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ABSTRACT 

In reconstructing the meaning of prehistoric artifacts, the 

art historian's task is particularly difficult. Scholars dealing 

with this period of time have to build their arguments on scarce 

archeological data, often unaided by written documents. Due to this 

.ack of information, prehistoric female figurines are the subject of 

innacurate iconographic interpretations. 

In the case of the Mesoamerican Preclassic, the missing data 

is supplemented by subjective perceptions about people who do not 

belong to the scholar's own sex or ethnic background. The resulting 

misinterpretations fill the interstices between the information 

available and the historical facts. The traditional view that 

considers these figurines nothing more than beautiful women stop any 

further inquiries into the subject. Sometimes, the scholar's own 

fantasies substitute for logical arguments. Scholars writing on 

Mesoamerican iconography must be careful not to follow many of their 

predecesors to avoid confusing their colleagues, students and the 

general public. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Among the clay figurine production of the Preclassic period, 

Tlatilcan pieces are always noted as an example of the aesthetic 

accomplishments of that time in the hijtory of Precolumbian peoples. 

The figurines were found by the thousands (ca. 4000, according to 

Westheim, 1962r:35) in several stylistic types at the site of Tlatilco 

and its vicinity (fig. 1). Most of them are female, with only 

approximately ten per cent (Sejourne, 1952:59) representing males. 

Like most solid clay sculpture they are small, ranging in 

height from two to fifteen centimeters. Their bodies were hand-

modeled and details were applied by fillets and droplets of clay, a 

technique commonly known as pastillaje or applique. Apparently, the 

sculptures were meant to be seen from the front since that is where 

most details appear, although some figurines' backs are extremely 

beautiful in the undetailed relationships between lines and volume. 

It is not known if the figurines were meant to stand, to half-sit or 

to lie down, nor is their exact function in Tlatilcan society known. 

At times pigments (white, red, yellow, black, and violet) were applied 

to different parts of the body and/or garments. 

Since their discovery about 1940 (Covarrubias, 1943:40-41), 

the literature on the Tlatilcan female figurines has been burdened 

with sexual and ethnocentric biases. These biases have seriously 
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hampered the iconographic studies of all Tlatilcan figurines, female 

and male. The main symptom of such situation is the wide-spread use 

of the "pretty lady" label to designate many Tlatilcan female 

figurines. As inoffensive as this label appears to be, it is not. 

The "pretty lady" label denies the human qualities of Tlatilcan 

peoples and their historical reality. By suggesting that the female 

figurines were manufactured solely for male consumption—as Tlatilcan 

men's ideals of female beauty—the label refuses to recognize 

Tlatilcan women's own ideals, and their participation in the workings 

of their own society. In reality, the "pretty lady" label outlines 

several conceptual pairs against each other. The label confines the 

women of Tlatilco to subservient functions in contrast to the leading 

roles assigned to male figurines. It also anticipates the fulfillment 

of such roles for present-day women and men. It exposes the 

ethnocentric attitudes of American and Mexican scholars in relation to 

the Precolumbian peoples they study, as well as among themselves and 

towards present-day Indian communities. It speaks against the quality 

of Precolumbian studies in general, and against the Preclassic period 

in particular. It directs the study of the Preclassic period towards 

the patriarchially-oriented Olmec society to the detriment of the 

matriarchially-oriented societies of the Valley of Mexico.''' The 

1. Because of the prevalence of male and female figurines in 
Olmec and Tlatilcan societies respectively, patriarchally and 
matriarchally oriented societies have been postulated for each group. 
However, these hypotheses remain to be studied. This author believes 
that although Tlatilco might not be an example of a matriarchal group, 
equality among the sexes was more common than in Olmec societies. 



label erases the line between the knowledge of the workers in the 

Tlatilcan digs, and of the public in general, with the knowledge of 

the scholar. The mysoginist and ethnocentric attitudes hidden behind 

the "pretty lady" label have passed undetected because they are so 

ingrained in the culture that they are accepted as truth. In 

Precolumbian studies, the terra has been accepted by scholars who think 

others before them invented the term as a tool for scientific 

classifications. And, as it will be seen, the term became even more 

popular after it was used by several well-known scholars: archeologist 

George C. Vaillant, artist Miguel Covarrubias, and art historian Paul 

Westheim. This study will try to clarify how the "pretty lady" label 

has damaged the field of Precolumbian studies, the art historical 

study of the Tlatilcan figurines, and the role of women in Western and 

non-Western societies, past and present. 

The one iconographic interpretation stemming from the 

traditional label applied to the Tlatilcan female figurines is that 

their main function corresponds to that of a "fertility symbol." Of 

the fifty-seven publications that comment on the female figurines' 

iconography, (based in a sample of ninety-six which is mentioned in 

subsequent chapters, see Table I) 68.42% assert that the figurines 

were indeed fertility symbols (fig. 2). If the result of a fertility 

symbol is being a mother, then such an interpretation would comprise 

89.47% of the sample. Male figurines are never discussed in the role 

of fathers, although most probably males in Tlatilco also served that 

social role. As will be apparent in Chapter 2, the roles of "dancer" 



and "companions to the dead" stem directly from the "pretty lady" 

label; "dancers," because beautiful women must entertain an audience, 

according to several authors, and "companions to the dead" because the 

skeleton associated with many of these female figurines is supposed to 

be that of an important man (Pina Chan, 1955:68; Krickeberg et al., 

1968:14; Coe in Albers, 1970:n.p.). In fact, the female figurine 

always described as a dancer (fig. 3) is, most likely, the 

representation of a shaman in trance, or of a shaman that is actually 

dead (Bernal-Garcla, 1986a). And the female figurines found in 

burials, usually accompany female, not male skeletons (Laporte, 

1971:343). 

In contrast to the uninfluential and restricted iconography 

suggested in the literature for the female figurines, the Tlatilcan 

male figurines are subject to a wider array of interpretations. These 

include male roles considered highly prestigious in Preclassic social 

2 
organization; for example they are ballplayers, chiefs and shamans, 

ceremonial dancers, and warriors (see fig. 2). However, just as 

the female figurines are regarded as entertaining "ballerinas" or 

"dancers," the male figures designated as "acrobats" do not seem to 

represent circus entertainers. Their contorted bodies most likely 

represent ceremonial positions related to burial and other ceremonial 

2. In interpreting the male figurines as shamans, the general 
assumption is that they, as the most important people of the group 
were also chiefs. 
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practices, possibly shamanism and human sacrifice (Bernal-Garcia, 

1986b). 

Whether the iconography of some of the figurines, female or 

male, was indeed as described above is irrelevant at this point. The 

interpretations traditionally advanced have been generalizations 

without studies to support them. Controlled samples of clay figurines 

are non-existent, and the publications that do exist label the 

figurines either with neutral titles in an effort to avoid subjective 

judgements, or with misinformed, highly biased labels. 

The biased labels correspond to the female figurines most of 

the time. Besides the "pretty lady" label, designations such as 

"naked feminine figure," "nude girls," "topless girls and women," 

"Venus Tlatilco," "Lady Tlatilco," "the tiger-like goddess," "the 

scared one," "the one with the cap-hat," "the woman of the kiss," and 

so forth, are common in the literature.^ On rare occasions the 

figurines are given less biased labels. However, even then they are 

sometimes combined with the aforementioned headings. Some of these 

titles include: "standing figure," "standing or seated woman," "clay 

figurines," "female figure," "standing female," and so on. 

In contrast, male figurines are generally labeled as "male 

figure," "man," "clay figurine of a man," "chief," "shaman," 

"sorcerer," "ballplayer." But seldom as "nude men," and never as 

3. The literature is full of the "feminine" and "naked" 
labels. In Chapter 2, we will elaborate how these labels 
belittle women figurines. 



"beautiful gentleman," "pretty lord," "naked masculine figure," "nude 

boy," "bottomless boy," "Apollo Tlatilco," "Lord Tlatilco," nor any of 

4 
the other titles applied to the female figurines. The use of such 

labels is the product of a narrow point of view that perceives women, 

and by extension representations of women, as created primarily for 

the entertainment of an audience. Such an attitude is the result of 

serious neglect of the study of women's roles in the Preclassic period 

as they pertain directly to the iconographic meaning of female 

figurines. Both problems are symptomatic of a literature that has 

been predominantly in the hands of male scholars. 

Most researchers, as qualified as they might be, misinterpret 

the female figurines' iconography. Sometimes these writers disregard 

the importance of art historical analysis in the identification of an 

artifact's meaning. At other times, recognized scholars venture into 

superficial and stereotyped explanations which through repetition 

become standardized concepts. These distorted statements persist 

because they function in a frame of reference consistent with the 

traditional role assigned to women in our own times. In the words of 

Elizabeth Fee (1973:38) this way of thinking is nothing more than an 

"exercise in circular reasoning." 

To sum up, Tlatilcan figurines of women might have functioned 

as beauty and/or fertility symbols, but certainly they were not 

representations of "pretty ladies." The figurines may have also 

4. The subjective choosing of words to title either female 
or male figurines will be further discussed in chapters 2 and 3. 



embodied social and mythological meanings that transcended those other 

two concepts. It is the purpose of this study to deal with such 

artifacts, and such women by extension, with the deference they 

deserve. 

Methodology 

This is a study of relationships between visual images and 

linguistic symbols as they are expressed in Precolumbian, and 

sometimes in Western art literature. It will be based on approaches 

to the study of language emerging from recent theories in conceptual 

metaphors. 

Contrary to traditional scholarship, which emphasizes language 

as the best possible tool for communication by characterizing it as 

precise and objective, the new theories underline the ambiguity and 

subjectivity of language. 

Recent revisions of traditional Western art history 

methodologies by Carol Duncan, Norma Broude, and Svetlana Alpers 

served as models for this study.^ From the philosophical-linguistic 

points of view, the work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) 

provided a basic frame of reference for the arguments advanced here. 

Such was also the case of Robin Lakoff's book Language and Woman's 

Place (1975). 

5. All of these scholars published their revisionist works 
in the book Feminism and Art History: Questioning the Litany, edited 
by Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard in 1982. The most recent article 
of feminist methodologies is "The Feminist Critique of Art History," 
published in the last issue of the Art Bulletin, September 1987, 



Once the method of approach was established, a critical 

review of the literature became necessary. A sample of books was 

selected and their visual images and words were carefully analyzed. 

Since the goal was to pinpoint the language traditionally used to 

describe the visual evidence—the female figurines—the sample 

provided a consistent source of data that could be quantified and 

chronologically placed. 

In retrieving the linguistic evidence from the data examined, 

an effort was made to consider the unconscious attitudes permeating 

the information included in the text. In so doing, a pattern of 

biased attitudes became evident. In this investigation there was 

no consideration as to whether the scholar's attitude was intentional 

or not. Identification of unconscious or intentional bias in the 

discipline, and/or inherent in the language employed was sufficient. 

Scope and Materials 

The sample is formed by ninety-six books and articles 

published during a period of seventy four years, from 1911 to 1985. 

In 1911, Francisco Plancarte's book Tamoanchan was first printed. It 

included the first photographs of D1 and D2 figurines which were 

already dated to the Preclassic Period. In 1985, the author of this 

paper considered that ninety-six publications should suffice to find 

6. In his explorations of 1909, Manuel Gamio found twenty 
clay figurines that he attributed to the Postclassic Tepaneca culture. 
Among these figurines there was a D1 type torso which was accidentally 
included in one of the article's photograph (see also p.16 ). 
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quotations and labels that would form a clear pattern to either prove 

or disprove her hypothesis. Books and articles found after 1985 are 

cited here in support of the argument but are not included in the 

tabulations of Chapter Five. 

The Site of Tlatilco 

The archeological site of Tlatilco, covering over 8000 square 

meters, now lies in the midst of one of the State of Mexico's 

industrial zones. It is close to the Municipio de San Bartolo 

Naucalpan and near the slopes of the Cerro de los Remedios. The site 

is barely 2.5 km. (about a mile and a half) to the south of the 

municipio (Alvarez, 1976:3), and gets its name from the nearby town of 

San Luis Tlatilco (Piiia Chan, 1958a:13). In Preclassic times Tlatilco 

was one of many villages' on the West side of the Great Lake in the 

Basin of Mexico (figs. 4 and 5). "Tlatilco" is a Mhuatl word meaning 

either "Place of mounds" or "Where things are hidden" (Covarrubias, 

1943:41). This name is appropriate for not only were figurines found 

in great quantities in the hilly terrain, but also many other ceramic 

pieces, both apparently associated with huge offerings, and with about 

415 burials (Romano, 1972:415). These burials form one of the largest 

and richest necropolises found in Preclassic Mesoamerica, to date. 

They, together with other archeological configurations, remain the 

only means available for understanding the first "cosmopolitan town in 

the Valley of Mexico, the richest and most important" (Covarrubias, 

1950:155). 
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The dating of the Preclassic Period has been constantly 

revised and there are several theories about its beginning and its 

end, some widely divergent. Most scholars place it between 2000 B.C. 

and A.D. 300 (Adams, 1977:332). Sufficient changes in the ceramic 

shards occurred over this long time period to merit a subdivision 

into Early Preclassic, from c. 2000 to 1000 B.C.; Middle Preclassic 

from 1000 to 300 B.C.; and Late Preclassic, from 300 B.C. to A.D. 300. 

Tlatilco shows signs of human occupation for 1,100 years (Ochoa, 

1982:194-195). Ochoa, analyzing the chronological data pertinent to 

the site, as it related to other sites in the Mexican Basin, enlarged 

the period of occupation for Tlatilco to and between c. 1800 B.C. and 

c. 400 B.C. (Ochoa, 1982:193, fig. 83). Tlatilco was occupied all 

through the Early, Middle and Late Preclassic periods but its 

importance began to diminish, until there were only faint traces of 

its occupation, at about 400 B.C. (Ochoa, 1982:194-195). The apogee 

of the site is placed at 1200-900 B.C., when Olmec traits occured 

(Ochoa, 1982:160) (fig. 6). 7 

7. Patricia Ochoa (1982:193) suggests three phases of 
occupation in the. site of Tlatilco (fig. 6). Phase I surely began by 
1400 B.C., although it is probable that the site was occupied by 1800 
B.C. as Roman Pina Chan (1958a:15) had suggested years earlier. Phase 
II coincides with Tolstoy and Paradis findings in Tlapacoya (in Grove, 
1974:112). In Tlapacoya this period of time was named the Ixtapaluca 
phase. Olmec traits can be discerned in Tlatilco about the years 1200 
B.C. until 900 B.C. (Ochoa, 1982:158). These traits relate to the 
Gulf Coast Olmec site of San Lorenzo (Grove, 1974:112). This suggests 
that Tlatilco was in some manner related to the Olmec cultures, maybe 
by means of a trade network (Grove, 1974:125). Phase III (900 B.C to 
400 B.C.) is subdivided by Ochoa (1982:162) in Phase Ilia and Illb; 
these sub-phases preserve the same characteristics of Phase II plus 
new traits wich are particular to the Middle Preclassic Period. 
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Tlatilco has always been a puzzle because it seems to have 

appeared suddenly as a sophisticated and well organized community 

(Ochoa, 1982:2; Romano, 1972:415; Sejourne, 1952:55). Its economy was 

based on agriculture, hunting and fishing, on raising dogs to eat, and 

on short and long distance trade (Piiia Chan, 1955:36; Ochoa, 

1982:192). Its technology included the manufacture of several types 

of tools for housework, hunting, and warfare, made of such materials 

as volcanic rock, bones, wood, vegetable fibers, obsidian and clay 

(Pina Chan, 1955:29). 

Tlatilco's artistic production has survived mostly through 

objects made of fired clay. Besides the large and small figures, 

exquisite anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and phytomorphic vessels are 

well known. The "Tlatilco Style" has not yet been clearly defined 

(Gallagher, 1983:19), nor have its origins been found (Ochoa, 

1982:157). Tentatively, the style includes the stirrup-spout vessel, 

brown, black, red, and red on brown ceramics, vessels with tripod 

legs, incised lines within triangular panels, globular bodies in pots 

and bottles of simple form, and figurines D and K with their 

corresponding subtypes (Ochoa, 1982:154-156). 

The basic and essential traits of Tlatilco's culture were 

channeled through its artistic production, of which female figural 

sculpture represents a significant part. If in the Postclassic Period 

(A.D. 1200 to 1521), figurines produced by mold had become a kind of 

folk art, and had "ceased to be a vital art form" (Kaplan, 1958:176), 

this was definitely not the case with the figurine art of the 

Preclassic Period. 
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There is no firm data on the type of housing existing in 

Tlatilco at the time, although Adams (1977:126) believes there were 

"clay platforms and more formal architecture at Tlatilco by 1300 B.C." 

Vaillant (1931a:38) suggests that construction in Early Preclassic 

villages was of "some sort of adobe," or wattle and daub. 

Substantiating this hypothesis, Porter (1953:34) asserts that 

architecture in Tlatilco was indeed present, since steps, terraces, 

and much adobe plaster could be seen. A house effigy jar, reportedly 

unearthed at Tlatilco (Coe, 1965:25, fig. 80), may represent a 

Tlatilcan style of building but its origins remain controversial. 

Conjectures abound on whether Tlatilco was actually a 

habitational site or only a necropolis. Michael Coe (1957:12) sides 

with the argument that it was only a cemetery. Paul Westheim 

(1980:215) believes that the site was mainly a habitational site, 

while Roman Pina Chan (1955:68), Muriel Porter (1953:18-19), and Carlo 

Gay (in Pratt and Gay, 1979:61) agree that the settlement functioned 

as both, for the living and for the dead. Porter, however emphasizes 

the cemetery as the primary function of Tlatilco. 

The circular cone-shaped pits found throughout the area are 

another distinguishing feature of Tlatilco (Covarrubias, 1943:44). 

Eighteen of these pits lined an enormous hole (58m long) where the 

majority of the figurines that Covarrubias found were buried 

(Covarrubias, 1943:44). Marcus Winter (1976:27) in his studies of the 

Early Preclassic villages in Oaxaca speculates on their use for food-

storage. Sometimes these pits were used as refuse containers or tombs 

(Winter, 1976:27-28) as was the case with the one Moedano Koer 
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(1957:83) found in Tlatilco. Controversy about the conical pits 

continues in Preclassic studies, but there is no reason to conclude 

that the functions postulated were mutually exclusive. 

There is no clear data as to which part, or how much, of 

Tlatilco was a cemetery. And, as mentioned before, the number of 

burials in Tlatilco is impressive: 415 according to Arturo Romano 

(1972:415). Tlatilcan burials appear to be unique in the diversity of 

the interred bodies' positions, although other Middle and Late 

Preclassic sites (Chupicuaro, Gualupita, El Arbolillo, Ticomfin, 

Zacatenco and Chalcatzingo) contain skeletons buried similarly to some 

of them. Single and multiple graves were found, as well as isolated 

human skulls and other bones, a fact which has led archeologists to 

believe that by the Early Preclassic Period human sacrifice was 

already an important trait of Mesoamerican rituals (Pina Chan, 

1960:60). 

