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City and Cosmos: The Arts of Teotihuacan

Every year, hundreds of thousands of people from around
the world travel to central Mexico to visit the three

main pyramid complexes and wide central avenue that
characterize the ancient city of Teotihuacan, which was
established in the Valley of Mexico around 100 BCE. The
region’s mild climate, fertile soil, and natural resources
helped Teotihuacan become the largest urban center in
Mesoamerica by 300 CE. At its height, the city covered
almost ten square miles and had enough single-story
apartment structures to house a multiethnic population of
approximately 125,000 inhabitants. Although the city fell
into decline after 550 CE, its monumental architecture
and exquisite art continue to inspire curiosity and wonder
about the spiritual beliefs and everyday lives of the ancient
Teotihuacanos.

The following essays highlight artworks featured in the
exhibition City and Cosmos: The Arts of Teotihuacan. Each
essay introduces you and your students to different facets
of the ancient city’s art and architecture, religion, and daily
life. Teotihuacan lies within Mesoamerica, a cultural region
that geographically encompasses most of Mexico and
northern Central America and includes the Olmec, Maya,
and Aztec civilizations, among others. Mesoamerican
cultures share many religious beliefs, such as the idea

that celestial bodies (natural objects located outside of
Earth’s atmosphere, such as stars and planets), animals,
and humans are fundamentally linked to natural systems
and bountiful harvests. Like many other Mesoamerican
peoples, the Teotihuacanos carefully planned their city

in relation to the four cardinal directions (north, south,
east, and west), the movements of celestial bodies, and
important features in the natural environment such as
mountains, volcanoes, and springs.

Many artworks at Teotihuacan depict deities that also
appear in the pantheons of other Mesoamerican cultures.
The Storm God and the Feathered Serpent, for example,
are two deities of central importance to Mesoamerican
spirituality and iconography. They are primarily associated
with agriculture, rain, and the creation of humankind. The
deities’ visual omnipresence at Teotihuacan is a testament
to their significance at all levels of society, and they

are represented in this curriculum by a mural fragment
depicting the Storm God carrying maize (corn), and two
sculptural fragments from the Feathered Serpent Pyramid,

which is located at the southern end of the Street of the
Dead, Teotihuacan’s central axis.

The other artworks discussed in this curriculum are
portable objects that would have been traded, used at
home, or included in burials. A stucco-painted ceramic
vessel depicting a figure hunting birds with a blowgun
provides insight into pottery production and cross-cultural
trade. The vessel also alludes to both the afterlife and to
an important Mesoamerican creation myth. Bird imagery
also appears on a clay incensario (incense burner)

that would have been used during rituals for honoring

a deceased community member, possibly a warrior. At
Teotihuacan, different warrior orders could be identified
by their animal companions, such as eagles, jaguars, and
coyotes.

The four artworks explored here—ranging from
monumental civic architecture and elaborate murals

to handheld objects for personal use—help us better
understand what the inhabitants of Teotihuacan thought
and believed, and how they interacted with the world
around them.

We hope that the following essays, images, discussion
prompts, and lesson plans will help you bring the city of
Teotihuacan to life in your classrooms. The themes and
topics explored here can be applied to the study of other
ancient civilizations and world cultures. They can also be
incorporated into classroom explorations of mythology,
architecture, world religions, symbolism, astronomy, and

geography.



View of Moon Pyramid with Cerro Gordo in distance, Teotihuacan, photograph by Jorge Pérez de Lara Elias © INAH
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Feathered Serpent Head, (200-250 CE)

Sculpture Fragment, (200-250 CE)

Three main pyramid complexes line Teotihuacan’s central
axis, a one-and-a-half-mile-long road running from north
to south called the Street of the Dead. The Moon Pyramid
stands at the northern end of the Street of the Dead, its
architecture mimicking the contours of Cerro Gordo,

a sacred mountain to the north of the city. The largest
pyramid at Teotihuacan is the Sun Pyramid. It is located
south of the Moon Pyramid on the eastern side of the
Street of the Dead. It is the third largest pyramid in the
world, with a base that is comparable in size to that of
the Great Pyramid at Giza, Egypt. At the southern end of
the street stands the Feathered Serpent Pyramid, which
is located within a large walled courtyard called the
Ciudadela (citadel) and decorated with numerous stone
serpent heads and headdresses that jut out at each of the
pyramid’s stepped levels.

