávez and Gazzola, chapter 3 in this 
volume). It is generally thought that the Tula region was colonized by people 
from Teotihuacan, but the nature of this colonization was more complex than 
was previously proposed.

It is likely that most contemporaneous sites at the regional scale, large or 
small, participated in exchange networks partially or totally administered by 
the Teotihuacan government and/or merchants, resulting in the presence of 
Teotihuacan artifacts in nearly all sites. However, this prevalence does not mean 
a unitary dominance of the region by the Teotihuacan government. As discussed 
by Clayton, some groups—probably those closely associated with some social 
groups or institutions at Teotihuacan—actively participated in these exchange 
networks and even assimilated cultural practices in the metropolis, whereas 
other groups perpetuated some distinct identities and reacted to Teotihuacan’s 
economic and political force in a different way. In summary, Clayton’s and Holt 
Mehta’s chapters, along with other studies, strongly suggest that hinterland sites 
had a diverse engagement with the Central Mexican metropolis. Furthermore, 
Clayton noted some diachronic changes in the frequency of Teotihuacan ceram-
ics within the Basin of Mexico, and this pattern may be related to changing 
power relations in the metropolis, also further discussed in Murakami’s chapter.

Outside of Teotihuacan’s inner hinterlands extended vast regions with evi-
dence of an intermittent presence of Teotihuacan artifacts and features, regions 
that are defined as composing a macroregion in this volume. To the east of 
the Basin of Mexico is the Puebla-Tlaxcala region. Archaeological survey in 
this region (García Cook 1981) identified a possible Teotihuacan Corridor that 
extends from the eastern exit of the Teotihuacan Valley toward Veracruz, Oaxaca, 
and southern Puebla (also called “Tlaxcala Corridor”; Carballo 2013), probably 
circumscribing Cholula’s realm. Cholula was an independent polity contempo-
raneous with Teotihuacan. Largely due to the lack of comparable archaeologi-
cal evidence, Cholula tends to be dismissed in the literature, especially outside 
Central Mexico, and Central Mexican artifacts in distant regions are almost 
always associated with Teotihuacan, not Cholula. However, Patricia Plunket 
and Gabriela Uruñuela (chapter 6) demonstrate that Cholula and Teotihuacan 
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shared material culture to some extent while also developing their own identi-
ties in the region. Plunket and Uruñuela examine the similarities and differ-
ences in monumental architecture, religious imagery, and the occurrence of Thin 
Orange vessels and Pachuca obsidian between Cholula and Teotihuacan and 
discuss their implications for the relationship between these two polities.

Further south of the Basin of Mexico is the modern state of Morelos, which 
is the nearest cotton-growing area to Teotihuacan. Kenneth Hirth’s research 
in the Amatzinac Valley (1978, 1980) demonstrates settlement reorganization 
associated with the rise of the Teotihuacan state during the Tlamimilolpa 
phase. Urban planning, architecture, and imports and possible imitations of 
Teotihuacan-style artifacts are observed at multiple sites in the eastern por-
tion of Morelos (Montiel 2010; Smith and Montiel 2001). Las Pilas (Martínez 
Donjuan 1979), Hacienda Calderón (Nalda H. 1997), and San Ignacio (Hirth 
1980) could have been secondary centers of Teotihuacan that might have 
secured a supply of cotton. There are few spindle whorls at Teotihuacan 
(M. Cabrera C. 2001), suggesting that cotton products were imported to 
Teotihuacan. In addition to cotton, eastern Morelos is located in the pos-
sible trade route from Teotihuacan to Guerrero, where Granular Ware was 
likely produced and exported to Teotihuacan. Although the nature of interac-
tion is not clear, there are several sites in Guerrero with Teotihuacan artifacts 
and/or features (Gutiérrez Mendoza 2010; Taube 2000). Guerrero contains a 
number of rich mineral deposits, including slate (see Murakami, chapter 2 in 
this volume), and a number of scholars suggest there are greenstone deposits. 
Lapidary tradition in this region could have attracted Teotihuacan elites.