Another significant feature of Tlatilcan burials is the 

orderly placement of offerings. Of the 213 burials excavated in the 

Fourth Season of work, 160 had an offering directly associated with 

the individual, and twelve occurred indirectly (Romano, 1972:366). 

Figurines were found as part of these burials, and were mostly 

associated with female skeletons although some were found in male 

burials (Laporte, 1971:309-324). Clay pots, figurines, and other 

objects, were also clustered together as part of a huge offering 

related to burials covered by a large deposit of carbon and ashes 

(Romano, 1972:366). It appears that Tlatilcans worshipped their own 

ancestors since, as Doris Heyden (1983:55) explains, "the place were 
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ancestors were buried were sometimes considered the axis mundi from 

which authority sprang." 

There is little known about the people from Tlatilco. Vargas 

Guadarrama (in Ochoa, 1982:4) has suggested two physically different 

groups living at the site at the same time of the Tlatilco burials (c. 

1250 B.C. to 1000 B.C., according to Tolstoy in Ochoa, 1982:3); but, 

as Ochoa suggests, more research is needed on this subject. Skeletons 

of females, males, and children have been identified in the burials 

(Faulhaber, 1965; Laporte, 1971). Of the 445 Tlatilcan skeletons® 

73 are female, 93 are male, and nine are children (Faulhaber, 1965:85; 

Laporte, 1971:309-324). Female skeletons indicate that Tlatilcan 

women were of sturdy build and they can be differentiated from the male 

skeletons only by pelvic configuration (Faulhaber, 1965:85). As might 

be expected, the majority of skeletons were too badly decomposed to be 

studied. 

A methodical, socio-cultural analysis of Tlatilco based on the 

data from the burials is yet to appear in print. However, a few 

hypotheses have been advanced. Because of the preponderance of female 

figurines, Pifia Chan (1953:149) suggests that lineage reckoning was 

done through the mother, a system called matrilineality. And, because 

some male figurines exhibit impressive regalia, an incipient system of 

chiefdoms is also proposed by Piiia Chan (1955:41). The many clay 

8. The discrepancy between the number of burials, 415, and 
the number of skeletons, 445, is due to the fact that some burials 
contained several individuals. 



masks, masked dancers, and "ballplayers," suggest the existence of a 

shamanic religious system, and the possible early existence of the 

Mesoamerican ballgame (Pina Chan, 1953). A system of mild social 

stratification is suggested by the difference in wealth observed in 

the burials. In Tlatilco, the richest burial offerings belonged to 

female skeletons (Covarrubias, 1957:fig. 5; Pina Chan, 1955:69; 

Laporte, 1971:340-343). 

Nothing definite can be said about Tlatilcan society with 

regard to sex roles. What can no longer be supported however, is the 

traditional view that in prehistoric times, "men hunted and women 

cooked." Roman Pina Chan (1955:36-38) and Patricia Ochoa (1982:193) 

suggest that both women and men participated in agricultural tasks, as 

well as in other activities traditionally associated with men. Ochoa 

bases her judgment on the study of female and male skeleton 

configurations done by physical anthropologist J. Faulhaber in 1965. 

The people of Tlatilco traded with other towns in the Valley 

of Mexico, with the Olmec of San Lorenzo on the Gulf Coast, and 

probably with other Preclassic sites. Richard Adams (1977:93) accepts 

Kent Flannery's model of a trade-ritual network among Preclassic sites 

including the Olmec. The trading of figurines, jade, and religious 

paraphernalia were part of this ritual network. Trading raw-

materials, such as obsidian, also connected Tlatilco with San Lorenzo. 

The latter got a small percentage of this stone from the Teotihuacan 

Valley, a source that was controlled by the Tlatilcans who managed to 

obtain from the same valley, 90 to 100 percent of their own obsidian 

(Grove, 1974:125). Michael Coe (1965:123) has suggested a "jade 



route" in the manner of the great Amber Route in Europe, by which the 

Olmecs would obtain their fine jade and serpentine from Highland 

peoples in exchange for rubber balls for the ball game. 

Tlatilco's role during the Preclassic Period cannot be 

ignored, but only a handful of scholars has given the Preclassic 

Highlands of Mexico the importance it deserves. The more popular 

belief sides with Terrance Stocker's (1983:1) assertion that the 

Valley of Mexico did not turn into a major "center of cultural 

activity" until the emergence of urban Teotihuacan in c. A.D. 300. 

The Valley of Mexico had in Tlatilco the first center of a complex 

society. Tlatilco appears to have been a cosmopolitan town and/or 

religious center which depended on short and long distance trade for 

its economic wealth. In the Early Preclassic, Tlatilcans already 

relied on maize for their basic subsistence, and had domesticated the 

dog. Both maize and dog served a whole range of purposes from 

utilitarian to mythological. Artistic production reflects the formal 

wealth and sophistication of their intellect, and together with their 

elaborate burial practices, is witness to this people's refined social 

organization and religious beliefs. 

History of the Discovery of the Preclassic Figurines 
and of the Tlatilcan Excavations 

At Tlatilco, the first systematic excavations took place during 

the year 1942 under the auspices of the Instituto Nacional de 

Antropologxa e Historia, and under the direction of Miguel Covarrubias 

(Covarrubias, 1950:154); a second season, between the years 1947-1949, 

was again directed by Covarrubias, this time with the support of the 
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Viking Fund. Other sources indicate that the second period extended 

throughout the year 1950 (Ochoa, 1982:7). Romin Pifia Chan directed 

the third season, which took place in 1955, and Arturo Romano took 

charge of a fourth series of excavations, the longest and the most 

extensive, spanning 1962-1969 (Ochoa, 1982:7-9). This last effort was 

subdivided into two periods, the first from 1962 to 1968 and the 

second from 1968 to 1969. 

Before Tlatilco was known as an important archeological site, 

the place functioned as a brick factory. The workers used to dig for 

old pots and figurines to sell to collectors in order to supplement 

their incomes. Among these first collectors were Diego Rivera and 

Miguel Covarrubias (Covarrubias, 1943:40-41). 

Long before Covarrubias, Rivera, and the brickworkers were 

aware of the Tlatilcan figurines, figurines from the Valley of Mexico 

and other sites in Mesoamerica were already known. In 1861, the Abbot 

Brasseur de Bourbourg suggested the presence of early groups of 

people buried under the lava of the Pedregal de San Angel. In 1887 

the Abbot exhibited a collection of "archaic" figurines in the Mus^e 

de l'Homme in Paris (Reyna-Robles, 1971:2-3). In the same year, the 

director of the Museo Nacional de Antropologfa, Gumersindo Mendoza 

(1877:91), published a drawing of an Olmec style—probably type A— 

figurine head (fig. 7).^ Between the years 1886-1890, Francisco 

9. Even though only a head, this artifact was classified as a 
woman because of its headdress. This in turn was likened to the 
manner in which a Japanese woman would do her hair, and the figurine 
head was labeled as a "Japanese Style Aztec Idol." 



Plancarte y Navarrete found some figurines in Atoto, a place near to 

the later-discovered site of Tlatilco (Reyna-Robles, 1971:3). 

Plancarte's collection of figurines was exhibited in Madrid in 1892 

and a catalogue—without photographs or drawings—was published in the 

same year. In 1902, the archeologist Zelia Nuttall studied some 

figurines from the Pedregal de San Angel and noticed that they 

differed considerably from the well-known Teotihuacan and Aztec styles 

(Reyna-Robles, 1971:4). Plancarte relates how in those years, he and 

Nuttall discussed their findings, and speculated about the origins, of 

the new style of clay heads and figurines which both had found between 

1880 and 1908 in San Bartolo Naucalpan and Azcapotzalco (Plancarte, 

1934:9). This is the area in which Tlatilco lay, undiscovered until 

the 1940's. In a paper given at a meeting of the Royal Anthropological 

Institute in London in 1921, Nuttall (1922:4) described the quality of 

the figurines and referred specifically to the one later classified as 

type Dl, which decades later was called the "pretty lady" type (Reyna-

Robles, 1971:23). She dates her finding of this variety at 1908 and 

neutrally gives it the title of "sub-gravel" (Nuttall, 1922:5). 

Plancarte, in 1911, published his book Tamoanchan, which is 

illustrated with what are probably the first printed reproductions 

(too blurry to reproduce here) of the clay figurines found by him and 

his students between 1886 and 1900 (Plancarte, 1934:5-11). 

According to Eduardo Noguera (1975:70-71), it was Zelia 

Nuttall who in 1902 initiated the serious archaeological consideration 

of the aforementioned figurines. Excavations in the Valley of Mexico 

began with the work of Manuel Gamio in 1909, followed by the 



excavations of Franz Boas in 1911-1912. Gamio and Boas are credited 

with the discovery of the sites of Zacatenco, Ticoman and El 

Arbolillo, all in the vicinity of Tlatilco (Noguera, 1975:74; 

Vaillant, 1934a:145). These are the places that Vaillant would 

excavate in the 1930's, and which would lead directly to the Tlatilcan 

diggs of the 1940's. 

Archeological Classification of the Figurines 

As has probably become evident, the only studies about the 

figurines are the archeological seriations used to determine the 

stratigraphy, which therefore aid in the dating of the Preclassic 

sites. Such classifications are useful to art historians because they 

begin to give an idea of the different art styles corresponding to 

each culture. They also provide a reference for the variations of a 

certain style within each group. Even though it is a difficult task, 

a summary of the history of the archeological seriations, and of the 

classifications themselves, will be attempted here. This is an 

indispensable prerequisite in order to understand the problems 

sketched in the introduction of this chapter: 1) that there are no 

iconographic studies by art historians, 2) that a wide range of 

figurine styles existed in Tlatilco besides Dl, the so called "pretty 

lady," 3) that some of these styles might have been more important to 

Tlatilcans than type Dl and, 4) that to choose type Dl as 

representative of the Tlatilcan culture is a great distortion of the 

facts. 



31 

In each Preclassic site of the Valley of Mexico, many clay 

figurines and broken heads were found. Therefore, an archeological 

typology was undertaken to aid in the chronological study of this 

epoch (Noguera, 1975:102). During 1918 and 1919, Clarence Hay began 

this task followed by the more complete seriation of George Vaillant 

(Noguera, 1975:72-74; Vaillant and Vaillant, 1934:24). Vaillant had 

accumulated thousands of figurines and heads during his excavations of 

1928 to 1932 at the sites discovered by Boas (1911-1912). 

All subsequent systems have been based on Vaillant's 

classification. This ordering has been constantly cited, revised and 

modified, but his basic nomenclature of letters and numbers is still 

the accepted one today. Larger stylistic groups are given a letter of 

the alphabet, for example "B", and variations within that group are 

given a number, and sometimes another letter. There might be types 

named "Bl" or "B2A" and so forth. Vaillant's categories were turned 

into a chart by Miguel Covarrubias (fig. 8).^ 

This visual organization now linked the predominant figurine 

type to the site where it was found. This typology has been further 

revised by Reyna-Robles (1971) in her unpublished thesis Las 

Figurillas Preclasicas. In this same year Jean Pierre Laporte also 

10. The chart was mainly the result of a study by Eduardo 
Noguera and Luis Covarrubias, Miguel's brother and an archeologist as 
was Noguera, and was first presented at a Symposium on Tlatilco held 
in Mexico City on October of 1954 (Noguera, 1975:117). In 1957 the 
diagram, with some corrections by both brothers, was published by 
Miguel Covarrubias in his book Indian Art of Mexico and Central 
America (1957:28). 
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revised the classification but concentrated only on the figurines 

drawn from Tlatilco. In 1982 Patricia Ochoa revised Laporte's version 

as she organized some of the figurines found during the second part 

of the fourth phase of excavations. Her main purpose was to establish 

a better chronological sequence for Tlatilco (Ochoa, 1982). 

The purpose of all archeological studies of the figurines has 

been to search for variation in the figurines' style or mode of 

manufacture. On these grounds, archeologists deduce that when a 

style changes, it signals the emergence of a new cultural trait 

(Stocker, 1983:1). Needless to say, long sequences without much 

variation might indicate a stable society and long-time occupancy of 

the site. A group of figurines of the same style might indicate a 

group of people working in that particular way. 

However, since the figurines have not been studied formally, 

nor iconographically, only the archeological seriations as depicted in 

the charts are available for our purposes. It is difficult, to say 

the least, to keep all of these types clearly separated, and even for 

professionals well versed in their study, the different charts may 

appear confusing after so many revisions. 

Luis Covarrubias and Eduardo Noguera, based on the Hay-

Vaillant classification, clustered most of the Central Highlands 

figurines into four (stylistic) traditions: C, D, A and H (see figs. 8 

and 9). Two of those are considered local—C and D—that is, they are 

native to the Valley of Mexico. Of the other two, one possibly 



originates in the Gulf of Mexico—A—and the other comes from the 

Occident of the Mexican Basin—H—(Noguera, 1975:102).^ 

According to Ochoa (1983:193) types D and K with their 

variations (see fig. 1) define the Tlatilcan tradition. These two 

styles are the ones most often found in the excavations, although 

types D are more numerous than those classified as K (figs. 10 and 

1 9 
11). Types Dl, with its variants, and type D5 (see fig. 1) are 

generally characterized by slender bodies, short arms, wide thighs, 

long hair, and headdresses full of tiny and delicate details. They 

measure between 5 and 10 cm high. There are male figurines 

corresponding to type Dl. Type D2 figures' salient characteristic is 

their height; they are taller (15 to 50 cm high) and are generally 

made of hollow clay (see fig. 1). Group D2 seems shorter'at first 

sight because the heads are larger in relation to the bodies, and the 

waists are not as narrow in relation to their legs as was the case 

with Dl and D5. Furthermore, the arms are as short as those of 

11. Later, Rosa Maria Reyna-Robles (1971:143-156) established 
eight traditions which she named after the most characteristic type of 
figurine in each stylstic patterns: CI, C3, D2, C9, A, K, J and H. 
These patterns cover most of the Mesoamerican area, and are further 
subdivided in types and variants turning the relations and 
interrelations between sites into an incredibly complex network at the 
time of the Preclassic. 

12. In her sample of 738 figurines, 454 or 60.18% were of 
type D, and 174 or 23.39% were of type K; together they make 83.57%. 
Of type D, variants D1A and D2 amounted to a significantly high number 
with 114 type D1A figurines and 192 of type D2 (Ochoa, 1983:74-88). 
Type D is, according to Miguel Covarrubias (1950:159) the most 
abundant there. This category is also the most numerous in Laporte's 
sample (1971:162) with 58.8 %, or 1,530 from a total of 2,640 
figurines. 



types D1 and D5, and the faces are marked by a certain degree of 

stylization. For type D3 two definitions were advanced: one 

emphasizes the elaborately dressed male figurines and the other 

focuses on the female (or asexual) seated figurine (see fig. 1). 

Types D4 salient features are their highly bulbous thighs that at 

times become a complete sphere, and their roundish faces, often 

painted with parallel lines across eyes and cheeks (see fig. 1). 

There are examples of type D female figurines wearing some type of 

"skirt." 

Figurines of the K type have bigger heads in relation to their 

bodies (see fig. 1). Other prominent details of group K1 are the 

enormous eyes, their square headdresses and their arm gestures; their 

hands are placed on some part of the torso, usually on the chest. In 

group K2 heads are smaller than those of K1 while the most evident 

feature of type K3 is the triangular headdress (see fig. 1). Type K 

"abstract" is called so because instead of a human head it has a 

"symbolic" head modeled in geometric, non-realistic, and non-organic 

forms (see fig. 1). A few of these abstract figures are markedly 

female. 

Though lacking a rigorous approach, the iconographic analysis 

of these figurines has been attempted by three archeologists: one by 

Laurette Sdjourne (1952) who chooses a sample of D1 figurines and 

proposes that they symbolize maize in all its colorful varieties. The 

second study was written by Rom&n Pina Chan in 1953. He suggests that 

type D3 male figurines' clothing is characteristic of the shamans 

and/or chiefs of the group. The third study, written by Lorenzo Ochoa 
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Salas (1973), asserts that type K "abstract" figurines belong to a 

phallic/fertility cult in Tlatilcan society. 

Other types of figurines found at Tlatilco (CI, C3, El, M, and 

types 0, Tentative, Olmec, and K "Ajalpan;" see fig. 1) will not be 

considered individually since they are foreign to the Tlatilco Style. 

Miniature types appear to be tiny versions—probably beads or 

pendants—of types K and D. 

All scholars seem to agree that the finest examples of 

Preclassic figurine art in Central Mexico come from Tlatilco (Kubler, 

1984:48). The preference is always given to types D1 and D4, "which 

are among the most beautiful objects of their size in all of the New 

World" (Coe, 1965:26). As will be seen, these two groups, 

particularly D1 (fig. 12), have been the most frequently chosen to 

represent all the inhabitants of Tlatilco and to reflect the social 

organization achieved during the Preclassic Period in the Valley of 

Mexico. Why is the D1 type figurine considered as representative of 

Tlatilco if it is just as confined to the site as is, for example, 

type D4? And why has type D1 been given such prominence in the 

literature when other groups are as exquisite, for example D4 and K 

"abstract," or more numerous, as is the case of D2? Other types are 

also characteristic of Tlatilco in the archeological findings, for 

example K and K "Abstract." The latter, although existing in very 

small numbers, is not found anywhere else, and thus could also be 

considered characteristic. One of the answers, and a significant one, 

is that D1 is the one commonly referred in the literature as the 



"pretty lady" type, even though as seen already, this group includes 

outstanding male figurines in its ranks (fig. 13). 

The answers to these questions rest mainly on a distorted 

version of Tlatilco's art production, which follows the same 

superficial approach to the study of the female figurines already 

present in other Western art historical specialties. In spite of 

Tlatilco being the first evidence of a cosmopolitan town in the Valley 

of Mexico, its prominence is never highlighted as such. Instead, 

Tlatilcans have received attention only as producers of beautiful 

women, and for their relationships to the Heartland Olmec. There are 

no recent publications on its materials, and the results of the 

excavations have never been systematically published nor 

anthropologically studied. From the art historical viewpoint, 

thoughtful catalogues and iconographic studies are non-existent. This 

work attempts to end such apathy toward the site by pointing to an 

important cause for this indifference. 
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CHAPTER TOO 

ANALYSIS OF THE LANGUAGE USED TO DESCRIBE THE TLATILCAN 

FEMALE FIGURINES: SEXUAL BIASES 

When words are spoken in conversation, their positive or 

negative effect on the listener is difficult to measure. A phrase 

like "pretty lady" can be quickly explained as a sign of respect 

rather than a sign of abuse, confusing the listener as to the real 

meaning of the utterance. With the written language, this sense of 

ambiguity is more apt to be detected and then studied (Lakoff, 

1975:1). This situation forces scholars to think through their 

arguments thoroughly, and to choose their words carefully and 

conscientiously, before committing their thoughts permanently to the 

printed page. By these means authors aim to be objective. However, 

certain biased attitudes are so ingrained in the culture—and 

therefore in the language—that they are automatically accepted and 

then assimilated as truth (Lakoff, 1975:4; Lakoff and Johnson, 

1980:169; McConnell-Ginet, 1980:5). And, since no one challenges 

their origin or veracity, these biases are then transmitted through 

scholarly writings. In Precolumbian studies of the Preclassic Period, 

the label of "pretty lady," is but one glaring example. 