The Feathered Serpent Pyramid was built in the talud-
tablero style, an architectural approach inherited from
earlier Mesoamerican civilizations and used in many
temples, pyramids, and platforms throughout the region.
Talud-tablero is a repetitive stepped form that comprises
the exterior walls of built structures and consists of a
slope (talud) topped by a table-like structure with a
vertical panel (tablero) (see images of the Feathered
Serpent Pyramid and the Moon Pyramid Plaza below).
The talud-tablero style was used throughout the city center
to create a powerful, uniform appearance.

The two sculpture fragments pictured here once adorned
the Feathered Serpent Pyramid. The first fragment
represents the head of the Feathered Serpent and the
second fragment represents the headdress that the deity
carries on its back. Today, the pyramid still features many
carved stone representations of the Feathered Serpent
deity, whose body stretches horizontally across the
facade and ends in a rattlesnake tail. On the pyramid,

the Feathered Serpent’s multiple likenesses emerge from
feathered mirrors and are surrounded by water symbols.
Mirrors were considered portals to another dimension and
their presence here suggests that the Feathered Serpent
has traveled to the earthly plane from an otherworldly
place.

One of the oldest Mesoamerican deities, the Feathered
Serpent is associated with a number of creation myths,

which are symbolic narratives about how the world

began and people first came to inhabit it. Historians

have posited that at Teotihuacan, the Feathered Serpent
Pyramid stood in for the sacred mountain that emerged
from a primordial, or ancient, sea to mark the beginning
of time. Archaeologists have also found evidence that the
Teotihuacanos periodically flooded the Ciudadela (the
walled courtyard that surrounds the pyramid) by diverting
water from the nearby Rio San Juan, transforming it into
an embodiment of the primordial sea that predated human
existence.

The Feathered Serpent also plays an important role in the
passage of time and especially in the agricultural cycle:
the deity is connected to the movements of the planet
Venus, which appears to us in the morning and returns in
the evening. Typically represented by a serpent covered
by the lustrous green feathers of the quetzal bird—a luxury
item traded throughout Mesoamerica—the Feathered
Serpent is related to the Aztec deity Quetzalcoatl and the
Mayan deity Sovereign Plumed Serpent.

All four sides of the Feathered Serpent Pyramid were
once painted in brilliant greens and reds, and scholars
believe that sacrifices and other rituals were carried out
by priests and rulers atop the pyramid for thousands

of people to watch from below. In fact, the Ciudadela’s
large plaza could have held more than one hundred
thousand spectators during a ceremony (thousands more
than the Rose Bowl can hold). Priests and rulers likely
performed rituals at the Feathered Serpent Pyramid

to mark important dates related to rainfall and the
agricultural cycle and to demonstrate their own special
status via association with the powerful deity. The ancient
Mesoamerican calendar was conceptualized as cyclical,
and rituals brought forth cosmic regeneration and renewal.



Discussion Prompts

1. Study Sculpture Fragment, which represents the headdress that the Feathered Serpent carries on its back. Can you imagine
what the rest might have looked like?

2. Look closely at the photographs of the Feathered Serpent Pyramid. What details do you notice? Can you guess where
Feathered Serpent Head would have been placed? Can you guess what some of the other stone sculptures might represent
and/or symbolize?

3. Throughout history, political and religious leaders have communicated their power visually through clothing, portraits,
architecture, and other objects of material culture. What are some examples from other time periods and cultures? How did
rulers and other elite people demonstrate their power and status through these objects?

4. Study your city or neighborhood on a map. How is it laid out and where are the largest or most important buildings
located? What are some of the tools that city planners might have used to prepare for its construction?