There is another route from Teotihuacan to Guerrero, which passes through 
the Toluca Valley, just west of the Basin of Mexico across mountain ranges. 
Long-term archaeological research directed by Yoko Sugiura has shown that 
this region was incorporated as part of Teotihuacan’s hinterlands. Sugiura 
(2005) indicates that settlement reorganization was induced by the rise and 
fall of the Teotihuacan state and argues that the Toluca Valley provided agri-
cultural products and possibly aquatic resources. Azcapotzaltongo in the north 
(Sugiura 2005) and Ocoyoacac in the south (Díaz Oyarzábal 1998) could have 
been secondary centers. At the latter site, some degrees of city planning and 
talud-tablero architecture have been identified. In chapter 7, Sugiura and col-
leagues address the identity formation of local population during the Xolalpan 
and Metepec phases, focusing on how local inhabitants reacted to changing 
power of the Teotihuacan state. Based on detailed ceramic analysis, they note 
contradicting processes were in play: assimilation to as well as distancing 
from Teotihuacan. A detailed analysis of imported ceramics and obsidian by 
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Shigeru Kabata (2010) also suggests the local population’s strategies to secure 
the supply of resources that was likely a response to the declining Teotihuacan 
state. These processes might parallel those of other adjacent regions (Millon 
1988) and also those of inhabitants in the metropolis; Manzanilla (2006, 2009) 
and Murakami (2010, chapter 2 in this volume) discuss the possible rise of 
intermediate elites in the last years of Teotihuacan.

In chapter 8, Juan Carlos Saint-Charles Zetina and Fiorella Fenoglio Limón 
report the results of their excavations at the site of El Rosario in Querétaro, 
northwest of the Tula region and north of the Toluca Valley. In the San Juan 
del Río area of Querétaro, sites with strong Teotihuacan “influence” have been 
known from the 1950s (see Millon 1988). Excavations at El Rosario revealed 
Teotihuacan-style murals, lime plaster, and talud-tablero facades among other 
artifacts. El Rosario was likely founded by Teotihuacan colonizers probably 
during the Tlamimilolpa phase and was accompanied by the reorganization 
of settlements. The authors note some architectural resemblance to Chingú’s 
main complex. Saint-Charles Zetina and Fenoglio Limón discuss the impli-
cation of possible termination rituals identified prior to the last modification 
of the main structure around ad 650. They argue that these rituals were new 
to this region and thus were likely brought from the metropolis. Furthermore, 
the burning of this temple might represent a resident’s departure from the 
past Teotihuacan tradition paralleling the process of social transformation 
addressed by Sugiura et al. (chapter 7 in this volume).

A strong Teotihuacan presence in Morelos, Toluca, Querétaro, and the 
Tlaxcala Corridor highlights the expansionist strategy of the Teotihuacan 
state from the Tlamimilolpa phase onward. The creation of new provincial 
centers along with settlement reorganization suggests active intervention of 
the Teotihuacan state, such as conquest and colonization. From a systemic 
perspective, imperial, world economic, or core-periphery models may provide 
a useful framework, but the response of local populations to the rise and fall 
of the Teotihuacan state is variable, reflecting the specificity of local processes, 
the populations’ relationship with other regions besides Teotihuacan, locally 
available resources, and, through their external relations, geography, and stra-
tegic actions of specific individuals and groups.

Interregional Perspectives
West Mexico is not a well-defined area nor is it culturally uniform. Con

ventionally, the vast area west of the modern states of Hidalgo and Mexico is 
called West Mexico, and the site of El Rosario may be placed as the eastern 
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end of this region (Michelet and Pereira 2009). Agapi Filini (chapter 9) char-
acterizes the occurrence of Teotihuacan material culture in West Mexico as 

“scant but constant” (see Filini 2015). Filini points out that the majority of 
those Teotihuacan artifacts are actually ritual items that were deposited in 
burials. While these items have been discussed under the generic concept of 
prestige goods, Filini focuses on the meanings inscribed in those artifacts and 
addresses how these meaningful objects were consumed in distant regions. As 
Gómez Chávez and Gazzola (chapter 3 in this volume) discuss, people from 
West Mexico resided in the metropolis and they seem to have kept their rela-
tionship with their homeland (Martel Begun 2013). This connection implies 
that some Teotihuacan objects and concepts might have been introduced by 
those migrants at some sites, but the constant presence of Teotihuacan arti-
facts at a number of sites could not be explained by this fact alone, suggesting 
multiple layers of interaction between West Mexico and Teotihuacan.