Refering to the Tlatilcan figurines in terms of "pretty 

ladies" relegates the women so described to certain subservient 

functions: "that of sex object, or servant and suggests triviality in 
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their subject matter" (Lakoff, 1975:4 and 7). It also "contributes to 

maintain traditional views of the sexes" (McConnell-Ginet, 1980:10). 

Throughout the years, the term has become acceptable because of the 

inappropriate prestige granted it by scholars who use the term as a 

classificatory device. The case of the female Tlatilcan figurines 

supports Svetlana Alpers' (1982:184) assertion that "art history as a 

discipline has had a point of view which involves choices and 

exclusions despite its usual claim to scholarly objectivity." 

Biased Attitudes in the Literature 

Linguistics specialist Robin Lakoff (1975:3) has pointed out 

that "the way we feel about the things in the real world governs the 

way we express ourselves about these things." Language is a practical 

tool to discover the hidden feelings people hold for different 

objects. Two examples of these hidden feelings are the following 

statements: 

I think it unlikely that they (the female figurines) had much 
religious function beyond serving as company for the dead in a 
future life, and for that reason they represented the good 
things of this life, like pretty women (Coe, 1965:45). 

There are two types of feminine nudes: the woman of wide hips, 
of abundant and lean flesh, of strongly developed breasts. In 
these images we can, most probably, see the image of the 
married woman. And the young girl, of slender figure, narrow 
hips and small breasts. The archeologists named her "pretty 
lady." These "pretty ladies" have long braids hanging over 
their breasts. There was great care and interest in the exact 
reproduction of the headdress: the hairdressing, the turban, a 
ribbon tied in the hair. The jewels are also shown. Both, 
the style of the hair, and of the jewels, were considered 
essential elements to characterize these persons (Westheim, 
1980:204). 

In Coe's words the female figurines acted both as "ladies in waiting," 
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and as visual gratifiers to the men of Tlatilco. In Westheim's words, 

the "pretty ladies" were only young and slender women whose humanness 

was defined by their hairstyles and jewels, while the fat, mature 

women represented married females who became uninterested in their 

body adornments due to their civil status. 

Paragraphs like the ones above, implicitly stating the 

iconography of the female figurines, discourage curiosity about other 

possible meanings since the reader assumes that the scholar has based 

his interpretation on sound studies. There is no reason to doubt his 

knowledge, and the next uninformed writer is always ready to cite the 

authoritative source. Thus, it has happened that from the time of the 

first excavations in the Valley of Mexico, until the last article 

written in 1984, the overriding interpretation of the female figurines 

is that of the beautiful woman and the fertility symbol. The male 

figurines have suffered too from this stereotyping. They very often 

are the ones who are served and entertained, partaking in this manner 

of the trivial function assigned to the female figurines. This kind 

of projection of present sex-biased attitudes is the prevalent mode of 

"interpreting" most Preclassic female sculpture. 

History of the "Pretty Lady" Label 

In the beginning, when Francisco Plancarte and Zelia Nuttall 

discovered the Preclassic figurines (Noguera, 1975:70; Nuttall, 

1922:5), they did not assign the figurines any names or 

classification codes. Nuttall, (1922:4, see p. 16) conscious of the 

problem of labels, would opt for using the term "sub-gravel type." 



Years later, in 1921, she described the D1 figurines (see fig. 12) as 

being "delicately fashioned of the finest clay" (Nuttall, 1922:5); an 

apt description of the manner in which the D1 figurines had been 

crafted. Twenty-two years would pass before this type of female 

figurine wculd be officially named "pretty ladies," or "mujeres 

bonitas" by Miguel Covarrubias and Eduardo Noguera. 

By using the term "delicate," Nuttall referred clearly to the 

quality perceived through the handling and observation of the 

figurines she was studying. No one who read her report doubted that 

she referred to the D1 figurine and not to any of the other types then 

known (Reyna-Robles, 1971:23; Vaillant, 1931a:34). But, the term 

"delicate," also suggests fragility and exquisite sensual experiences, 

ideas associated with "feminine" beauty. The image evoked in those 

who read her passage and/or came in contact with the figurines was 

that of a beautiful and dainty woman. 

It is not known for how long, since the dates of their 

discovery, the D1 female figurines were singled out for their 

aesthetic appeal or were called "pretty ladies" in informal 

conversations. What is certain is that Clarence A. Hay (1923) chose a 

photograph of a D1 figurine (fig. 14) to represent the Preclassic 

figurines as a whole. Eight years later, George Vaillant (1931a:34), 

for the first time, referred to the D1 figurines as "pretty ladies." 

On page 34 of his report on the excavations at Zacatenco (a site near 

Tlatilco), he writes: "The charm of this type (D), according to 

European aesthetic ideals, has brought it considerable attention, and 

it is known vulgarly as the "pretty " ady type." Vaillant too, singled 
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out the head of a D1 figurine as the illustrative type; this piece 

appeared in the frontispiece for his article "Excavations at 

Zacatenco" (fig. 15) in 1931. After Vaillant's work excavations in 

the Valley of Mexico were suspended for about a decade. 

The diggings in the Mexican Basin resumed due to increased 

popular interest in the Olmec. Olmec style artifacts and figurines in 

jade were found at the Tlatilcan brickyards. By association with 

these artifacts, the female figurines regained some of the attention 

given them during the first and second decades of the twentieth 

century. 

After twelve years, in 1943, the "pretty lady" title was 

resurrected by two Mexican scholars, one an archeologist, and the 

other an artist and archeologist. The phrase "pretty lady" appealed 

to Miguel Covarrubias, who spoke and read English. Since he was in 

charge of the first (1942) archeological excavations at Tlatilco, he 

must have been interested in reading previous studies on the figurines. 

Vaillant was the obvious choice because he had found figurines of this 

type in his excavations of the nearby site of Zacatenco. It appears 

that at the same time Luis Covarrubias and Eduardo Noguera were 

reclassifying the figurines based on the previous work by Vaillant and 

Hay (Noguera, 1975:102, 107; Covarrubias, 1957:28). It comes as no 

surprise that in 1943, two of these three men, Miguel Covarrubias and 

Eduardo Noguera, published articles in Spanish and English without 

specifically quoting their sources. From then on, they began using 

the English title for the Tlatilco D type figurines, at times as an 



almost exact translation, and other times with slight to signficant 

variations. 

Miguel Covarrubias then proceeded to attribute the invention 

of the label to Mexican archeologists instead of to Vaillant 

(Covarrubias, 1943:46). Covarrubias writes: "... type D figurine, by 

far the most abundant at Tlatilco, shows a people with delicate 

features—large slanting eyes, small turned up noses, and fine 

mouths—that have earned them the name of 'pretty lady type' by which 

it was known to Mexican archeologists (little heads)" (Covarrubias, 

1943:46). Notice here the twist given to Nuttall's vocabulary to 

describe the small sculptures. Now, the term is not applied to the 

craft but to the people represented. Covarrubias' paragraph is 

confusing in regard to the English-Spanish translations; there is no 

linguistic reason to translate "little heads" into "pretty ladies." 

The term "pretty lady" might have been mistranslated because many of 

these clay artifacts consisted only of clay heads which had been 

broken away from the bodies. In contrast, Noguera writes more 

precisely—half-heartedly quoting his source, Noguera mentions 

Vaillant's name but neither the title nor the date of Vaillant's 

publication—and in Spanish, for a meeting convened to discuss the 

Olmec and Maya cultures: "There is a relationship between the "baby 

face" type with other Archaic objects. Among these the "pretty woman" 

type, or Vaillant's Dl, prevails..." (Noguera, 1943:51-52). Noguera 

like Covarrubias, is retrieving the American concept and trying to 

change it into a Mexican one, this time in Spanish. Noguera's 



paragraph is significant in that he decided to keep the English "baby 

face," while he felt compelled to translate "pretty lady." 

In contrast to Covarrubias, Noguera acknowledges his debt to 

Vaillant while mistranslating "pretty lady" into "mujer bonita." His 

predicament was real because although "pretty" and "bonita" could have 

equivalent meanings in both languages, "lady" and "mujer" could or 

13 
could not. If the anthropologists and art historians were avoiding 

redundancy in writing by substituting the term "lady" with "woman" as 

one may wonder, this substitution would have to be examined since 

"men" and "lord" are not equivalent terms in common language, as is 

the case with the accepted interchangeability of "woman" and "lady." 

The title "gentleman" which could also interchange with "lady" is 

never used to refer to the Tlatilcan male figurines. Another example 

where this kind of semantic confusion appears is in the C6dice Nuttall 

(1974).14 

13. The ambiguity of the term "lady" will be further 
explained in pp. 58-62-

14. In fact, Zelia Nuttall (1901) is the first scholar having 
trouble with the ambiguity of English terms used to describe 
Prehispanic women's roles. In Spanish she seems to have fewer 
problems. In the Codex Nuttall. discovered, interpreted, and written 
in both languages, she finds herself at odds with the story of one 
woman who apparently had an important governing position. Nuttall 
constantly changes the meaning of the story by translating Soberana 
Tres Pedernal into Lady Three Flint. "Lady" is hardly the same 
honorific title as "soberana." Nuttall's problems were well justified 
because, if the main female character in the codex were the governor of 
a minor town, the legitimate title of "governadora" would translate 
into English as "governess,"—a babysitter. 
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Fourteen years later, in 1957, Covarrubias, writing in English 

once again, changed meanings but with a new twist, characterizing 

type D1 as the "Pretty Girl Type" (Covarrubias, 1957:28). Judging 

from all these Spanish transmutations—mujer. dama, nina—it is 

probable that the term, as an oral utterance, originated with users of 

the English language. Such confusions in the naming of types of 

figurines later grew exponentially. 

In the years between 1943 and 1950 only a small booklet and 

probably some newspaper articles were written about Tlatilco. In those 

years the excavations at Tlatilco were underway and the materials 

were not yet organized and studied. However, during the 1950's there 

was considerable increase in the publication of art historical and 

archeological books and articles with references to the Preclassic, 

and to Tlatilco in particular. Eight publications referred to the 

female figurines using the term "pretty ladies" (see Table I). In the 

1960's the number grew to fourteen plus one reprint of a book 

published in the previous decade. The 1970's produced eleven writings 

plus two reprints, and from 1980 to the present one new publication 

and one reprint used the phrase, the last one in 1984. 

Many other publications on Precolumbian art do not cite the 

term, but its use is still so widespread as to merit consideration. 

Teachers and professors still quote the prestigious scholars and the 

literature produced by them during the last forty years. Two of the 

most influential authors quoted, even in recent theses and 

dissertations, are Miguel Covarrubias and Michael D. Coe. Erroneous 

concepts pass from publication to publication in almost the exact 



manner as originally written. As mentioned above, Miguel Covarrubias 

was the first to realize that the term had been "invented" by the 

archeologists, and so he began to reinforce the idea that the term was 

the result of some kind of scholarly research. 

Art historian Paul Westheim, in 1950 quotes Covarrubias' 

article of 1943, and again credits the archeologists with the 

invention of the term, this time without specifying nationalities 

(Westheim, 1950:173). Presuming his quotation was backed by the 

archeologists' knowledge, he decided to label for the first time the 

printed reproductions of the D1 female figurines as belonging to the 

"pretty lady type" (Westheim, 1950: 172-173) (fig. 16). 

Reinforcements to keep the description alive sprang from many other 

authors who properly, scientifically, and continuously, cited the 

archeologists as inventors of the term (Westheim, 1956:34, 1957:204, 

1962:34; Flores Guerrero, 1981:43; Anton, 1969:23; Tibon, 1967:30; 

Coss, 1973; Dragoski and Mandrini, 1976:62). 

Since the 1950's the term "pretty lady" has been accepted as a 

valid description of the Tlatilcan female figurines, and almost half 

of all writers, regardless of their specialties, have perpetuated the 

use of the title in their writings. Only one, Ferdinand Anton 

(1969:23), recognized the phrase's hidden meaning only to dismiss it 

immediately in favor of his own a priori judgements, justifying them 

and reestablishing their validity: "Originally the term 'pretty 

ladies' had a sarcastic connotation, when applied to the somewhat 

ungainly figurines from El Arbolillo and Zacatenco. Tlatilco gives 

the lie to this factiousness" (author's emphasis). With this remark 



Anton unveils the fact that the vulgar terra had been, originally, used 

verbally to describe not a beautiful artifact but to mock the 

unfamiliar shape of Preclassic figurines. Anton is also betraying 

himself by admitting that the figurines to which the sarcasm was 

directed might not have been "pretty" by any means, but that some of 

the Tlatilco figurines do merit the term in its positive meaning: 

their aesthetic appeal to Western taste.^ It is in this latter 

fashion, that Vaillant (1931:34) might have decided to incorporate the 

term into the archeological-art historian literature about the 

Mesoamerican Preclassic_Period. 

Mislabeling of Preclassic Precolumbian, 
and Paleolithic Female Figurines 

The first decade of the 1900's was one of intense interest in 

the existence of prehistoric peoples. In the history of art, it is 

also the time when the avant-garde artists of Europe were beginning to 

draw heavily from the forms of "primitive" prehistoric art. Such 

interest had sprung from the colonization of large parts of the planet 

by European countries, especially England, and from evolutionary 

theories suggested by nineteenth century anthropologists. 

Significantly both, the Woman of Willendorf and the D1 figurines, were 

discovered in the same year, 1908; the European figurine by Hugo 

15. Ferdinand Anton appears to have been around, or to have 
heard stories, about the origins of the term. However, he does not 
know if Vaillant used the term sarcastically or not. Vaillant seems 
to have introduced the term as a "curiosity" that was floating in the 
air. 
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Obermaier (Bandi and Maringer, 1953:28), and the D1 figurines by Zelia 

Nuttall. In 1909, only one year after the unearthing of the European 

and Preclassic figurines, Nuttall brought the latter to scholastic 

and public attention (Noguera, 1975:74; Nuttall, 1922:4). However, 

Francisco Plancarte and Nuttall herself had discussed the figurines 

and the possibility of a Prehistoric culture in the Valley of Mexico, 

early in that decade. Although Plancarte had published a catalogue of 

Precolumbian objects in 1892 which included descriptions of Preclassic 

figurines, it was not until his book Tamoanchan, published in 1911, 

that he first reproduced photographically many of these figurines. 

These illustrations include what appear to be some fragments of the D1 

type. The successful European excavations which brought about the 

knowledge of prehistoric female figurines must have inspired Plancarte 

to write his book, which dealt with the origins of the Olmec peoples, 

who were then believed to have been the first organized society in 

Precolumbian history, and from which all other Mesoamerican societies 

had sprung. 

Coupled with the enthusiasm generated by the knowledge of 

these ancient cultures, was a certain disdain for unfamiliar artistic 

forms. The Paleolithic female figures must have elicited from the 

general public, the same kind of sarcasm as did their cousins on the 

other side of the Atlantic. Every teenager of both sexes has laughed 

when first confronted with the fact that the fat, mature woman of 

Willendorf is called a "Venus." Everyone knows that the youthful 

Venus, the Roman goddess of love, descendent of the Greek Aphrodite, 

was also the Roman ideal of beauty. A fat mature woman does not look 



at all like the image of that ideal. The Greek and Roman goddess was 

thinner, taller, and unrealistically well proportioned, an ideal of 

beauty which has survived to a large extent in our own culture. Her 

three dimensional representations are usually sculpted in life-size 

marble statues, not in a piece of limestone a few inches tall. 

The Woman of Willendorf was the first of the Prehistoric 

female statuettes to be called a "Venus" (Powell, 1966:16) in art 

historical books. Some art historians might have considered the term 

an innocuous one which only pointed to the perceived iconographic 

relationships between the Greco-Roman goddess' symbolism of love and 

fertility. But, inasmuch as the iconography of Venus is well 

documented, the iconography of the Paleolithic female statuettes is 

not, and labels such as "Venus" only deviate the attention from 

studies about their true meaning and function. This is probably why 

Hans-Georg Bandi and Johannes Maringer (1953:28), students of Hugo 

Obermaier who edited their teacher's last unfinished manuscript, 

expressed even in 1953, their discontent at the title of "Venus" to 

describe the Paleolithic famous statuette. They reach the conclusion 

that the comparison between the Greco-Roman goddess and the Willendorf 

statuette is "a rather absurd one." 

After the discovery of the Woman of Willendorf and its 

subsequent designation as a "Venus," many, if not all other 

Paleolithic female figurines were called "Paleolithic Venuses." These 

"Venuses" have, as their Tlatilcan counterparts, drawn all the 

attention of many specialists in Western art history, to the detriment 

of most Prehistoric male statuettes. This is evident in the most 
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popular art history survey volumes such as Janson's History of Art. 

Hartt's Art, and Fleming's Art and Ideas. Yet the use of the term 

"Venus" to refer to the Paleolithic figurines does not seem to have 

appeared in written form until the 1960's, suggesting that the 

nickname was verbal in origin much as was the case with the Tlatilcan 

figurines. In fact, labeling the Paleolithic statuette as "Venus of 

Willendorf" was very much in vogue in classrooms during the 1930's. 

It appears that at first, people who came into contact with the "Woman 

of Willendorf" mocked its appearance, or confused its function, and 

then opted for a misinformed label. Decades later it just seemed 

natural to call all Paleolithic female figurines "Venuses" even in 

serious literature about the subject. The mocking—or in this case 

the misinterpretation—of generalizations is more acceptable because 

in this manner no particular famous artifact is singled out. The 

intended sarcasm, or the ignorance about the subject, becomes diluted, 

therefore preventing any adverse reaction. 

Nancy K. Sandar (1985:40, fig. 3), is one of the few 

specialists who attempts to address the study of the Aurignacean 

figurine properly. However, her approach is not as consistent as 

desirable. Whereas the illustration depicting the Woman of Willendorf 

is given this name, the factual information within the text still 

includes the term "Venuses." 

As did writers in Western art history, writers on Precolumbian 

art chose to ignore Bandi's and Maringer's warnings, proceeding to 

link the Mexican figurines to the European ones. Comparisons between 

the beauty of such artifacts have been made more than once. Bradley 



Smith (1968:27-29) tells us, in a patronizing manner, that the 

Tlatilco figurines are "far more numerous and more attractive than 

their older sisters." Other scholars transfer the concept of the 

prehistoric "Venuses" to the Valley of Mexico and confusedly call 

"Venuses" these "gloriously fat women, usually pregnant, with 

pendulous breasts and monstruously inflated buttocks" (Coe in Albers, 

1970:n.p.). One Tlatilcan figurine is named "Venus Tlatilco" 

(Disselhoff and Linn6, 1966:15), and with the best of intentions still 

other scholars label the D1 figurine "Venus de Tlatilco" (Venus from 

Tlatilco) (Dragoski and Mandrini, 1976:45). These last two writers 

try to tell a European audience that Mexican prehistoric art is as 

valid as its European counterpart. A French author opens the European 

section of his book on prehistoric art with a plate of the Woman of 

Willendorf, and the American prehistoric section with a plate of 

Tlatilcan figurines (Nougier, 1966:plates 1 and 32). 