View of Moon Pyramid Plaza with Sun Pyramid in background, Teotihuacan, photograph by Jorge Pérez de Lara Elias © INAH
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Detail of facade of Feathered Serpent Pyramid, with mosaic headdress carried by Feathered Serpent, Teotihuacan,
photograph by Jorge Pérez de Lara Elias © INAH
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Mural Fragment with Storm God Impersonator, (350-550 CE)

Among the deities revered by Teotihuacanos, the Storm
God is one of the most frequently depicted in artwork
throughout the city. In mural paintings, ceramic sculptures,
and carved stone objects, the Storm God appears in a
range of guises that shed light on the different aspects

of his character. One of the most prominent is the

deity’s association with water, fertility, and agricultural
productivity; another is his ability to make fire, create
lightning, and cause destruction.

The Storm God’s most easily identifiable traits are his
ringed or goggled eyes, large round earspools (short,
cylindrical pieces of jewelry typically worn in larger-
gauge body piercings), curled upper lip, and fangs.

In some depictions of the deity, water flows from his
mouth as if from a mountain cave, with his fangs taking
on associations to stalactites. Teotihuacan experts often
consider the Storm God a predecessor of Tlaalok (Tlaloc),
the Aztec rain deity. Like the Storm God, Tlaalok has
goggled eyes and fangs: the Aztecs believed he was part
jaguar and created thunder when he roared. Rain deities
were revered by many Mesoamerican peoples, including
the Maya, the Zapotec, and the Mixtec.

Color is also important to the Storm God’s various
personalities. When colored black, the deity carries
torches, likely symbolizing fire. When red, he usually
holds a lightning bolt and a vessel with water pouring
from it, alluding to violent storms. The white Storm God
is portrayed with a shield and lightning bolts or darts,
indicating his destructive, warlike characteristics. Finally,
the green Storm God is benevolent and carries plants,
especially maize (corn), which symbolize the deity’s
agricultural importance.

Maize played a fundamental role in the development of
Mesoamerican civilizations because it could be prepared
and eaten in a number of ways, easily stored, and used
to make practical objects, such as baskets. In the mural
fragment shown here, the Storm God is presented as his
green, benevolent self. He holds a yellow maize stalk with
a large blue cob in his right hand and multicolored cobs
peek out over the edge of the woven sack he carries on
his back. A long, curved speech scroll in blue and green
emanates from the deity’s mouth, indicating that he is in
the act of speaking. The elaborate headdress he wears,

part of which has been lost, likely consists of eye motifs
with descending water drops, possibly symbolizing rain.

Mural Fragment with Storm God Impersonator belongs to a
group of nearly two dozen visually similar murals that were
discovered on the interior walls of Zacuala, a relatively
wealthy residential compound near the city center. The
murals were painted on the walls of four separate rooms
located at the corners of the compound’s central interior
patio. These rooms had a transitional or connective
function, somewhat like hallways in homes today.
According to one scholar, the rooms’ location, combined
with the presence of murals on their walls showing the
Storm God carrying maize and speaking, suggests that
when actual maize was brought into the compound from
the fields, it was first carried to the central patio and then
distributed to household members in each of the four
corner rooms. While this interpretation is speculative, it
demonstrates the Storm God’s centrality in everyday life.
Teotihuacanos associated him with numerous important
events, from the life-giving rains at the beginning of the
agricultural cycle to the distribution of the harvest in
homes across the city.

Discussion Prompts

1. Mural Fragment with Storm God Impersonator decorated
an interior wall in a home. What are some of the ways we
decorate the insides of our homes today?

2. Maize was an important staple food for ancient
Mesoamerican peoples. What is a staple food? What are
some examples of staple foods that people around the
world eat today? Where did these foods originate?