This situation may be contrasted with the Tuxtla Mountains on the Gulf 
Coast. Here, a strong Teotihuacan presence is found at the site of Matacapan 
and some adjacent smaller sites (Pool 2006; Santley 1983, 1989, 2007; Santley and 
Arnold 1996, 2005). However, at different scales of analysis within the region, 
we also see a diversity of expressions and relationships with Central Mexico 
(Pool 2006). Nearby sites, such as Cerro de la Mesas and La Mixtequilla, show 
interesting evidence of interaction that could be interpreted as indirect con-
trol by Teotihuacan but not unequivocally (Stark 1990). By contrast, the con-
temporaneous nearby centers of Teotepec (Arnold et al. 2016) and Totocapan 
(Stoner 2011, 2013) show limited evidence of interaction with Teotihuacan and/
or Matacapan (see Stoner and Pool 2015).

Matacapan represents an example of a Teotihuacan enclave and provided 
evidence to support the idea of a Teotihuacan trade empire (Pool 2006; Santley 
1983, 1989, 2007). Stark (1990) notes the diverse mosaic of evidence in Veracruz 
related to Teotihuacan, which includes “ritual changes, sculptural additions, 
minor obsidian export from Teotihuacan or its dependencies, a probable 
enclave (Matacapan) and a considerable amount of ceramic change” (273), and 
critiques explanations based solely on entrepreneurial control of trade routes 
and exchange or purely elite contacts. Stark concludes that while ceramic evi-
dence from South-Central Veracruz is consistent with indirect administration 

“because of the varied resemblances to Teotihuacan forms and decorations 
that had been reinterpreted and assimilated into local practice and because 
of the presence of some ritual symbolism reflecting Teotihuacan practices” 
(1990:273), asymmetrical alliance and elite relations are both promising alter-
native models as evidenced by no change in obsidian importation patterns or 
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local leadership. More recently, Annick Daneels (2002) proposes that while 
there is widespread evidence of contacts between Teotihuacan and Veracruz, 
there does not seem to exist any disruption of local development in the region, 
and therefore Teotihuacan’s influence may not have been that strong.

Interactions with the Gulf Coast were multidirectional, with evidence of 
stylistic borrowing in Teotihuacan of Gulf Coast imagery (Pool 2006; Stark 
1990; Taube 2003). In addition, the Merchants’ Barrio is an enclave of Gulf 
Coast peoples whose role in mediating contacts between Teotihuacan and 
the Maya needs further investigation (Rattray 1977, 1987, 1989; Gómez Chávez 
and Gazzola, chapter 3 in this volume). Some of the largest concentrations 
of imported Maya pottery are found in this enclave, suggesting a much more 
nuanced view of Classic period interaction that not only involved Teotihuacan 
and the Maya but also peoples from these intermediate regions (see Clayton 
2005; Rattray 1977, 1987, 1989).

Equally complex, and with evidence both at home and abroad, is the case of 
contacts with Oaxaca. In Teotihuacan, the Oaxaca Barrio, known as Tlailo
tlacan, yielded important information about Oaxacan peoples living at the 
metropolis (Millon 1967; Paddock 1983; Rattray 1987; Spence 1976, 1990, 1992). 
While monuments from Monte Albán record the arrival of Teotihuacanos 
to this Zapotec capital (Marcus 1983), the interactions between Teotihuacan 
and Monte Albán have been described as a “special relationship” (Marcus 
1983; Marcus and Flannery 1996; Millon 1973). Relatively recently, however, 
Marcus Winter and colleagues (Winter et al. 2002) challenged that interpre-
tation, arguing that during Monte Albán IIIA Teotihuacan may have con-
trolled the Oaxacan capital. They further propose the presence of a group of 
Teotihuacanos residing at Monte Albán (Winter et al. 2002), while others see 
the evidence from Monte Albán as a single event contact (Marcus 2003). More 
research is necessary in Monte Albán to further elucidate this relationship.