Prevalent Concepts of Female Beauty 

The values of art historians and archeologists deserve 

consideration. There seems to be a consensus that female figurines 

should fit the mold of a certain ideal of beauty; otherwise they 

should be treated ironically. What is even more symptomatic of this 

attitude is that, after decades of being present in informal 

conversations and in the popular imagination, the ironic titles become 

accepted and assimilated not only in popular writings but by 

intellectuals as part of the inherent qualities of the art objects 

themselves. It became natural for scholars to accept such ideas, 
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because as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980:22) explained in their 

theories about metaphorical concepts "the most fundamental values in a 

culture are coherent with the metaphorical structure of the most 

fundamental concepts in the culture." Therefore, the mocking 

attitudes about the exotic beauty of the female figurines has gone 

unperceived because they fit comfortably in the accepted view that the 

whole society has about the beauty of women. 

When at a loss to explain to themselves, and to others, the 

Tlatilcan female figurines, many writers resort to the prevalent 

accepted explanation of a woman's social role in the present. Our 

society, as does most others, embraces wholeheartedly a metaphor for 

women which postulates that a woman, above all, is a shapely body. 

The figurines are then conceived and explained over and over, as 

representing solely a male's ideal of female beauty (Anton, 1975:16; 

Bernal, 1969:figs. 4a, b, c and d; Coe in Albers, 1970:n.p.; Emmerich, 

1963:23; Haberland, 1971:106-108; Monti, 1969:50). 

While for most scholars of both sexes, the ideal of female 

beauty is that of the Greco-Roman goddess, most male scholars 

condescendingly, understand that other cultures had other tastes. If 

one carefully compares all the following quotations one finds gross 

contradictions reflecting the uneasiness with which this subject is 

treated in serious writings. Leonhard Adam (1949:84-85) says that 

although the Woman of Willendorf is "not perhaps the most beautiful 

from our aesthetic point of view,... it is called a "Venus" because it 

probably illustrates the ideal of female beauty held by men of that 

particular region in the Stone Age" (Adam, 1949:84-85). Michael Coe 



(in Albers, 1970:n.p.) disagrees and points out that "in the Stone 

Age, the dominant figurines were those of women—sometimes pregnant 

but more often young and beautiful." Paul Westheim (1950:173) equates 

Paleolithic and Preclassic tastes in that in both, Prehistoric men 

"accepted an extreme obesity as inseparable from their ideal of 

beauty." Andr£ Emmerich (1963:23) agrees with Coe stating that "the 

figurines at Tlatilco represent chiefly young girls with slim waists, 

small breasts and large, sometimes bulbous thighs... the same 

physiological type that appealed to early man in all parts of the 

world." It is clear from examining these observations that these are 

highly subjective evaluations of what Prehistoric males liked, or 

disliked. Under the umbrella of objectivity some scholars provide the 

public with groundless affirmations and generalizations about the 

subject. 

Definition of the Word "Beauty" 

Hundreds of books and as many opinions exist about what beauty 

is or should be. The popular values transmitted by the ordinary 

dictionary should suffice. Beauty is 

a combination of qualities, as shape, proportion, colour, in 
human face or form, or in other objects, that delights the 
sight; combined qualities delighting the other senses, the 
moral sense, or the intellect; a beauty is a beautiful person 
or thing (often ironical); beautiful women; a beautiful trait 
or feature, ornament (Dictionaries, 1925:73). 

Three other dictionaries equate the concept of beauty with the 

female body (Dictionaries, 1955:160; 1967:131; 1981:64). So, indeed 

many female figurines are beautiful objects, and so is an attractive 

woman according to this definition. The dictionaries do not equate a 
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beautiful thing with an attractive man. Apparently, beauty is 

synonymous with women, and if not, it should be if reality would 

conform to the concepts expressed by the writers and editors of 

dictionaries. And, when a person is referred to as "a beauty," the 

phrase sometimes conveys an ironical meaning. 

"Let us now consider the 'pretty ladies,' and their real-life 

counterparts more closely" (Anton, 1969:24). Women have had to rely 

on their physical beauty for survival. Attractiveness is essential to 

a woman because "in every aspect of her life, a woman is identified in 

terms of the men she relates to," and men do desire a beautiful woman 

for both, idealistic and realistic purposes (Lakoff, 1975:31). Beauty 

is associated with other desired feminine qualities. A beautiful 

woman should be a loving woman according to Platonic theories of love; 

if she is so, she will make a good wife and fulfill her procreative 

duties. In the nineteenth century the great majority of women were 

valued only as long as they managed to preserve their youthful and 

attractive bodies (Fee, 1973:37). 

The response in art production to this kind of thought came in 

the many paintings and prints of nude women now recognized to belittle 

women in many ways. Blatant depictions in nineteenth century art of 

odalisques and reclining naked women had their predecessors in the 

eighteenth and seventeenth century portraits of beautiful women 

dressed in provocative gowns; some which were painted by Sir Peter 

Lely between 1662 and 1665 have become known as the "Windsor 

Beauties" (Stewart, 1974:1-43). These and other sets of English 

paintings of "beauties" went through periods of disgrace and periods 



of honor, attesting to the conflicting treatment of women as objects 

of desire and prototypes of virtue (Stewart, 1974:1-43). 

If beauty is not considered to be inherent in males it is 

because the concept of a woman as a beautiful artifact is a metaphor 

that serves a particular purpose in male thinking: 

Beauty is Heaven's most bounteous gift esteem'd, 
Because by love men are from vice redeem'd 

(Shefield in Stewart, 1974:7). 

Traditional Canons of Beauty to Measure 
the Tlatilcan Female Figurines 

Nationalism played a role in the production of seventeenth 

century English portraits of women. English artists and art patrons 

set out to prove that English beauty deserved as much attention as 

Italian beauty (Stewart, 1974:3). The comparison was made in the 

realm of art, but women were the real objects of the competition. The 

standard was the Greek classical canon on which Italian Renaissance 

ideals were based, and indeed many of the English "beauties" posed as 

personifications of Classic goddesses; they held Classic objects, or 

16 
stood near Classic columns. 

At the end of the eighteenth century Neoclassicism came into 

vogue, resurrecting Greek and Roman forms and ideas and applying them 

16. Classical canons for male beauty exist as well, for 
example the Apollo and the Adonis prototypes. However, there are no 
English paintings showing gentlemen posing as such, nor the "Windsor 
Beauties" were ever confused with the English male nobility. As far 
as this author knows there are no Paleolithic, nor Mesoamerican 
Preclassic male figurines, referred to as "Apollos" due to their 
handsomely sculpted body proportions. 
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to every aspect of life. Thus, Classical rules persisted (and in many 

ways still do) as the correct ones for measuring good taste. The 

yardstick for determining feminine beauty in the nineteenth century 

and beginnings of the twentieth century was the Classical ideal of 

feminine beauty. In 1836, a book entitled Beauty: Illustrated Chiefly 

by an Analysis and Classification of Beauty in Women, was published. 

The compelling force that drove Alexander Walker to write this vast 

and dense "study" was the lack of a book about the forms and 

proportions of women, when even those of lesser animals had been 

studied (Walker, 1836). In the chapter dedicated to women in art, he 

lists, one by one, the proportions of the Venus of Medici as the ideal 

of feminine beauty and proceeds to describe, inch by inch, her soft 

smooth body (Walker, 1836:369). 

The Classical Greek influence on Victorian thought still 

haunts the twentieth century, and when art historians and 

anthropologists consider female beauty in art, the Classical canons 

are again and again used as the basis for comparison. Among the vast 

number of styles in Preclassic figurines, type D1 from Tlatilco was 

singled out because, to archeologists and artists educated in Western 

traditions, type Dl's proportions were more familiar to their tastes. 

This is the reason that George Vaillant (1931a:34) gives for naming 

type Dl, the "pretty lady." Other writers confirm that such was the 

case by explaining the title as a reasonable outcome of what they 

perceived as a similarity between Greek canons of body proportions and 

Dl figurines (Covarrubias, 1943:46; Barba de Pina Chan, 1956:169; 

Tib6n, 1967:17; Gendrop, 1970:11; Reyna-Robles, 1971:23). Naturally, 



this was only an effort to fit unknown concepts into familiar 

constructs. 

One of these authors, Gutierre Tibon (1967:17), ventures to 

ascribe the Tlatilcans with his own, classically derived, taste: "It 

appears that the distinction between ugly and pretty was, among the 

Tlatilcans, as important as it is in contemporary society. In a large 

number of figurines the artistic purpose of looking for beauty, 

according to the Hellenic and today's canons of feminine aesthetics, 

is evident to the sight" (author's translation). Not contenting 

himself with such an affirmation, this scholar goes on to expose his 

own discriminating tastes about female beauty in what is described in 

Mexico as malinchismo (a word used to signify the love for foreign 

objects and ideas): "There are feminine portraits at Tlatilco that, 

far from evoking the already traditional cliche portrait of the 

Mexican Indian woman, show us types which look like little French 

women, little English women, little Scandinavian women; with touches 

of refined coquetry; something to disconcert and startle us" (author's 

translation) (Tibon, 1967:17). Tibon goes even further by stating 

that the figurines called "pretty ladies" are the exaltation of "pure" 

feminine beauty as found in European types of women, and takes the 

final step by labeling one of his illustrations of Tlatilcan D1 

figurines as La Irlandesita, or Little Irish Person (feminine gender). 

In contrast to the "classical faction," other authors assure 

us that the Preclassic female figurines' shape responded to a marked 

Tlatilcan male taste. Ignacio Bernal (1976:132) tries to explain 

Preclassic taste for female beauty by digging into Postclassic 



literature, narrating how Huemac, the last king of Tula when in need 

of sexual gratification "asked the Nonoualcs to bring him a woman by 

commanding: 'and I order you to bring me a woman with hips four palms 

in width...."' Several women were brought to him but no one filled 

his specifications. Apparently women did not have such wide hips in 

Postclassic times either. Bernal tries to console the king by 

observing that "in Tlatilco though, the figurines have incomparable 

figures, which perhaps would have appealed to Huemac more than the 

ladies brought to him" (Bernal, 1976:132). Maybe Huemac would have 

contented himself with a Tlatilcan figurine because it is truly 

doubtful that most Tlatilcan women had hips as wide as the ones 

depicted in that style. The hypothesis is extremely weak because 

there is no way of knowing what kind of ideals for female beauty the 

Tlatilcan population had. Besides, the wide hips of the female 

figurines have their counterpart in the male figurines's thighs, 

although the male's thighs are not as wide as some of the females' 

(fig. 17). It is also impossible to know if the Tlatilcan artist was 

a female or a male. If the artist was a female, was she representing 

a male taste or a female taste, or was she following an artistic 

tradition or a symbolic thought? 

Tlatilcan Figurines as Catalysts for Scholars' Fantasies 

Alexander von Wuthenau (1969:13), referring to the Preclassic 

figurines, says that these "very small masterpieces... speak from man 

to man, eloquently and directly." Paul Westheim (1950:171-172) 

confidently says: 
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These figurines represent women, naked women. For the men who 
modeled them, and for the public who would admire their art— 
also a masculine public—woman, naked woman was the 
phenomenon that before all, excited and fulfilled his fantasies. 
Erotic fantasy, erotic dream, one adopting form and character 
(author's translation). 

And with no second thoughts whatsoever, he continues to assure us 

that "the (female) figurines had no other function than the expression 

of the desires which were the goal of the other sex" (Westheim, 

1950:171-172). Gutierre Tibon emphatically agrees and quotes 

Westheim's words in his 1976 publication (p.30), and Michael Coe's 

assertion (quoted on p. 27) which emphasizes women's beauty only in 

relation to male taste. 

Combining these fantasies with images of nude women in 

Classical, and Venetian Rennaissance art, a reclining Tlatilcan 

figurine is labeled as La Belleza or The Beauty. Images of Goya's 

nude Maja, Titian's Venus of Urbino, and Manet's Olympia may have 

whirled in the mind of the Mexican poet Carlos Pellicer when he 

arranged the figurines in the Anahuacalli Museum (Anahuacalli, 

1965:13) (fig. 18). And, if these images come to mind when in the 

presence of just one figurine, why not arrange the varied poses of 

Tlatilcan figurines into a parody of a sixteenth century Venetian 

painting depicting a mythological scene showing a sleeping Venus 

(compare figs. 19 and 20). This scene of "Tlatilcan life" was 

exhibited at the Anahuacalli as part of the collection of the late 

Mexican artist Diego Rivera. Coincidentally, the staring figure in 

the group is quite similar to that of the salacious faun in Titian's 

painting. It should be noted that scenes like this one are no longer 



on exhibition, but, unfortunately, books (Anahuacalli, 1965; von 

Wuthenau, 1965) perpetuate the painful distortion of a Tlatilcan 

gathering. 

Other men might like to stare at naked or almost naked women 

as avidly as the man in the "pseudo-Tlatilcan" scene. And they do 

stare, thanks to the outlets that most societies provide for the 

sexual desires of their members. Beauty contests and cabaret shows 

provide "respectable" men with such an opportunity: and here they are, 

ladies and gentlemen, the "delightful clay figurines, featuring 

cheerful scantily-clad girls performing a dance. Venus Tlatilco has 

taken a great deal of trouble over her hairdress, and in painting her 

body in lieu of clothing. She is not an established deity, but 

personifies... the ideal of womanly beauty" (Disselhoff and Linne, 

1966:15-16). Give your applause to these "bacchante-like dancers" 

(Anton and Dockstader, n.d.16) (fig. 21), "they execute a dance which 

is not social, individual nor sacred. The objective of their dance is 

to entertain their public, undoubtedly masculine, to fascinate it with 

the grace of their movements as well as with their sexual attraction" 

(author's translation) (Westheim, 1980:192). However, if you are not 

a patron of the cabarets, you can always see them at the museum 

because, as advertised in one catalogue, "these 'pretty ladies' still 

flaunt their beauty before all comers today. They are nude or, at 

least, topless" (Rosshandler, 1972:17) (fig. 22). Even more, "most of 

the time they are shown from the front, leaving the back barely 

sketched, so as to appear from the most flattering angle. They 
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rejoice in being women and reveal themselves in broad daylight as on 

the day of creation" (Rosshandler, 1972:20). 

Taking into consideration the above descriptions, it becomes 

obvious that the Tlatilcan female figurines have been cast by male 

scholars in a blatantly sexual role. In the midst of their 

fantasies these men disregard any other female contribution to 

Tlatilcan culture. In the process, they attribute to the figurines 

one of the most demeaning roles in almost any society, one that does 

not grant prestige, nor power, nor deference (Schlegel, 1977:3). It 

is hard to imagine that Tlatilcan women played no other role than that 

of a cabaret dancer, or a shapely figure for the enjoyment of the 

opposite sex. Contemporary men might have trouble in openly admitting 

that they consider women as amenable devices for their sexual desires 

but, if non-living-primitive women are the catalysts, the fantasies 

flow freely. 

"Primitive" Womanhood and Social Darwinism 

When English anthropologists began to study the colonies of 

the Commonwealth, they began to make comparisons between their 

"civilized" society and that of the "primitive" peoples they 

encountered. Social evolutionary theories sprang from their biased 

research. These theories postulated "civilization" as the highest 

achievement of the human race and primitive societies as the lowest, 

giving in this manner a justification to their own society for the 

exploitation of other groups of people (Fee, 1973:23). Primitive men, 

and in particular primitive women were believed to have few or no 
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moral standards as compared with Europeans. These simplistic 

judgements were based on ethnocentric judgements of "savages," their 

lack of clothing and apparent sexual freedom (Fee, 1973:29). Since 

the first contacts with other societies, "civilized" men have had 

constant fantasies about spending a day in the tropics, in the midst 

of coconut trees and of course, beautiful women. One of these 

dreamers confides to us that: 

the pretty ladies and their real-life models... lived naked 
under Mexico's sun and loved to adorn themselves and to paint 
face and body with red or yellow earth.... Their hair, too, 
was dyed red or yellow, no doubt in order to please the male 
sex—or is there some other explanation?... They wore 
earrings and also necklaces. And any who wished to look 
specially beautiful must have been prepared to suffer. Almost 
unimaginably, some human remains show incisors with green jade 
inlays; only stone implements were available for such feats of 
cosmetic dentistry. Still unclothed except for decorative 
sandals, almost all the "pretty girls" had magnificent and 
varied hairstyles. 

He continues with his own version of an evolutionary social theory as 

it applies to women's physical types during the Preclassic period in 

Mexico: 

In the thousand years or more embracing the Transitional and 
Upper Preclassic culture, woman's physical characteristics 
changed, as did the ideal of beauty. At the outset the small 
Eves, with their opulent breasts and widely curving hips, 
could be close relatives of the Venus of Willendorf... in 
course of time they became ever more graceful, narrow-hipped, 
and coquettish. Opulent breasts dwindled. The posture became 
more of a dancer, the simple girl with long pigtails giving 
way to one more sophisticated, her hair in a deep fringe over 
the forehead. Hence, Tlatilco provides something for almost 
every taste (Anton, 1969:24-25). 

Ferdinand Anton's theory proposes that at first all Preclassic 

women were fat and mature becoming dancing children as the centuries 

passed. Then they all finally emerged as glamorous young adults with 
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sophisticated hairdos. It should be noted that most figurines do not 

wear sandals, and that both men and women adorned their teeth with 

inlays. 

Ferdinand Anton (1969:25) still tries to reassure his readers 

that "despite all the sweetness, coquettishness, and sensuality of the 

small earthen women, there is an absence of sexual or obscene 

representations." It is not hard to notice that if the Tlatilcan 

figurines are not inherently obscene, the written passage about their 

bodies is (Rice-Stenisic, 1986). As with many of his counterparts in 

the nineteenth century, this twentieth century scholar still 

daydreams, using the Tlatilcan female figurines as representations of 

those native women's "odd mixture of blushing bride and lascivious 

whore" (Fee, 1973:38-39). 

Ideals of Femininity 

Passages such as the one above, as coarse as they might appear 

to the experienced reader, are not easily caught by beginners in the 

field of Precolumbian studies nor by those insensitive to women's 

issues. Readings like these influence the reader unconsciously 

because they are wrapped in traditional rhetoric, and in the end no 

positive information is provided. Subtler, although still providing 

as much distortion of women's roles are the passages that describe the 

figurines as representations of "femininity." 

To be fully understood, the concept of femininity can only be 

defined in contrast with the concept of masculinity. Femininity and 

masculinity are learned patterns of behavior which are considered 



"natural or appropriate" for each of the two sexes (Newton, 1979:2). 

Masculinity is defined by men as "a successful participation in the 

male's sphere of business, the professions, production, money-making, 

and action-in-the-world, activities which depend crucially on 

differentiation from, and dominance over women" (Newton, 1979:2). The 

behavior expected from a feminine woman is defined always in relation 

to a male and always in relation to his sexual bliss and/or romantic 

ideals. It is not surprising then that the feminine woman is 

perennially described in terms of her looks instead of her deeds 

because in her actions she is supposed to be weak, passive, powerless, 

modest and coy; in a word, unmanly (Fee, 1973:35; Newton, 1972:2). 