3. The Storm God has many different characteristics or
traits. Write a short story or poem that describes some of
your personal traits. Then, illustrate your story or poem with
symbols of each trait, incorporating colors that also carry
personal, symbolic meaning.
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Tripod Vessel Depicting Blowgun Hunter, (400-650 CE)

Many cultural groups throughout ancient Mesoamerica
produced and traded stucco-painted, cylindrical clay
vessels with tripod legs. The vessels’ intricate, colorful
surfaces often depict a range of subjects that includes
warriors, deities, and mythological scenes. Tripod Vessel
Depicting Blowgun Hunter features a combination of these
subjects, although historians are not yet entirely certain
what the vessel’s imagery means or how the object was
used in everyday life at Teotihuacan. However, much is
known about how stucco-painted tripod vessels were
made in the city.

At Teotihuacan, artists often lived and worked in separate
apartment compounds devoted to their crafts (i.e.,
making obsidian blades, assembling greenstone and shell
ornaments, or weaving baskets). Evidence suggests that
some pottery specialists may have lived on the southern
periphery of the city, where the best clays are still located
and harvested by artisans today.

Ancient artists formed ceramic vessels by hand using the
coiling method, then baked them in pit fires before any
decorations were added. Once a vessel had been fired, an
artist applied a white stucco base layer made of calcite,
clay, or a combination of both. After the stucco had dried,
some artists painted directly onto a vessel’s surface with
colored pigments. Others etched images and designs into
the white stucco with a sharp stylus first. Many different
pigments were available to artists: iron oxides such as
hematite and limonite made red and yellow; copper
carbonates like malachite and azurite made green and
blue; and cinnabar could be used to create red, orange-
red, and pink. Each pigment was applied in separate
sections that were later outlined in black.

At Teotihuacan, stucco-painted vessels have been found
in offerings and burials associated with a wide range

of socioeconomic levels, and some vessels show signs

of wear and use. Mural images showing vessels being
carried and presented indicate that these objects were
also used for the purposes of gift-giving and diplomatic
exchange. In addition, stucco-painted vessels were part
of a large trade network. Tripods similar in appearance to
those produced at Teotihuacan have been found in other
regions of Mesoamerica, such as areas of present-day
Guatemala where the Maya lived. Plain ceramic vessels
were also imported into Teotihuacan from Puebla and the

Gulf Coast, and then stuccoed and painted by local artists.

Tripod Vessel Depicting Blowgun Hunter depicts two
identical scenes, one on each side, of an elaborately

dressed figure hunting birds with a blowgun. Each hunter
wears a green helmet adorned with a white star and a
butterfly proboscis (the insect’s long, tube-like tongue)
that extends out of the top of the helmet. Each hunter also
grips a long blowgun with one hand and aims it at green
birds flying among white, upside-down-T shaped elements
that may represent flowers. The hunters may be warriors,
who were often associated with butterfly attributes.

The vessel’s imagery may reference a belief known from
the Aztecs in which deceased warriors returned to earth
reincarnated as butterflies or hummingbirds. Scholars
also speculate that the vessel’s bird and flower symbolism
may relate to a creation myth that is depicted in numerous
murals and on other tripod vessels found at Teotihuacan.
The myth tells the story of an enormous bird who was shot
down by supernatural beings armed with blowguns. Killing
the creature allowed the blowgunners to acquire the bird’s
riches and thus prepare the world for human creation.
Similar creation myths found across Mesoamerica connect
Teotihuacanos to an important lineage of stories about
how humankind began; one parallel example of note can
be found in the Maya narrative the Popol Vuh.

Discussion Prompts

1. Historians are not yet sure what Tripod Vessel Depicting
Blowgun Hunter was used for, but we can hypothesize.
Based on what you know about the vessel’s exterior
decoration as well as other uses for tripod vessels, what do
you think it might have held inside? How might it have been
displayed or stored?

2. A creation myth is a narrative about how the world
began and people came to inhabit it. What are some other
creation myths you know about? How are they similar to or
different from the myth mentioned above?

3. In the creation myth described above, supernatural
beings shoot a winged creature from the sky to get the
riches it is hoarding and prepare the world for humans.
These riches may have consisted of resources that could
help make the earth livable for humankind. What are some
of the basic resources humans need to live?