In addition, evidence from the Oaxacan Coast in the Lower Río Verde Valley 
shows a “disruption of settlement and social organization perhaps related to for-
eign incursions” by Teotihuacan during the Early Classic ( Joyce 1993, 2003:64). 
Large quantities of Pachuca obsidian, monuments with stylistic references to 
Central Mexico in their text and image, along with the disruption of settlement, 
provide a complex view of Teotihuacan’s interests in the Río Verde Valley ( Joyce 
1993, 2003; Urcid 1993; Urcid and Joyce 2001; Workinger 2002). More recent 
research has revealed additional sites beyond Río Arriba that show evidence of 
contact with Teotihuacan. The sites of Charco and Cerro de la Tortuga also on 
the Pacific Coast of Oaxaca provide additional data on the complex relation-
ships between this region and Teotihuacan (Butler et al. 2013).
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Just down the coast from Oaxaca on the Pacific, along the state of Chiapas 
and extending into Guatemala, Teotihuacan material culture has also been 
reported. García-Des Lauriers (chapter 10 in this volume; 2005, 2007, 2008, 
2012a, 2012b) has expanded on early research by Carlos Navarrete (1976, 
1986) at the site of Los Horcones, where a strong pattern of contacts with 
Teotihuacan is documented at this Early Classic center. In her chapter, García-
Des  Lauriers (chapter 10 in this volume) summarizes the current evidence 
from the Pacific Coast of Chiapas and Guatemala in order to look the integra-
tion of Teotihuacan into the local networks of this region. At sites such as Los 
Horcones, Mirador, and Montana, a much stronger signature of contacts is 
present, with Montana being proposed as an enclave of Teotihuacanos on the 
coast of Guatemala (Bove and Medrano Busto 2003). Other sites in the region, 
such as Río Arriba and Izapa, were not excluded from these macroregional 
exchanges; however, at these sites the influence of Teotihuacan seems indi-
rect and not enduring (Lowe et al. 1982; Pfeiffer 1983). García-Des Lauriers’s 
research further adds to the ever-diverse patterns visible of Teotihuacan’s pres-
ence in different regions that reflect both larger systemic processes as well as 
the actions of local actors within these interaction networks.

As we noted earlier in this introduction, research on Teotihuacan and Maya 
relations has had a significant role in framing much of the discussion about 
Early Classic interactions. There are very good recent assessments of the argu-
ments for this region, and we will not review the extensive evidence here (see 
Bell et al. 2004; Braswell 2003a; Fash and Fash 2000; Nielsen 2003; Stuart 
2000). We will, however, point out that there are three phases of interactions. 
The earliest evidence is represented by early contacts during the Patlachique, 
Tzacualli, Miccaotli, and Tlamimilolpa phases of Teotihuacan, where pottery 
from the Maya region and Burial / Offering 5 in the Pyramid of the Moon 
along with offerings from Altun Ha represent some of the earliest contacts 
between these two major core areas (Clayton 2005; Pendergast 1971, 2003; 
Sugiyama and López Luján 2007). The next phase of contacts begins in ad 
378 with the entrada into the Maya lowlands documented in the histories of 
Tikal and other important Maya sites (Nondédéo et al. 2019; Proskouriakoff 
1993; Stuart 2000). These much-debated contacts with Copán, Tikal, and 
Kaminaljuyú among other Maya sites in the lowlands represent the Early 
Classic manifestation of Teotihuacan and Maya relations. The patterns of 
material culture are as variable as we have seen for other regions and are inter-
preted through largely internalist/externalist models. Evidence from Tetitla 
at Teotihuacan, however, shows that relations with the Maya were multidi-
rectional, with Taube (2003) arguing for the presence of literate Maya living 
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at this apartment compound. The final phase occurs during the Late Classic, 
after the decline of the Teotihuacan state, and is evinced by continued cita-
tions of Teotihuacan warrior costumes and other iconography at the Maya 
sites Piedras Negras, Naranjo, Dos Pilas, and a number of others (Stone 1989; 
Fash and Fash 2000; García-Des Lauriers 2000).

CONCLUSIONS
The chapters in this volume focus on both systemic and agent-based per-

spectives to varying degrees, and our collective contributions will help address 
the question of Teotihuacan abroad from a more Mesoamericanist and mul-
tiscalar perspective. The goal is to complement existing works that mainly 
focus on Teotihuacan and Maya interactions and to bring together a view 
that shows more a multiplicity of regions and sites also interacting with these 
major core areas. What this evidence reveals is an Early Classic Mesoamerican 
world engaged in complex economic exchanges; multidirectional movements 
of goods and ideas; and a diversity of material patterns that demand local, 
regional, macroregional, and interregional contextualization. This volume is 
an attempt to make a contribution to this larger debate of Teotihuacan influ-
ence abroad and hopefully to provide new frameworks that will advance future 
research on this important topic.
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