She is supposed to be petite, delicate and pretty. Preferably she 

has long hair, a firm youthful figure, and breasts showing through 

demure, soft clothing; she might wear light make-up and some jewelry 

(Fee, 1973:35; Newton, 1972:5). The feminine sphere of action should 

include the successful participation of women in the workings of 

society, but it does not; the role of femininity is a passive and 

powerless one. 

Following this definition of femininity, the role of women in 

Tlatilcan society is easy to discern since, according to many authors, 

all the information available is the modeling of jewelry, elaborate 

hairdos, and a few clothes. Statements like "in grace and simple 

sophistication nothing in Mexico compares with these representations 

of an ideal feminine beauty" (author's translation) (Bernal, 1969:fig. 

4), or "the figurines are models of feminine coquetry, displaying a 

variety of hair and headdress styles, and body paint" (Covarrubias, 
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1957:24), are not surprising. In this context of the feminine ideal, 

Paul Westheim's statements (one already cited at the beginning of this 

chapter, and originally published in 1957) become significant: "it 

appears that only ornament grants these persons their authenticity" 

(Westheim, 1950:173). Male figurines are never described as ideals of 

masculinity nor in terms of their clothes and ornaments, no matter how 

elaborate these ornaments are (see figs. 13 and 23). Other authors 

(Easby and Scott, 1971:53, fig. 2) give longer descriptions of 

feminine traits: 

Type D1 figurines from Tlatilco are the most delicate and 
beautifully made of all. They are predominantly female, in 
fact very feminine, they display a variety of hair and 
headress styles, in this case with a filleted and tasseled cap 
with long streamers over finely combed hair done with a short 
pigtail in back and curl over the forehead to break the 
symmetry. The hair, ear ornaments, and patterns painted on 
the face and body are red. 

The Eternal Feminine and Other Romantic Myths 

The ideal of femininity is inescapably attached to the idea of 

romantic love. One of the best examples of this symbiosis is Goethe's 

heroine Marguerite, in Faust. Marguerite is a fourteen year-old 

virgin child when Faust, a middle-aged philosopher, falls in love with 

her. He leaves her pregnant and at the mercy of the Inquisition. She 

is condemned to death for "her" sin, and in the final chapter it is 

she who intervenes for Faust's soul which he had already sold to the 

devil. Thanks to her virtues, Faust is redeemed from his folly. 

In the end, Goethe saves his hero from the flames of Hell by calling 

unto Marguerite's innocence and love for Faust. The last verse of the 

poem consists of the now famous remark: "the eternal feminine leads us 



on high" (Goethe, 1952). This verse has come down to our times in 

countless forms, from folk sayings to psychological theories about 

women. What is remarkable for our study is that the concept of the 

"eternal feminine" has provided for further speculation about the 

nature of the Tlatilcan female figurines. Not surprisingly Goethe, as 

the scholars who singled out the D1 figurines, also believed in 

Classical Greek statues as representative of "lasting conditions" in 

the beauty of the spirit (Goethe, 1952:n.p.). 

In one essay about the Tlatilcan figurines, Ignacio Bernal 

(1959:101) applies Goethe's verse, in its most popular interpretation. 

That is, the "eternal feminine" becomes applied to the supposedly 

never ending vanity of women: "happily for us, the figurines were 

produced in incredible numbers.... naked women are shown, but— 

eternally feminine—with hands and bodies painted, and adorned with 

nose and earrings, necklaces and headdresses" (author's translation). 

Giving the concept a more sophisticated twist, and one not in 

complete disagreement with Goethe's original thoughts, Miguel 

Leon-Portilla (1983:411) interprets Goethe's original verse as the 

expression of a procreation principle which joins women and earth as 

one and the same: "The life-giving mother-goddess, the smiles of all 

Venuses or Aphrodites; the fecundity of earth or mother, entrances or 

exits for the breath of life; these were always themes in the oldest 

of cultures" (author's translation). Leon-Portilla believes that 

since all human societies known to him have defined this metaphor in 

the same terms, Precolumbian societies were no exception. Instead of 

studying the subject of the Aztec goddess Citlalinicue as 



conscientiously as he does other subjects in his book, he turns this 

chapter into an extension of seventeenth-century poetry by considering 

the goddess as one more expression of the "eternal feminine." "One 

must stand in the world of songs and flowers, to have similar 

experiences and, if necessary, turn to old poems and texts (the 

Ndhuatl ones), for motives to think and reaching deeper meanings" 

(Leon-Portilla, 1983:412) (author's translation). In eighteen pages, 

Leon-Portilla mentions the "eternal feminine" eight times in relation 

to Citlalinicue, and through Ndhuatl poems, tries to decipher the 

meaning of this goddess (if his interpretations are correct or not, is 

not the subject of this inquiry). But, surprisingly, there are no 

representations of this Aztec goddess illustrating Le6n-Portilla's 

chapter. Instead he offers us a color reproduction of a Tlatilcan 

female figurine (fig. 24) and another of a female sculpture from West 

Mexico; clearly this is a disjunction between text and images, and 

between his knowledge of Nahuatl poetry and the iconography of the 

Preclassic Period. The persistence of this kind of eighteenth century 

romantic myth in contemporary scholarly writings cannot be ignored 

because these myths, no matter how ancient, and/or how poetic, still 

influence today's studies. 

The Feminine Dichotomy 

Two extremes characterize the concept of woman as a charming 

thing: one is a chaste, unexciting, simple kind of beauty, and the 

other is sexy and alluring glamour (Newton, 1972:57). The movie star 

is the best modern example of a glamourous beauty (Newton, 1972:43). 



Another example of marketable glamour is the Barbie doll which became 

popular in the 1950's. At this time little girls were offered as a 

toy, a small (approximately twenty centimeters high) young adult 

female instead of the baby dolls their mothers played with. 

Needless to say, this doll was so "ideally" shapely that it looked 

grotesque. It had extremely large breasts, a tiny waist, long blonde 

hair, and permanently high-heeled shaped feet. Still, the doll did 

not appear so distorted because it was as slender as a Botticellian 

Venus. More importantly, it corresponded to the ideal of glamourous 

beauty generated by movie makers and magazine producers. "Barbie" was 

sold with glamorous clothes so that little girls could dress and 

undress her. They could buy several sets of fashions and furniture as 

Barbie needed them. But the movie star and the fashion doll represent 

only one type of woman among the enormous variety of women's body 

shapes, colors and personalities. In reality, this is a totally 

artificial image to which only a tiny fraction of women can compare, 

and that, only after phenomenal efforts at make-up and great 

expenditures in clothes. These are the looks of the glamorous, 

adored, famous beauty which supposedly "presents women at their 

'best,1 that is, at their most desirable and exciting to men" (Newton, 

1979:57). The same paradigm that has been used to construct a Barbie 

doll served, at times, as the model for the characterization of the 

Tlatilcan female figurines as cabaret dancers and/or beauty 

contestants, and who were named, subtly or directly, "Venus Tlatilco." 

More openly, Bradley Smith (1968:30) says that the Preclassic 

figurines represent "glamourous girls (who) recline in provocative 



68 

positions as though in a harem," and Ferdinand Anton (1975:16) names 

one of the figurines "Greta," probably after the famous Swedish movie 

star Greta Garbo. 

Paul Westheim (see p. 27) sums up the dichotomy between chaste 

and sexual women in his interpretation of two different physical types 

in the Tlatilcan figurines: the single and the married woman. Not 

surprisingly, the most desirable woman to this scholar is the "single 

woman" represented by the "pretty ladies." Equating the beauty of 

woman to her civil status is, of course, incongruent. Florencio 

Garcia Cisneros (1970:11) takes the reader a step further, stating 

that "most of the figurines represent women in pregnancy or post-

pregnancy" as if the "state of post-pregnancy" could be observed. 

Such statements illustrate Esther Newton's (1979:57) hypothesis on the 

symbolic images of women. She proposes that there is a strong 

division between "declasse"' and "respectable" types: glamorous women 

and prostitutes are seen as bad but exciting and sexy, while the 

respectable woman is seen as good and nice, but dull. 

Analysis of the Phrase "Pretty Lady" 

It is necessary to analyze concepts of beauty and womanhood in 

order to better understand the labeling of the Tlatilco D1 figurines. 

Considering the arguments stated above, even the adjectives 

"beautiful" and "feminine" significantly narrow the roles that a woman 

is expected to fill in her social group. The phrase "pretty lady" is 

the phrase which should now be defined. This phrase, besides further 

narrowing the concept of a woman, belittles them in several ways. 
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"Pretty" means 

beautiful in a dainty or diminutive way (of woman or child); 
attractive to eye, ear, or aesthetic sense; fine, good of its 
kind; (used as an irony) (Dictionaries, 1925:653). Said of 
women and children as opposed to handsome. Handsome is having 
a fine form or figure, usually in conjuction with full size or 
stateliness or beautiful with dignity (Dictionaries, 1955:1578). 

Although symbols/words can never be translated with 

exactitude, it can be'said that "pretty" and "bonita" have similar 

meanings; interestingly enough in both languages, English and Spanish, 

these words could denote the same sense of irony. 

The dictionary defines "lady" as 

A ruling woman; woman to whom man is devoted, mistress, love; 
...woman belonging to, or fitted by manners, habits, and 
sentiments, for, the upper classes (corresponding to 
gentleman); (courteously for) woman (as vocative only poetic 
or vulgar in singular, but usual form of address in plural; 
wife of holder of courtesy title "lord;" (with -clerk, -
doctor, -president -dog) female; (with -cook, -parlourmaid, -
help) claiming to be treated as a lady (Dictionaries, 
1925:453). Now, chiefly restricted to instances in which the 
formal title "lady" is involved in the relationship; otherwise 
vulgar (Dictionaries, 1955:1098). "Lady" is any woman 
(Dictionaries, 1967:801). 

In Spanish the correct translation of such title is dama. It is 

sometimes used to refer to the Tlatilcan figurines because the 

translator in turn observed the difference between the two languages, 

and dama seemed more appropriate than mujer. However, the first 

mistranslation was that of "pretty lady" to "mujer bonita," which, at 

least on the surface, does not mean the same thing. 

In relation to the word "handsome," which is usually applied 

to male beauty, the word "beauty" is a step down in hierarchy. The 

word "pretty" exists much lower in prestige than "beauty" does. In 

the phrase "pretty lady," the aura of high distinction of the word 



"lady" contrasts sharply with the low status of the word "pretty" 

(until one realizes that the term when not restricted to a formal 

title is "otherwise vulgar"); the two words used side by side in the 

same phrase create a powerful contradiction in the minds of listeners 

or readers; the complete phrase compounds the ambiguity of the word 

"lady." The same inconsistency applies in Spanish regardless of the 

translation of "lady" as "mujer" or "dama." 

As the dictionaries proclaim, any woman can be called a lady, 

although not every man can be called a lord. Centuries ago however 

this was not the case. The word and concept of a lady has, over time, 

become universalized. "Universalization" occurs to women's titles 

with an overwhelming insidiousness as compared to titles for men 

(Schulz, 1975:65). Muriel Schulz demostrates in her article that, 

basically, all female nouns have degenerated in one way or another, 

and at one time or another, into "prostitute." The universalization 

of a title is what Schulz (1975:65) refers to as a mild case of 

derogation: "lord," for example, is still reserved as a title for 

deities and certain Englishmen, but any woman might be called a "lady" 

(Schulz, 1975:65). In fact, Schulz (1975:65) says that "in common 

language, the word's pejorative connotations override those of its 

politeness." Robin Lakoff (1975:20) explains why this is the case; 

she brings to light that in reality "lady" is an euphemism for woman. 

Furthermore, she points out that in professional relationships, the 

more demeaning the job, the more the person holding it is apt to be 

called a lady, hence a cleaning lady, never a cleaning gentleman; also 

never a lady doctor, which is now considered an insult. When William 



Fleming (1980:328) describes the woman swinging in Fragonard's The 

Swing, as "the young aristocrat's 'lady-love'" the reader knows 

instantly, and subliminally, that this lady is not by any means a 

"lady." 

A key factor for the study of the Tlatilcan figurines is Robin 

Lakoff's (1975:22-23) observation that: "... if in a particular 

sentence, both "woman" and "lady" might be used, the use of the latter 

tends to trivialize the subject matter under discussion, often subtly 

ridiculing the woman involved." If this subtle ridicule of a woman's 

image is coupled with the not so subtle, mocking attitude of "pretty," 

it becomes obvious why the phrase "pretty lady" was originally, and 

still is, a rather sarcastic remark. It must be remembered that the 

phrase was not first invented with the purpose of writing about the D1 

figurines but that it was used in verbal communication by the 

archeologists, and most probably by other non-academically trained 

people. Clearly, this is the kind of ridicule uttered in common 

language about a woman who does not fit ideal images of beauty. 

Some educated people would still insist that they used the 

word "lady" as a sign of politeness. Maybe they admired the figurines 

so much that they decided to give them a title of nobility. 

Unfortunately, "politeness is used to imbue with dignity a person or 

concept that normally is not thought of having dignity" (Lakoff, 

1975:24-25). In casual conversation, the men working in the digs 

were making fun of women. They felt uneasy about openly calling these 

cruder (compared with Hellenistic and movie-star standards) figurines 

ugly women—as uneasy as they would have felt in the presence of a 



real woman—so they opted for politeness rather than directness 

(Lakoff, 1975:26 and 74). A euphemism was the accepted behavior in 

this situation. The scholars' real feelings about the figurines 

became evident as they carelessly used the popular phrase in print as 

if it had some intellectual content in relation to the archeological 

classifications. The twist in this situation is that in serious 

writings scholars must not use euphemisms because they cloud the issue 

which they must clarify by using simple and direct concepts. In our 

case, the use of the euphemism has revealed the uneasiness with which 

the writers have treated the subject of the Tlatilcan figurines. 

Female scholars have also helped in the perpetuation of this 

type of discrimination, although from another point of view. Some 

share men's point of view about women's low status, others try to 

elevate the rank of the figurines by using the term "lady." Such is 

the case when Nancy K. Sandars (1985:40) once calls the Woman of 

Willendorf, the lady from Willendorf. These are false positions, or 

at the least confused perceptions, based on sharing the male point of 

view of what women ought to be (Lakoff, 1975:24-25). In the first 

place, if all women need to be called "ladies" to raise their social 

rank this is a clear indication that their status is already 

considered low; the same is true when the term is applied to the 

Tlatilcan figurines. In the second place, the behavioral role of a 

lady is that of a helpless creature who is not in control of her 

destiny (Lakoff, 1975:24-25). In the end, the few women who have used 

the term to elevate the figurines' status as great art pieces have not 

succeeded. Unconsciously, what they also achieve is the perpetuation 



of the female gender as an ambiguous entity which does not deserve to 

be recognized as worthy of all human rights. 

Another facet of the problem of the status of women as it 

relates to the labels given to the Tlatilcan female figurines must be 

considered. This is the practice of referring to, or treating, women 

as if they were children. Miguel Covarrubias (1957:28) once 

interchanged the phrase "pretty lady type" with the phrase "pretty 

girl type" to refer to the Preclassic figurines, and Leo Rosshandler 

(1972) abuses the word "girl" by using it in sixty-six instances out 

of seventy-five Tlatilcan female figurines illustrated in his 

catalogue. The meaning of this unconscious exchange is that the terms 

"lady" and "child" are metaphorically related in traditional thought: 

if a "lady" is not in charge of her own destiny, her status is none 

other than that of a child. Thus, the word "girl" can be used as 

another euphemism for woman since "in stressing the idea of 

immaturity, it removes the sexual connotations lurking in 'woman'" 

(Lakoff, 1975:26). But a woman again is not a child. So, by calling 

one so, limitations are imposed on her behavior because she is 

"considered too immature and too far from real life to be entrusted 

with reponsibilities and with decisions of any serious nature" 

(Lakoff, 1975:26). Michael Coe and Frederick Dockstader stress the 

diminutive even further by calling the figurines "these little ladies" 

(Coe, 1984:54) and "the little girl Tlatilco" (Dockstader, 1961:40). 

If the term "lady" became universalized, representing all women, 

and not only women of high status, the word "girl" became homogenized, 

that is, "it refers to females of any status or age" (McConnell-Ginet, 
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1980:9). By universalization and horaogenization, female terms lose 

their sex or role specificity while words to designate men seldom 

degenerate in such a manner (McConnell-Ginet, 1980:9). 

In sharp contrast with the language employed to describe 

female figurines, male D1 figurines are absolutely never called 

"boys," much less "pretty boys." ̂  

Some Tlatilcan male figurines project such a stately 

appearance that they could be labeled "handsome men," but this is not 

done in the literature. The D1 male figurines in figs. 13, 17 and 23 

represent men as naked as many of the female figurines represent naked 

women. However, they are not labeled as "nude man" nor "handsome man" 

nor "topless man" nor any other of the combinations which could result 

by pairing these adjectives with "lord;" male figurines are simply, 

and respectfully, labeled "man" or "standing figure" (for example: 

Coe, 1965:67, fig. 102; Thomson, 1971:25, fig. 14). If the male 

figurines' meaning is not yet known, at least they are given neutral 

labels, labels that leave the reader wondering what kind of persons 

these men were or what kind of social role they filled in their 

society. 

17. There was only one instance in which the phrase "pretty 
boy" was found to be used in the bibliography used to research this 
paper. It describes the young homosexual, of delicate and handsome 
features, and whose role is a positive one within this subculture. 
However, he suffers the same perils of the "pretty girl," because by 
age thirty, at the latest, he loses his looks and therefore his 
privileged status (Newton, 1979:105). 
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Conclusions 

Labeling some of the Tlatilcan female figurines "pretty 

ladies" is not a case of innocent flattery as might appear at first 

sight. Labels such as this "submerge a woman's personal identity, by 

encouraging expressions that suggest triviality in subject matter... 

and by treating her as an object—sexual or otherwise—but never a 

serious person with individual views" (Lakoff, 1975:4). 

Labels such as "pretty lady" and even respectful labels such 

as "beautiful woman" narrow the concept of a woman to one aspect of 

her whole person. Her beauty is emphasized while other attributes 

(socio-cultural or human) are considered unimportant. This phenomenon 

is called "categorization," and a categorization "is a natural way of 

identifying a kind of object or experience by highlighting certain 

properties, downplaying others, and hiding still others" (Lakoff and 

Johnson, 1980:13, 163). It then follows that "true statements made in 

terms of human categories typically do not predicate properties of 

objects in themselves but rather interactional properties that make 

sense only relative to human functioning" (Lakoff and Johnson, 

1980:163). It is clear that women have been categorized into a 

concept that not only defines them as beautiful things but as quasi-

humans. When a categorization is this dehumanizing, it is called a 

stereotype, and stereotypes produce prejudices and errors in judgement 

which in turn are manifested in derogatory jokes and abusive remarks 

about the group of people in question (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980:74-75; 

Lakoff, 1975:82). The phrase "pretty lady" is but one illustration of 

the discrimination against women. 