4. The Teotihuacanos traded extensively with people both
near and far, and historians believe that stucco-painted
vessels were sometimes presented as gifts. What types of
gifts do family and friends exchange? What kinds of gifts
are exchanged between different cultures and countries?



Tripod Vessel Depicting Blowgun Hunter, 400-650 CE, stuccoed ceramic with postfire applied pigments, 5% x 5% in. (13.65 = 14.61 cm), Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, gift of Constance McCormick Fearing (AC1998.209.15), photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Incensario, (200-350 CE)

The vessel forms that are perhaps the most representative
and characteristic of artwork created at Teotihuacan are
large incensarios, or incense burners. They are usually
composed of an hourglass-shaped base that serves as

a combustion chamber, an inverted vessel serving as

a lid, and a chimney that allows for the exit of smoke.
Incense burners are made of multiple interlocking parts
and feature human faces at their centers. They also
include an array of plagues and other mold-made ceramic
elements layered on top of one another, called adornos
(adornments). Adornos often depict birds, butterflies,
temples, or feathered disks.

The incense burner pictured here features an elaborately
dressed human figure atop a throne or temple wearing
a necklace, double ear ornaments, a nose plaque, and a
tunic. A bird head with an open beak emerges from the
figure’s chest and likely served as a secondary outlet for
smoke. Large circular disks on the left and right sides
of the incense burner may have once contained mica

or pyrite, highly reflective minerals that were frequently
used to make mirrors. Mirrors appear in many artworks
at Teotihuacan and often symbolize gateways to a
supernatural dimension.

In its current state, the incense burner appears to

be covered with a thin layer of white paint. When
archaeologists discovered it, they found charcoal remains
from pinewood, Mexican oak, maize, and bean seeds in
the burner’s base. Pine and oak produce a pleasant smell
when burned, and the maize and beans may have been
intended as offerings to the deceased. Many incense
burners—including this one—have been excavated from
burial sites within apartment compounds, indicating that
rites for the dead were often performed at home. The
incorporation of human faces, mirror-like substances such
as mica or pyrite, and animal-shaped smoke holes tells us
that the activation of participants’ senses, especially sight
and smell, was an important feature of ritual activities.

Details observed on incense burners have led scholars

to conclude that the Teotihuacan belief system included
ceremonial honoring of fallen warriors. On this particular
incense burner, the relationship between the human figure
(possibly a deceased warrior) and the bird emerging from
his chest may be one of transformation that refers
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both to warfare and to the afterlife. Teotihuacan warriors
dressed as animals and supernatural entities in order to
adopt the characteristics of those beings. The Aztec and
the Maya also believed that the act of transformation from
human into animal allowed certain people to become
supernatural, which could enhance their performance on
the battlefield or lend them spiritual protection.

Transformation could also empower humans to travel in
magical ways to the world of their ancestors. Perhaps
the bird head on this incense burner indicates a fallen
warrior’s membership in a particular military group. It
might also be the case that the bird, animated by smoke
during a ritual, was able to communicate with the spirit
of the deceased or secure his passage to the paradise
afterlife.

Discussion Prompts

1. Look closely at Incensario. Describe some of the adornos
you see.

2. Do you have a special connection with a particular type
of animal? Describe the connection and why it is special to
you.

3. Arritual is a formal ceremony or series of actions done in
a particular situation and in the same way each time. What
are some special rituals in which you have participated?
What kinds of rituals do you perform daily?

4. The ancient Teotihuacanos used incense burners to
honor people after they died. What are some rituals that we
perform to honor people who have passed away (with our
families, as a society, etc.)?



Incensario, 200-350 CE, ceramic, 28% x 13% x 13 in. (72.6 x 35 x 33.1 cm), Zona de Monumentos Arqueoldgicos de Teotihuacan/INAH
[Ceramoteca], photograph by Jorge Peréz de Lara Elias © INAH
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