76 

In. Precolumbian literature, this label has produced confusion 

and misinterpretations. If the Tlatilcan female figurines' meaning is 

defined as trivial, there is no reason to pursue their study. When 

terms such as "pretty lady" are used, jokingly or seriously, to define 

women in past societies, all they do is reflect our own projections 

and prejudices about women and women's roles in our own time. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

ANALYSIS OF THE LANGUAGE USED TO DESCRIBE THE TLATILCAN FIGURINES: 

ETHNOCENTRIC BIASES 

If types of discrimination could be graded as to which are the 

most pervasive and insidious, sexual bias would be number one on the 

list (Lakoff, 1975:42). The greatest obstacle to studying the 

Tlatilcan female figurines comes from such unconscious and subliminal 

biases. Other kinds of prejudices combine with sexual ones to 

further entangle an already complicated problem, concealing in this 

manner the meaning of the Tlatilcan female figurines in an 

unintelligible web formed by the illogical threads of ethnocentrism 

and intellectual snobbery (Rice-Steniseck, 1986). 

Ethnocentric attitudes and writings interfere directly and 

constantly with the formal and iconographic study of the Tlatilcan 

female figurines, and with the close examination of the Preclassic 

Period as a complex network of sites and cultures. Ethnocentrism 

embroils the Preclassic specialist, as well as the general public, 

in the turmoil of academic and international politics which in turn 

hamper the study of the figurines to the point of making it almost 

impossible. 

The term ethnocentrism is used to define a point of view 

colored by the culture and time period where it originates, clouding 

the clear vision and understanding of other cultural groups. In real 



situations, an absolute, unbiased study of another culture is 

virtually impossible. Nonetheless, ethnocentrism is real, and it 

implies the unacceptability of different cultural values, an attitude 

that leads the individual into insensitive judgements and actions that 

insult the group discussed. The sarcastic remarks about the Woman of 

Willendorf. not only because she is a fat and mature woman but because 

she belongs to a level of human social integration which is considered 

inferior or "primitive" in relation to that of modern "civilized" 

peoples are an example. In the process of defining other groups of 

people ethnocentrically, the addressing group defines itself as 

automatically superior (Fee, 1973:26). 

Ethnocentrism in the Study of Tlatilcan 
Peoples and Figurines 

The unequal relationships between today's "civilized" scholars 

and long-gone "primitive" peoples as those of Tlatilco, have produced 

strange statements about this Preclassic society. Michael Coe 

(1984:50-51), in his book Mexico, does not hesitate to uncover "a 

distinctly macabre streak in the art of the inhabitants of Tlatilco, 

who had a psychological bent that delighted in monstrosities." He 

discovers this macabre psychological bent only through the superficial 

observation of two-headed figurines and hunchbacks depicted in some 

Tlatilcan clay sculpture. Instead of considering the possible 

symbolic significance of the two-headed figurines, he proceeds to 

inform his readers that "two-headed people, or heads with three eyes, 

two noses and two mouths, and hunchbacks, are representations of 

outrageous deformities; ...the most usual kind of freak being the two-



headed figurines" (Coe, 1984:50; 1965:45). To him, "shamans were 

horribly ugly and sometimes masked," the masks per se being as "of the 

most sinister appearance; ...a few of them oddly split vertically into 

two distinct faces, one of which might be a skull, for instance, and 

the other half an idiot with protruding tongue" (Coe, 1984:50-51). 

Most scholars have interpreted these masks as representations of a 

duality principle in which life and death were complementary to each 

other. Coe, instead, casts the "life" side of the mask as a 

representation of a mentally retarded person, disclosing in the 

process his actual feelings about the culture he is "studying." 

Describing a group of people as "having a bent" for the 

representation of deformed and mentally retarded persons casts them 

into a mental and emotional frame which is inadequate to the 

functioning of "normal" societies and not as rational as "civilized" 

groups who prefer representations of beautiful, therefore intelligent 

individuals. Words such as "horribly ugly," "macabre," "outrageously 

deformed," and "sinister," not to mention "idiot," in effect toss the 

people of Tlatilco into definitions of "evil." It should not be 

surprising that "evil" was, for nineteenth century anthropologists, 

synonymous with "primitive" (Fee, 1973:38). Obviously such attitudes 

still permeate the thought of twentieth century "civilized" scholars. 

Failing to admit the aesthetic sophistication of the 

Paleolithic and Preclassic artists, many scholars take Social-

Darwinist theories to their extreme. Italian art historian Franco 

Monti (1969:35-36) writes that the "lack of proportion... in primitive 

art ...is due to the fact that in those times art was still in its 
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infancy." In the same vein Clarence Hay observes (1923:261) that the 

Preclassic figurines "are the working of the savage, groping for self-

expression in art." One then imagines this caricaturesque "cave 

idiot" succeeding at something of acceptable quality, only after her 

or his mind has haphazardly struggled to send out the correct messages 

for her or his clumsy fingers to change one lump of clay into a barely 

pleasing piece of sculpture. Unquestionably this was not the case 

since the clay figurines' formal qualities range considerably in craft 

skills, from extremely poor to highly accomplished, just as the art 

production of our times or any other in Western, or Precolumbian 

history. 

Other scholars find themselves at odds trying to reconcile 

what they "know" about "primitive" peoples and what they actually see 

in Tlatilcan' art. Contradictions arise in their minds because, after 

all, only a few, intelligent individuals (like the Classic Greeks) 

could transform pieces of stone or lumps of clay into exquisite pieces 

of art. So scholars doubt and ponder on how this Preclassic "brute" 

could have developed into such a fine artist. 

Clarence Hay (1923: 261) considers that even "though many of 

the images are grotesquely crude, some of them—particularly in 

respect to the heads—are surprisingly well executed and indicate a 

long process of development" (author's emphasis). Or similarly, 

"surprisingly" the "savage mind" is going through a rational and 

emotional process comparable to any found in "civilized" peoples. 

Ignacio Bernal (in Albers, 1970:n.p.) becomes utterly confused about 

this situation, contradicting himself in the same sentence: "For us, 



the Preclassic figurines represent primitive beauty, the earliest 

evidence that the people of these regions showed an interest in their 

own image; with inexperienced hands—though highly dexterous and 

sensitive—they modeled actual or ideal features of the people they 

saw around them" (author's emphasis). 

In some cases, the ethnocentrism with which the Tlatilcan 

figurines have been treated is rather blatant. Scholars try to 

prove that the group in question is definitely inferior because their 

physical characteristics differ from the researchers'. These remarks, 

as the sexist opinions about the female figurines, pass as 

intellectual and scientific evidence. 

Some belittleing statements rely on studies like that of 

Wiercirfski, who in 1972 tried to prove the presence of peoples of 

different color and physical attributes within the population of 

Tlatilco. According to this study there were in Tlatilco several 

racial types which derived from the seven main racial elements. In 

the same year, Frances Pratt and Carlo Gay, (1972:262) after 

elaborating unfounded theories, informed us that the custom of burying 

figurines with the dead not only did not originate in the New World, 

but that the people who originated and developed it in Preclassic 

times were "in some way related to the Caucasian race." They explain 

how "seemingly, the phenomenon of burying figurines with the dead, 

was confined to ethnic groups in which the white blood strain was 

either dominant or at least present in a meaningful degree because 

there is no evidence that peoples of the black and yellow races ever 

practiced this custom in the Old World" (Pratt and Gay, 1972:262). As 



a result of such observations, there supposedly were white and dark 

peoples inhabiting Tlatilco, and the "white element" was responsible 

for one of the most important known traits of that culture, that of 

burying figurines with the dead. What is really postulated is that 

New World peoples could not think by themselves, owing the very 

foundations of their culture to a select group of individuals of the 

white race. 

After comments like those, it should not be surprising that 

von Wuthenau (1969:49) finds no "genuine Indians" among the Preclassic 

figurines but that he does discover "real Chinese and very Japanese 

wrestlers, Tartars, all kinds of white people, especially Semitic 

types with and without beards, and a surprising number of Negroes and 

those with Negroid elements," that a Tlatilcan mask has a "definitely 

Semitic look" (von Wuthenau, 1969:38), and that some unattractive 

figurines "might indicate an ancient, inbred race in the process of 

degeneration" (von Wuthenau, 1969:44). "In short," he concludes 

"everything is represented that humanity has produced, including ugly 

and ordinary as well as very beautiful people" (von Wuthenau, 

1969:44). If the arguments about race, ethnocentrism and sexism have 

been carefully followed by the reader, the last piece of this pattern 

should fall naturally into place: the "white element" in Preclassic 

peoples is personified by the D1 type figurines known as "pretty 

ladies" (von Wuthenau, 1969:91) (fig. 25). The D1 type belongs to the 

"superior" race because they are the "better made" and the ones which 

coincide with Western aesthetic canons of human proportion, because 

they have elegant fine noses, and because they have delicate features. 
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In sum, because their physical features are perceived as closer to the 

Caucasian type. 

Alexander von Wuthenau, in his book The Art of Terracotta 

Pottery in Pre-Columbian Central and South America (1969), gives 

unwillingly, a good example of how these "theories" originate, 

and finally become accepted as intrinsic truths. In a capsule, von 

Wuthenau demostrates the process: the "educated observation" on which 

he bases his hypotheses, the naming of certain figurines in accordance 

with the unfounded hypothesis, the supposed universal acceptance of 

the term by using the passive grammatical mode, and finally, the 

classification of newly found figurines into the invented category. 

The process which took von Wuthenau a few pages from beginning to end, 

took for the Tlatilcan figurines, at least four decades, from 1931 to 

1971. In describing some of Las Bocas D type figures, von Wuthenau 

begins with the visual evidence: 

The large head in the center (of plate 105) is from Puebla 
and demostrates the artist's thorough command of a highly 
developed ceramic technique. The expressive face with the 
little snub nose and the interesting headdress make it 
another example of what may be called the 'Contra-Olmec' 
racial type. Below are seen, in reduced scale, two heads 
found at Tlapacoya. Both the bearded man, the prototype of 
many later representations, and the woman (on the left) 
suggest an admixture of Asiatic blood. The two small figures 
above come from Tlatilco. Both these enchanting girls are 
again excellent examples of 'Contra-Olmecs' of the middle 
pre-Classic period (von Wuthenau, 1969:108). 

First, he invents a term, then he proceeds immediately to accept it as 

if it had been already adopted by others, and finally, he gives 

examples that corroborate the validity of his theory. By "Contra-

Olmecs" von Wuthenau means the white race living in the highlands, he 
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names it so because some scholars have postulated (a theory yet to be 

studied) that the Olmecs appeared to have shown negroid physical 

characteristics. Therefore, the term "Contra-Olmecs" meant "contrary 

to the Olmecs or, having delicate features and body proportions more 

similar to Caucasians. The phrase "Contra-Olmecs" did not become 

established in Precolumbian studies because it was clearly derogatory 

to the highly regarded Preclassic Olmec culture. 

Academic Ethnocentrism 

Two previously mentioned scholars, Ignacio Bernal and Michael 

Coe, specialize in the study of the Preclassic Period, focusing on 

the Olmecs. Often they overlook the high cultural achievements of the 

Valley of Mexico peoples in favor of those of the lowland Olmecs, or 

attribute the best formally executed artifacts to the influence of 

Olmec art in the Mexican Basin. This biased academic attitude 

towards a particular field is what we could call "academic 

ethnocentrism." It is damaging to all studies of Precolumbian art 

because when even a fine scholar is looking for information in an area 

outside of her or his specialty, she or he relies on written syntheses 

by specialized and prominent scholars in the field. Thus an excellent 

book on Aztec art, repeats the same biased information about the 

Preclassic: that the Olmec were the best of all cultures at the time, 

that the Valley of Mexico was inhabited by simple farmers as compared 

to the ceremonious Olmecs, that their art was simple in comparison with 

the Olmecs', that the female figurines represent mothers, and that 
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"the complex symbolic imagery of the later periods is not yet present" 

(Pasztory, 1983:38). 

Art historical tradition which favors large and permanent 

artifacts, along with a predilection for large, apparently male 

artistic production, enhance the conceptualization of the Olmecs as 

the "first great civilization of Mesoamerica." In contrast with the 

Olmecs, who produced monumental sculpture and architecture, and 

basically male and asexual figurines, the central characteristic of 

the art production in the Highlands was the predominantly intimate 

scale and the dominant number of the female figurines. Highland, and 

particularly Tlatilcan art has been neglected because of its perceived 

trivial subject matter and small size, in spite of the fact that many 

Tlatilcan female figurines (and other artifacts) project a sense of 

monumentality. Carmen Cook de Leonard (1959:547) dismisses the study 

of the "attractive female figurines" as "great sculpture" when she 

compares them with the enormous Olmec heads and serpentine male 

figurines from La Venta and San Lorenzo. Comments like these have 

engendered interest in the study of the Preclassic Period through 

"Olmec eyes" rather than as an overview of cultural sites with 

powerful interconnections. 

Archeological Sites 

When some archeological sites are given priority not on their 

own evidence but on their relationship to others regarded as more 

important, a strong bias in the observation and classification of data 

results. The selection of these "more important" sites or cultures 



could be due to political, nationalistic, scholastic or individual 

pressures. The resulting lack of insight into what was happening 

around and beyond the culture defined as more influential is another 

case of "academic ethnocentrism." Some scholars select a field of 

study then ignore information which would diminish its position as the 

major contributor of cultural traits in their area of study; factions 

develop and at times it becomes all but impossible to give or accept 

cooperation in order to solve pressing problems within the field of 

Precolumbian art and archeology. 

Tlatilco was initially excavated not because of the artistic 

quality of its figurines, nor because its burials could give evidence 

of a highly organized community in the Valley of Mexico. The 

overriding consideration in excavating Tlatilco was "the possibility 

of establishing, in a scientific manner, the contemporaneity of the so 

called Olmec Culture with the Archaic Culture" (author's translation) 

(Pina Chan, 1958:6). Most American and Mexican archeologists of the 

1940's and 1950's were interested in establishing the Olmec as the 

mother culture of Mesoamerica. Findings at Tlatilco of some Olmec 

style figurines was what induced Miguel Covarrubias at the outset of 

the 1940's to begin digging there (Covarrubias, 1950:153). In 1950 he 

wrote that th ; "most sensational" findings in Tlatilco, at the time 

just before the excavations were underway, consisted of the "splendid 

figures of serpentine and white sliped clay of pure Olmec style" 

(Covarrubias, 1950:153). This approach has undermined the study of 

Tlatilco as a cosmopolitan center with a life of its own. Despite the 

evidence, Tlatilco is often qualified as "one of the lesser peasant 



groups scattered throughout Mexico which existed side by side with the 

spectacular Olmec culture" (author's emphasis) (Coe, 1965:7). 

Preclassic culture in the Valley of Mexico was indeed 

contemporaneous with the Olmec, and there is some evidence that Olmec 

peoples were present at Tlatilco by 1200 B.C. (Ochoa, 1982:158). Yet, 

there is no evidence that this presence was as prevalent there as is 

commonly believed (Ochoa, 1982:160). The literature reflects a marked 

preference for overstating the importance of Olmec culture and 

artifacts in the Valley of Mexico to the detriment of the 

sophisticated artistic tradition of the Highlands. Instead, David 

Grove (1974:109) feels that the Valley of Mexico stylistic tradition 

is frequently labeled as "Highland Olmec." Trying to reverse this 

case of academic ethnocentrism, Grove (1974:121) has called 

attention to the fact that to describe these people as Highland Olmec 

"distorts their true cultural significance and detracts from our 

understanding of their cultural level, abilities and processes." 

Local Artistic Production 

The artistic production of the Valley of Mexico in the 

Preclassic Period is obscured by frequent descriptions of these 

artifacts as being crude in comparison to the Olmec sculptures. The 

few outstanding pieces are considered to be an extension of Olmec 

craftsmanship. Covarrubias, Bernal and Coe subscribe to such an 

outlook for the Highlands (Bernal, 1976:131; 1979:14; Coe, 1965; 

Covarrubias, 1943:45; 1950:160). This view of Highland art is 

summarized by Alberto Ruz (in Westheim et al., 1972:92): 



...the ones of local inspiration reveal a primitive 
technique and are lacking in inspiration; the bodies are 
clumsy, the faces unnatural, and the features crudely 
reproduced by means of added pieces of clay. Those of Olmec 
origin, however, are well-modeled and take many different 
forms, of which the most common are feline ones and those of 
'baby face'type. 

Lacking in the production of a large volume of clay figurines, Olmec 

sculpture is supplemented with those from Tlatilco by Ignacio Bernal; 

he says that "the Tlatilcan clay figurines are the best examples of 

Olmec ceramic sculpture in the Valley of Mexico" (Bernal, 1979:14). 

This quotation could be overlooked assuming that he meant only the 

truly Olmec style figurines found at Tlatilco, but he actually 

illustrates his idea with reproductions of the female clay figurines 

of indigenous style (fig. 26). Mixing sexist with ethnocentric 

approaches, Linne (1956:20) remarks that "the great majority of the 

small graceful figures of the Archaic epoch are female, while those of 

the most higly-developed cultures (meaning Olmec) are generally 

sexless." 

Type D figurines are for many an indication of the 

"flourishing" of the local cultures due to the presence of Olmec 

groups (Coe, 1965:122). It is generally agreed that the D figurines 

are the result of a fusion between the crude figurine art of the 

Highlands with the more sophisticated style of the Olmec (Bernal, 

1959:103; Ruz in Westheim at al, 1972:92; Pina Chan, 1960:64) (fig. 

27). David Grove (1974:121) views the problem less subjectively by 

stating that "the local ceramics were already highly sophisticated in 

workmanship and had a long tradition in the Highlands, and that this 

so called fusion represents basically this strong tradition with some 
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newly introduced Olmec stylistic motifs." Jill and Peter Furst 

(1980:9) also give Tlatilcan art its proper place in the Preclassic 

network by stating that "the ceramics of the Mexican Basin held to 

their own stylistic canons," adding that "the level of sophistication 

in figurine modeling was not even exceeded by the Olmec themselves." 

Although Paul Westheim had already pointed out in 1959 (the first 

edition of his book Ideas Fundamentales del Arte Prehispanico en 

Mexico; 1980:208-210) that the Tlatilcan female figurines lacked Olmec 

characteristics, it was Patricia Ochoa (1982:193) who indicated that 

type D figurines, including type Dl, existed in Tlatilco long before 

the Olmec presence. 

Transmission of Biased Concepts 

Academic ethnocentrism is usually detected fairly soon by 

scholars in the field because they know each other's weaknesses. 

However, the uninitiated do not perceive it, believing that the biased 

information that they read is based on sound arguments. The situation 

further deteriorates when that "knowledge" trickles down to the 

general public. In a 1971 catalogue of the Ancient Art of the 

Americas exhibition in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, Charlotte 

Thomson cites both Michael Coe's book The Jaguar's Children: 

Preclassic Central Mexico published in 1965, and the 1970 catalogue of 

the Centennial Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York Before Cortes: Sculpture of Ancient America written by Elizabeth 

K. Easby and John F. Scott. In the introduction to the catalogue 
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Thomson (1971:23) faithfully quotes and transmits the three scholars' 

points of view to the exhibition's visitors: 

Olmec art manifests a spiritual as well as worldly 
power that had a profound effect on all Middle America. 

The Middle Preclassic cultures of Mesoamerica were, with 
the singular exception of the Olmec, simple rural settlements 
whose economy was based on the production of maize, beans and 
squash. Recent archeological data indicate that Olmec 
civilization preceded even the earliest stirrings of the 
artistic spirit in Preclassic Central Mexico. The impetus to 
cultural development in Oaxaca, the Valley of Mexico, and 
even highland and Pacific Guatemala seems to have come from 
trade contacts with the Olmec. 

The artistic production of the Preclassic village cultures 
was limited to ceramic vessels, beads, amulets, earspools, 
and fired clay figurines. Some of the best-known Preclassic 
objects are the tiny figurines made to be put in graves with 
the dead. Michael Coe called them "The Jaguar's Children," 
for they were inspired by Olmec art. Like archaic Greek 
bronzes or the Haniwa figures of Japan, these lively little 
people have the freshness and unselfconscious quality of an 
early art. 

Thomson also discovered that Coe has transformed the Valley of Mexico 

figurines into the offspring of the Olmecs. Coe, on page 105 of his 

book explains that the "Jaguar's Children" phrase describes only the 

Olmec-style were-jaguar babies which are found in Tlatilco, Las Bocas, 

Tlapacoya, Gualupita and Atlihuayan. His explanation is belied, 

nonetheless, by the title of his book. The title conveys the idea 

that Preclassic Central Mexico owed its culture to the wisdom of the 

older Olmec culture. To reinforce such images Coe illustrates all 

types of clay figurines, not only the were-jaguars he singled out, 

making Thomson's interpretation well justified, though wrong. 

Misinformed Terms Applied to Whole Cultures 

Many silly terms such as brujitas (little witches), sirenitas. 

(little mermaids), trackwoman, ugly babv face, etc. (Feuchtwanger and 



McNeish in Reyna-Robles, 1971:18-19) were invented but fell into 

oblivion due to another scholar's recognition of their frivolity 

(Reyna-Robles, 1971:18-19). The "Contra-Olmecs" is another example of 

a term which was abandoned due to its openly discriminatory overtones. 

Others remain, continuing to cause confusion and misunderstanding. 

From the time of its first use by Vaillant in 1931, the "pretty lady" 

label has been misused in many ways. One of its most damaging effects 

has been its extension to characterize whole groups of people, being 

used not only to refer to all women, but to define Tlatilcan society 

as a whole. This trend did not appear in the literature until the 

1960's, and it was strangely enough, confined to this decade except 

for new editions of the books published in the sixties. In 1960, 

Tlatilcan religion was predictably described by Disselhof and Linne 

(1966:15-16), as "charmingly gay and naive," since a few lines above 

these scholars had enumerated the salient characteristics of the 

female population living in Tlatilco as "cheerful scantily-clad girls 

performing a dance." 

In his Historia General del Arte Mexicano (General History of 

Mexican Art), Raul Flores Guerrero (1962; 1981) headed the third 

chapter, dealing with Preclassical art, as La Cultura de las Mujeres 

Bonitas (The culture of the Pretty Ladies, or of the Pretty Women if 

the correct translation is used). He refered of course to the culture 

of Tlatilco and proceeded to write about it with this definition 

overriding any other which might characterize that society. Another 

book listed the titles of the different cultures of Mesoamerica as 

Teotihuac&n, The Zapotec Culture, etc. Tlatilco was among the forty-



seven headings including Central and South American cultures, one of 

only two which had qualified titles, these were: "The 'Pretty Ladies' 

of Tlatilco" and "The Mother Culture of Mexico: the Olmecs" (Anton and 

Dockstader, n.d.:5). These authors suggested that a peaceful village 

society produced the "bacchante-like female figures" on which 

Tlatilcan art placed emphasis (n.d.:16). In 1969, one of these 

authors explained that, because of Tlatilco's "overpowering beauty and 

special charm," he chose this culture to represent the Preclassic 

period in his book Ancient Mexican Art (Anton, 1969:21). Bradley 

Smith (1968:30) also deduced that Tlatilco was a happy place to live 

since: 

...class distinctions were either non-existent or were not 
emphasized, for there are no figurines depicting rulers or 
slaves. The figurines show a great variety of happy people. 
Women are seen nursing their babies and occasionally nursing 
small dogs. Numerous figurines show women in the squatting, 
chlldbearing attitude. Other figurines represent glamourous 
girls reclining in provocative positions as though in a 
harem. 

In 1967, Tib6n (1967:17) leaped thirty centuries, into his own time's 

stereotypes, telling us that the vain interests of the Tlatilco 

women in beautifying themselves were the same as in any other group of 

women in any large capital of the world today. 

Judging by these statements, Tlatilcan society was cheerful, 

gay, and self-indulgent, its people had no worries about the 

vicissitudes of everyday life. Women played with their dogs and 

children, and men watched them; childbirth was considered a "fun" 

activity. According to these views, Tlatilcan society was the 



exception to all the rest in the world: it was an erotic paradise 

organized around sensual pleasures. 

Tlatilcan culture does not fare better when defined through 

the male figurines which had already been cast in the same light as 

the female figurines. For Frederick Peterson (1959), Tlatilcan 

society was going through "a florescent cultist epoch" due to the 

Olmec influx (1959:39). The word "cultist" could be approached in a 

more objective manner if it were not preceded by the characterization 

of the Olmecs as "magicians." These magicians were "strange people" 

who "greatly influenced the unsophisticated First Framers" (i.e. the 

local cultures of the Valley of Mexico) (Peterson, 1959:39). 

Sometimes these magicians not only influenced the less developed 

peoples but "scared them out of their wits" with "spooky looking" 

figurines having "snarling mouths," "glaring eyes" and "menacing 

upraised hands" (Peterson, 1959:41). "The skeletons of the 

'magicians' found at Tlatilco," Peterson (1959:41) further states, 

"show adenoidism in the mouth, artificially deformed heads, short 

legs, low and obese bodies with feminine characteristics and dental 

mutilation, not to mention the Negroid types within the group." In 

contrast with these monsters, the "pretty ladies" are lovely young 

girls in their teens or twenties (Peterson, 1959:41-42) with whom the 

"magicians" were fascinated because they wore "sporty little hats and 

skirts, to the point of indiscretion." According to Peterson 

(1959:42), the "magicians were even more fascinated by the double-

headed people since they found appealing whatever was monstrous." 
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Such romantic, beauty-and-the-beast visions of a "primitive" 

society fail to enlighten us about the nature of human and social 

relationships and the reality of hard labor, therefore blinding the 

observer to the difficulties of daily life encountered by most of the 

world's peoples. So it was that in 1972 Leo Rosshandler (1972:28), 

merging all kinds of prejudices, asked himself: "Were the "pretty 

ladies" modeled by a people who had no history? Have we caught a 

glimpse three millennia later of the noble savage that Jean-Jacques-

Rosseau sought in vain in eighteenth-century America?" His answer in 

the next paragraph is, needless to say, yes, yes, yes. "After having 

attempted to shed a little light on the origins of the art and 

civilization of our continent, this exhibition has no purpose other 

than to underline the moving beauty of the humble vestiges of 

civilizations which, it appears, knew how to benefit from prolonged 

peace and its corollary, the joy of living" (Rosshandler, 1972:28). 

Transforming all his biased remarks into paramount mockery, 

Rosshandler (1972), on the same page where he questions and answers 

himself, publishes four pictures of modern native "pretty ladies" 

(fig. 28): the pictures are of three mature women, one probably in her 

seventies actually working, neither beautifying themselves nor 

carrying babies in elegant poses. They are mothers and grandmothers 

who work in the production and sale of clay pots. The fact that the 

publication in which Rosshandler discusses and illustrates his 

thoughts is the catalogue of an exhibition held in Montreal in 1971 is 

worthy of note. Would the public rise above this kind of subliminal 

information and ask itself: are these women examples of the "joy of 
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living"? Do women enjoy living in poverty? Do they look like they 

are having a wonderful time raising their families while holding 

economically viable jobs at the same time? Would the public notice 

that in these pictures there are no men enjoying life? Are men 

"working" or should we expect to see them lying around, being served 

and sexually entertained? 

Conclusions 

The term "pretty lady" became firmly established in academic 

and popular circles through manipulations similar to those used by von 

Wuthenau a few years earlier. Von Wuthenau had tried, without 

success, to impose his racial theories on Preclassic peoples, along 

with its corresponding term, the "Contra-Olmecs." One of the reasons 

why the term "Contra-Olmecs" did not succeed was because it was a wolf 

dressed as a wolf. The word "contra" positioned against the Olmec is 

strong and unambiguous; it implies that without a doubt the Olmecs 

belonged to the Negroid race while the Valley of Mexico belonged to 

the Caucasian race. Such a theory could not be accepted, not only 

because it was not scientifically proven, but also because by the 

1960's the world had become extremely sensitive to racial 

discrimination. In contrast, the "pretty lady" label was a wolf 

dressed as a sheep. "Pretty lady" is more difficult than "Contra-

Olmec" to detect as a discriminatory term because the allusions to 

sexual discrimination are so subtle and ambiguous. This 

discriminatory usage is disguised as gentlemanly manners and such a 

term is accepted as a logical description in a logical system of 



thought. However, this system of thought is, as has been seen, truly 

illogical. It produces ever proliferating misconceptions to replace 

the preceding ones. It produces misogynist and ethnocentric 

"scientific theories" which omit information which should be provided 

(Daly, 1978:44). In the case of the Tlatilcan figurines these two 

prejudicial attitudes combine to negate the historic reality and the 

"humanness" of ancient peoples. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

INFLUENCES OF CULTURAL BIASES 

IN ACCURATE CLASSIFICATIONS AND INTERPRETATIONS, 

AND TRANSMISSION OF THESE INNACURACIES TO THE GENERAL PUBLIC 

Although the term "pretty lady," as it is applied to a 

particular Tlatilcan style, is essentially wrong, still greater 

confusion abounds as to what style this term actually designates. 

Mislabeling of Styles 

As a result of all types of subjective interpretations 

together with scholarly carelessness about the subject of female 

figurines, the decade of the 1960's becomes also the cradle of gross 

stylistic misinterpretations. The "pretty lady" label used originally 

to designate a style particular to the Valley of Mexico, and later 

known to belong to Tlatilco, was now employed to designate other 

styles. Michael Coe (1984:fig. 25) takes too seriously Covarrubias' 

(1957:28) descriptions of the D and D1 figurines' "slanted eyes," and 

five years later (in the 1962 edition of Mexico) proceeds to name the 

Chupicuaro figurines "pretty ladies" (Coe, 1984:55). Strangely 

enough, Coe does not refer to the "pretty ladies" in his treatment of 

the Valley of Mexico Middle Preclassic cultures, instead he 

incorporates the concept into the Late Preclassic site of Chupicuaro 

in the state of Guanajuato. In order not to leave any doubts as to 

this new category of "pretty lady," Coe proceeds to illustrate a 
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Chupicuaro figurine on the same page (Coe, 1984:55) (fig. 29). He . 

corroborates his insight eight years later—the book, Mexico was 

first published in 1962—in the introduction for the Anni Albers 

Collection of Precolumbian figurines: 

Almost as well known and beloved to collectors as the 
figurines of Tlatilco are the tepictoton of Chupicuaro, a 
Late Pre-Classic village on the upper Rio Lerma in the state 
of Guanajuato, not far from the Michoac&n border... Its 
burials—probably to be dated between 300 B.C. and the time 
of Christ—were accompanied by magnificent polychrome bowls 
and large numbers of amusing figurines... Again, the 
subjects are from real life, the nude "pretty ladies" with 
slanting eyes being particularly attractive (Coe in Albers, 
1970:n.p.). 

Three years after the first publication of Coe's Mexico. 

Alexander von Wuthenau published in Germany the first edition of his 

book Altamerikanische Tonplastik: Das Menschenbild der Neuen Welt, 

which would be translated into English (1969) under the title The Art 

of Terracotta Pottery in Pre-Columbian Central and South America. In 

these books he describes another "variation" of the "pretty lady" 

style, and names the Late Preclassic period of Guerrero as the "Pretty 

Lady Phase:" 

Equally interesting is the immediately following phase of the 
'Pretty Ladies' of Guerrero. Again we seem to be confronted 
by representatives of the white race.... These enchanting 
females have a generally elegant bearing and poise, 
delicately drawn (or plucked) eyebrows and small mouths, 
opulent coiffures and artistic finery, and, surpassing 
everything else, an extremely vivacious look in their eyes" 
(Wuthenau, 1969:87). 

As Coe, von Wuthenau proceeds to illustrate his argument with 

illustrations (1965:42,79 and 81) (fig. 30). 

Other scholars have cited von Wuthenau's distortions as if 

they were valid. One of the doctoral dissertations on figurines that 



Esther Pasztory cites in her new (1983) book, Aztec Art, is Ellen 

Brush's The Archaeological Significance of Ceramic Figurines from 

Guerrero, Mexico (1968). Brush (1968:93-104) titles the section on 

which she speaks of the female figurines type San Ger6nimo Group I, as 

the "Pretty Girl Type," and proceeds to refer to this type of Guerrero 

female figurines in that way rather than by its more objective 

nomenclature. She cites as her source for the change von Wuthenau's 

article "Pretty Ladies of Acapulco" (1957). Miguel Covarrubias is 

also cited as the one who "christened" the Guerrero female figurines 

as "pretty ladies" (Brush, 1968:94) but this is not supported by 

published sources. It was most likely von Wuthenau who took the 

information out of context, and attributed Covarrubias with the 

invention of the phrase in relation to the Guerrero figurines. 

George Vaillant excavated the site of Gualupita in Morelos, 

and he illustrates the Guerrero San Geronimo group I figurines 

(Vaillant, 1934:56-57) but he does not refer to them as "pretty 

ladies." 

Great confusion in the stylistic denomination of what was 

called a "pretty lady" figurine has been underlined by slight 

deviations among the different variations of the D type tradition. 

When Vaillant (1931a:34) first decided to write about the special term 

given to a special type of figurine, he mentioned that type D (in 

general) was the one called "pretty lady." But, three years later 

(Vaillant, 1934a:215) he singles out type D1 as the one which merits 

that label. When Noguera (1943:52) and Miguel Covarrubias (1943:46) 

picked up the term, they referred again to type D (as a whole) as the 



one deserving such title. In 1950, Paul Westheira (1950:172, fig. 58), 

reproducing the first labeled representation of type D figurines 

with the term "pretty lady," chose only type Dl, at the same time 

differentiating it from another illustrated variant of type D. Later, 

Pina Chan cites Covarrubias and Noguera, while S6journ6 cites 

Westheim. When Laurette Sejourne (1952:59) postulated her theory 

about type D representing the maize plant, she insisted that she was 

referring only to the type called "pretty lady." However, because of 

her descriptions, it is apparent that she is referring only to type Dl. 

Pina Chan (1952:42) applies "pretty lady" to type D as a whole. In 

1954, Beatriz Barba de Pina Chan, in her report of the exacavations at 

Tlapacoya, a Late Preclassic site, sorts through the previous 

information and calls Type Dl, specifically, "mujer bonita" (Barba de 

Pina Chan, 1956:89). In 1957, Covarrubias clarifies once more the 

designation while at the same time mistranslating the term: "...type 

D, these last the most abundant in Tlatilco, show people with delicate 

features—large, slanting eyes, small, turned-up noses, and fine 

mouths—particularly type Dl, known to Mexican archeologists as the 

"Pretty Girl Type" (Covarrubias, 1957:28). In 1965, Noguera again 

defines the "pretty lady type" as the conglomerate of all D types; Dl, 

D2, D3, and D4, and in 1970, Paul Gendrop (1970:10, fig. 16) further 

mixes up the types by illustrating six Tlatilcan figurines under the 

label of the "pretty ladies" type; two of them are obviously not of 

variant Dl but of variant D4. Next year, in 1971, Reyna-Robles 

(1971:23) refers again to type D as a whole being called "pretty lady" 

citing for the purpose the comments of Vaillant and Nuttall. In 1972 
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Baer (n.p., fig. 7) and Rosshandler (1972:14) cite type D1 as the only 

type which merits the famous term. Finally, in 1973, Dockstader 

(1973:70, fig. 64) labels a single D4 female figurine as belonging to 

the "pretty lady" type. Clearly, nobody knew exactly to which type 

the original "pretty lady" designation referred: type D as a whole, 

type D1 or type D4, paving in this manner the road for the gross 

misconceptions discussed above. 

Unfortunately, this scholarly "information" ends up in the 

hands of art history students, and in museum catalogues and labels. 

During the summer of 1985, the author came across Andrfe Emmerich's 

book Art Before Columbus (1963) with labels provided by an adventurous 

reader. The text of the book was illustrated by photographs of 

artifacts but none were labeled. A studious, but misinformed 

individual had scribbled over a D4 female figurine with pencil: "Dl, 

pretty lady" (Emmerich, 1963:21). During the same summer, the author 

also visited the Tucson Museum of Art and found in the Precolumbian 

Collection a case with four full-body Chupicuaro female figurines and 

one head with part of the torso, all pieces of excellent quality. On 

the label, the larger heading explained, wrongly, that the Late 

Preclassic peoples of Chupicuaro belonged to the Lowland Olmec 

culture, and the smaller headings labeled the figurines as of the 

"pretty lady" type: 

"Pretty Lady" Fertility Figurines; Chupicuaro 

Style; 550-100 B.C.; West Mexico; Ceramic with 

traces of paint; Gift of Frederick R. Pleasants 

and Anonymous Loan; 1973. 
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It was not difficult to deduce that the unspecialized curator 

of this exhibit had based her or his information on Michael Coe's book 

Mexico. 

Iconographic Misinterpretations of Tlatilcan Figurines 

Because of sexual and ethnocentric biases the iconographic 

studies of the Tlatilcan figurines are almost non-existent. Only 

Laurette Sejourne (1952) approached their serious study when she 

proposed that type D1 female figurines could represent the maize 

plant. In the same year of S£journ£'s article, Roman Pina Chan, 

Arturo Romano and Eduardo Pareyon Moreno (1952:10) suggested a "man-

mask complex" exclusive to male figurines (fig. 31). Michael Coe 

(1965:54), either by citing the Mexican archeologist's paper or by 

concluding the following himself, reinforced such an interpretation by 

stating that the use of masks in Tlatilcan culture was "confined to 

men." This is erroneous since at least two exceptions exist in D1 

female figurines which clearly wear the round clay masks with 

protruding tongues found in the burials (see figs. 3 and 32). Both 

female figurines have extremely large buttocks and thighs, and appear 

to represent older females; certainly the one in fig. 32, since 

special efforts were made by the artists in reproducing her sagging 

breasts. Obviously, both sexes wore masks in some kind of ritual or 

ceremony. 

In the information provided by the label at the Tucson Museum 

of Art, the iconography of the figurines is immediately stated after 

their title, "pretty ladies." The interpretation is actually a 
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restatement of what the mislabeling suggests: the consequent status of 

a beautiful woman is her reproductive role. In the literature 

Tlatilco female figurines are generally interpreted as such: out of 

the books which delve into the figurines' iconography, fifty seven of 

the sample, 68.42 %, mention their fertility relationships, and 21.05% 

mention their motherhood (see fig. 2). 

In 1941 a small booklet about Tlatilco, probably published for 

public consumption by the newspaper El Nacional. espoused the idea 

that most female clay figurines represent mothers: "Also in clay, 

(these peoples) almost always modeled figurines of pregnant women or 

those carrying children. Perhaps they thought that such 

representations would magically affect the fertility of the soil" 

(author's translation) (Mexico, n.d.:16). Covarrubias (1950:157) says 

too, that from the thousands of figurines unearthed in Tlatilco "the 

great majority are women.... Some are standing, others are sitting, 

and still others carry children on their hips or pet a small dog" 

(author's translation). In 1955, Pina Chan informs us that "even 

though it is not known which type of marriage the Tlatilcans 

practiced, what could indeed be said is that maternal love, the way of 

carrying children, children's games, and other customs were similar to 

those of any contemporary group of natives in our time" (author's 

translation) (Pina Chan, 1955:42). This concept translates into 

present-day discrimination of Indian groups, mainly of Indian women, 

who are expected to stay home and have babies. When Coe (1965:26) 

describes D1 and D4 female figurines, he does inform his public that 

maternity scenes are few; he nonetheless comments only on those 
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figures which possess maternal characteristics and on the ones that 

are naked. 

Such emphasis on women as mothers is due to the highly valued 

role of females as the medium through which males reproduce themselves 

and add to patrilineal connections (Schlegel, 1977:7). Women are also 

highly appreciated as social bonds created through marital exchange, 

and through the children they produce (Ldvi-Strauss in Schlegel, 

1977:7). This value accorded to women does not grant them prestige 

because they are considered "necessary and valued objects, but 

objects nevertheless" (Schlegel, 1977:7). Prestige, power and 

deference do not belong to valued objects but to those who own or 

control them (Schlegel, 1977:7). Woman's one valuable attribute, 

besides her sexual attractiveness, which has been singled out by 

Western society, is the reproductive value she has for the group as a 

whole. This is the main reason why anthropologists in the ninetenth 

century never studied primitive woman except to comment on her 

maternal instinct (Fee, 1973:30, note 11). For example, 

anthropologist John McLennan saw women as "passive social units of 

property who may be either individually owned or collectively owned by 

men, but who initiate no action of their own" (McLennan in Fee, 

1973:30). It is obvious that the scholars studying the Tlatilco 

female figurines agree with this nineteenth century view. 

Another common aspect of maternal and fertility concepts is 

the close identification of woman with the soil (Ortner, 1974), and of 

her children, particularly males, with the fruit. In representations 

of motherhood, the "fruit" of a mother is seldom a daughter. From 
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Middle Eastern and Greek mythologies to the nineteenth century, women 

are the main actors in fecundity metaphors. Beginning with Ceres and 

Terra through the Classic Period, followed by personifications of 

Fertility throughout the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the baroque 

period, fertility symbols are closely or intrinsically linked to 

representations of the female body. More recent examples are the 

seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries portraits 

of women holding flowers and/or fruits. This, it could be argued, is 

the iconography of most representations of women in Western art. In 

this manner women belong more to the mythical, than to the real world 

(Bernal-Garcia, 1984). 

In dealing with the mythical world poetic language is more 

befitting than prose, a fact that helps explain Le6n-Portilla's 

digressions into the eternal feminine. In the preamble of a non-

scholarly, luxurious book on Precolumbian art, the following highly 

ambiguous paragraph speaks of the maternal myth as it serves 

patrilineal interests (if at times the sentences do not seem to make 

sense, it is not the fault of the author's translation, they do not 

make sense in Spanish either): 

Being social is Man. That is why representations of his 
person always include the presence of others. The family, 
mainly the Mother, is a theme of obsession in this art. We 
see her at times in a couple with the male; at times pregnant 
because of her maternity, at times with the flower of a male 
child in her arms. The cradle is one of the themes which we 
find manifested in this art in the oldest of monuments. The 
woman who promised a fruit was a theme which the Western 
artist shunned. It deforms the beloved bodies so much! Here, 
no. We find them pregnant from the earliest of times and the 
earliest cultures: this is because, for the prehispanic 
artist, maternity is sacred. So much so as the creation of 
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the Universe. Each man is a world (author's emphasis) (Flor y 
Canto del Arte PrehispAnico de M6xico:n.p.). 

Repossession by the Public of this 
Female Beauty-Fertility-Earth Meta"pEor 

An encased D1 figurine stands all by itself (figs. 33 and 34) 

at the entrance of the Museum of Tlatilco. The same figurine is blown 

up to poster size and distributed at the entrance or exit of the 

museum (fig. 35). The captions on both the poster and the label on 

the case are almost identical: 

This figurine comes from Tlatilco, and it is the symbol of the 
Museum which you are entering. It represents fertility. For 
the Tlatilcans woman is fecund; from her, spring the new human 
beings who need corn to continue the species—'from one being 
another being is born'—and that explains that the fertility 
of the earth is compared with that of woman; both need to be 
fertilized. 
Here you will find the great marvels of one of the first 
cultures which established itself in the Basin of the 
Valley of Mexico; enjoy them (author's emphasis). 

The curator of this exhibit, like the curator of the exhibit in the 

Tucson Museum of Art did not invent the information transmitted to the 

public. Some of the words from the poster and label were copied from 

the text of the multi-volume encyclopedia Historia de Mexico 

(1980:162), which in turn had drawn its information on women-earth 

metaphors from texts by Roman Pina Chan (1955:62) and Walter 

Krickeberg (1968:7-8): 

... woman is fertile, from her are born the new human beings 
who need corn for sustenance and life, for the continuation of 
the species; and this explains that the fertility of the earth 
can be compared to that of the woman (earth-mother), that both 
need to be fertilized (water-semen), that from them life is 
born (vegetation-male child) and from that also the cult of 
the female figurines,... (author's translation and emphasis) 
(Historia de Mexico, 1980:162). 
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Notice how the unscientific information "both need to be 

fertilized" was transferred to the Museum and to the poster, untouched. 

Another example of such borrowings, and of what is considered 

necessary to amuse and enlighten the general public, is taken from a 

leaflet which was intended as an advertisement for a special function 

on Saturday, the first of December of 1973. This event was organized 

by The Latin American Council of Cultural Diffusion (Consejo 

Latinoamericano de Difusion Cultural, A.C.), and it was not only free 

to the public, but transportation was provided. The first part of the 

program consisted of a filmed documentary called "Tlatilco." The 

second part was a visit to the Late Preclassic pyramid of Cuicuilco, 

and the third, fourth and fifth parts consisted of native dances. One 

page of the four-page leaflet is titled "The Art of the Ancient 

Villages of the Valley of Mexico." The following information which is 

transfered almost intact from Raul Flores Guerero's three-volume set 

on the General History of Mexican Art, was framed from above and below 

by a rhythmic pattern formed by the alternate placement of two D1 

female figurines: 

Undoubtedly, from the samples of Archaic Art—or 
Preclassic—from the Valley of Mexico found until now, the 
most important and worthwhile aesthetically, are the small 
clay female figurines from Tlatilco. The ones called "pretty 
lady" by the American archeologists. 

About these pretty women, Raul Flores Guerero tells us 
the following: 

...as in the Early Preclassic, these figures 
continued to be a magic symbol of fecundity. 
Their wide hips, their always apparent sex tell 
us this quite clearly. But they are not a 
symbol based on a concept but on a concrete 
reality. The religiosity which they represent 
has not evolved enough to become 
intellectualized, moving away from the 
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objective and tangible world. The "pretty 
women" of Tlatilco constitute the most sensual 
and erotic representation of the human body in 
the art of ancient Mexico. Symbols of the 
Earth indeed, but direct symbols. The 
ceramists made their clay female figurines with 
the same naturalistic love with which they made 
their zoomorphic vessels. Even with more love, 
since on them, the concept of a generative 
power was implicit, as well as of the 
unchanging force which maintained the 
uninterrumpted dynamism of life.... The 
deliciously erotic maidens of Tlatilco, naked 
as they went about in daily life and with the 
skin decorated by numerous tattoos and colorful 
seals, frame their delicate facial features by 
highly complicated headdresses. The braids, 
falling over their shoulders, allow, us to guess 
the volume of their diminutive breasts, and 
their ample hips, their powerful muscles, 
consciously accentuated, complement the symbol. 
of fertility, alive! They are, like the earth 
raped by the agricultor's digging stick, wives. 
They are also like the soil, mothers. It is 
important to remember that the maternal theme 
is specially treated by the artists of Tlatilco 
in their small clay figurines: pregnant women, 
of bulging womb, women at the moment of labor, 
mothers who nurse or lull their children, 
mothers that take care of them, rocking them in 
their wicker cradles, others play with them, 
lifting them in their arms or allowing them to 
climb on their shoulders..." (author's 
emphasis) (Coss, 1973). 

The above quotation was cited in that pamphlet eleven years 

after the publication of Flores Guerrero's first edition (1962) of 

Mexican Art History (Flores Guerrero, 1981:66). This same paragraph 

was also used in the English translation of Flores Guerrero's book. 

In a lavish edition of their book Prehispanic Mexican Art. Paul 

Westheim et al. (1972:16-17) express a similar view about the 

"necessity" of raping women. Westheim does not refer here to the 

Preclassic female figurines. He explains the Postclassic ritual year, 
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a year with special festivities according to the calendric cycle for 

the seeding and harvesting of maize: 

During the Ochpaniztli festivities a symbolic fertilization 
of the goddess Tlazolteotl by the god of the sun took place. 
The son resulting from this union was Centeotl, the god of 
maize.... Xipe Totec, who presided over the sowing of the 
maize,... held a chicahuaztli—a stick with bells on it, a 
type of phallic symbol.... As the end of the stick 
penetrated the earth and the maize seed was sown, an act of 
fertilization was performed identical with the fertilization 
of the woman" (author's emphasis). 

The problem with these modern interpretations of the 

Prehispanic metaphors is that they make the fertilization of a woman 

by a man a concept "identical", not conceptually similar, with the 

concept of the fertilization of the earth, not by a loving male, but 

by his tools. Too many authors to enumerate here (see fig. 2) compare 

the fertility of the soil with the fertility of women. What they 

celebrate with such insistence is the "triumph of man over nature," a 

myth which is also our legacy from nineteenth century British 

imperialist doctrine (Fee, 1973:26). 

These books reach the public in several ways; Flores 

Guerrero's three volumes can be consulted by any newcomer to Mexican 

and Precolumbian art history because it is widely available in 

libraries in the United States and Mexico. At the University of 

Arizona it is prominently located in the Central Reference section of 

the main library. This book was also for sale at the souvenir shop of 

the National Museum of Anthropology and History in Mexico City in the 

summer of 1985, in a pocket-size edition published in 1981, indicating 

that it sells well. In Mexico, the Fondo de Cultura Economica has 

reproduced the texts of prestigious scholars in pocket size editions 
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in a new series called Lecturas Mexicanas. Among the titles are: 

Laurette Sefjourne"s Pensamiento y Religion en el Mexico Antiguo 

(p.62), in which she talks about the "pretty ladies" and her theory of 

them as representations of the maize plant and Roma'n Pina Chan's 

Quetzalcoatl: Serpiente Emplumada. in which he speaks of the fertility 

relationship of woman and earth (pp. 11-12). The price of these books 

is minimal so that almost anyone can afford them. In 1985 they were 

priced at 199.00 pesos or the equivalent of 00.81 U.S. dollars. In 

comparison, a popular magazine like the Reader's Digest was priced at 

360.00 Mexican pesos or 1.44 U.S. dollars. Both books and magazines 

are sold at sidewalk newsstands. 

Re-entry of the "Pretty Lady" Term as a Scientific Label 

The journey is now over. The vulgar, and at times sarcastic, 

term has come back to the non-scholarly realm of language, albeit 

utterly changed: 

"Pretty ladies. An archaeological term applied to the clay 

figurines of young women found in graves or offerings at Tlatilco. It 

refers particularly to type Dl" (Rosshandler, 1972:14). 

This definition appears also in French in a .Canadian 

publication, and later in the same year, in the widely circulated 

magazine II Connoisseur. Mr. Joseph T. Butler reviews the Montreal 

Exhibition and its Catalogue, informing his multitude of readers that 

the term "pretty lady" is a scientific one. He cites word by word, in 
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one paragraph, two of Rosshandler's definitions, which echo 

Covarrubias and other scholars: 

"Pretty ladies" is the archaeological term applied to the 
clay figurines of young women found in graves as offerings at 
Tlatilco, an Aztec place-name meaning "where things are 
hidden." Its significance emerged in the late thirties when 
brick-workers digging for clay at Tlatilco uncovered numerous 
artifacts, especially "pretty ladies" (Butler, 1971:223). 

The mislabeling together with the wrong iconography and 

subliminal messages, is transmitted internationally through 

magazines, exhibitions and catalogues. 

Conclusions 

As inoffensive as silly labels appear to be, they are not. 

They are even less so when applied to art historical, or 

archeological, studies of style. The term "pretty lady" is not an 

objective classificatory label, it is a subjective evaluation of a 

woman's beauty, which is then applied randomly to any style which 

pleases a scholar's taste. The label leaves out so much significant 

information about women and women's roles, that serious iconographic 

studies on the Tlatilcan figurines are practically non-existent. The 

result is that in the literature, Tlatilcan women play only the roles 

of vain women and mothers. All these variations in "scientific" and 

"humanistic" information reach the public who, rightly, trusts the 

scholar's and/or curator's knowledge. If only mistakes in terms and 

styles were transmitted, the damage could be easily corrected. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANALYSIS OF PUBLICATIONS 

This section will closely analyze a large sample of published 

materials in order to provide some insight as to the origins and 

transmission of specific ideas. 

The Sample 

Description 

The sample consists of ninety-six publications (Table I; pp. 

176 through 186). Unpublished articles are not included; for example, 

a paper given at the 45th Congress of Americanists in Bogota, 

Colombia, titled "Interpreting Certain Female Images in Prehistoric 

Art: the 'Pretty Ladies'" (45th International Congress of 

Americanists, 1985). It is worth mentioning that this paper not only 

uses the "pretty lady" term in its title but bases its entire content 

on the related assumptions already considered in previous chapters. 

To compile a pertinent but wide sample of books, the selection 

depended on whether the publications mentioned the Preclassic 

figurines in any manner or form, either within the text or in the 

illustrations. Some of the publications specialized in the Preclassic 

period, others did not. Besides determining how many publications 

used the term "pretty lady," another goal was to find out whether the 

term was used more by writers outside the specialty, and if so, how 
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often. This analysis was important because the ideas acquired by lay 

people are a concern of this paper. 

The sample was arranged in chronological order, from 1911 to 

1985. Nineteen-eleven was chosen as the beginning year because it 

corresponds to the first edition of Francisco Plancarte y Navarrete's 

Tamoanchan, the first publication in which the figurines are 

intentionally mentioned and illustrated. The date given for each 

publication is for the first edition. When the information was taken 

from a later edition, the later edition date appears immediately to 

the right of the title (see for example publications 1 and 13 in Table 

I). Full bibliographical entries appear in the List of References. 

From the same basic sample of ninety-six publications, a list 

of twenty-three called here "reprints," is included as a supplement. 

These are books which have been so successful that they have required 

extra printings to satisfy public demand. This supplement is arranged 

by date of the last edition. Its inclusion is significant because of 

the important role of reprints in the transmission of sometimes 

outdated information. 

Several variables are plotted: the first one is the use of the 

terms "pretty lady" and "pretty lord." As was expected, no 

publication mentioned the term "pretty lord," so the term was dropped 

for subsequent tabulations. The second variable consisted of 

determining the sex of the person who wrote the text. When a text was 

written by two persons, both were considered in the tabulations. When 

a text was written by more than two persons, only the first name was 

considered. It was necessary to take this information into account 
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because, generally, there has been a consensus among women that the 

discrimination suffered by them was at the hands of male scholars. 

However, as has been noted throughout the previous chapters, women 

scholars have also used the term in their writings, and a more careful 

study of this phenomena was needed. The third factor considered was 

the profession of the writer, and the fourth, the national origin of 

the publications. These last two were extremely difficult to trace 

and determine since this kind of information does not appear in the 

title page data. Different sources were used to locate the necessary 

evidence. In many cases the results were ambiguous or unavailable and 

they are indicated in the sample with a question mark. However, these 

cases were not used in tabulating percentages. The fifth variable 

encompasses the division of the publications with respect to their 

academic or non-academic viewpoint. This variable was subdivided into 

professional books and articles, popular books and articles, and 

catalogues of exhibitions and/or private collections. The sixth 

factor tabulated was the phrase "the archaelogists say" because this 

phrase gave subsequent writers the needed authority to perpetuate 

mistakes. By its inclusion in the tabulation, it can be demonstrated 

that this phrase was closely related to the proliferation of the 

"pretty lady" label. 

Analysis and Results 

Three sets of percentages aid in revealing the least sensible 

publications and writers. The first takes into consideration the full 

sample of ninety-six publications (fig. 36). The second (fig. 37) 
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mention the term "pretty lady." The third (fig. 38) deals only with 

the twenty-eight out of sixty-two authors who employ the term. 

Material published by institutions such as the Los Angeles Museum of 

Art or Fondo Editorial de la Plasties Mexicans, are not included in 

this last chart because it was difficult to determine exactly who was 

the author of the text. 

One of the reasons for the approach in treating women's images 

and issues as discussed in previous chapters, was the prevalence of 

male over female scholars, a fact corroborated by the chart in fig. 36 

which shows that indeed, males publishing materials in Precolumbian 

literature outnumber female authors: 46.87% of the materials in the 

sample were written by males while only 16.66% were written by females 

(the numbers 16.66 and 46.87 do not add up to 100 because there are 

publications by corporations, as explained above). The difference 

between the materials published by females and males is that of 

30.21%. 

In the next two charts (fig. 37 and fig. 38), the difference 

widens. Of the publications that used the "pretty lady" phrase, 

57.50% were by males, while 12.5% were by female writers. The gap 

grows wider still when only the authors using the "pretty lady" phrase 

are considered; 82.14% are male while 17.85% are female (fig. 38). 

Further, of all the female writers, 31.25% use the term while 51.11% 

of all male writers do. These figures not only demonstrate that there 

are more male writers who publish more than female writers, but that 
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male writers use the term "pretty lady" almost twice as often as 

female writers. 

The first uses of the term "pretty lady" have been attributed 

to male writers such as Vaillant, Covarrubias and Noguera. After 

them, two other male scholars, Romdn Pina Chan and Paul Westheim use 

the term, and then it is used again, and for the first time, by a 

woman, the French archeologist Laurette Sejourne. Of the total 

sample, the writers who use the "pretty lady" label, 25% were 

anthropologists (physical and cultural anthropology, and possibly 

other specialties are included in this denomination), 10.41% were art 

historians, and 7.29% had other occupations, such as writer, and art 

critic (see fig. 36). When only the publications which use the 

"pretty lady" term were considered, the percentages are similar to 

the first chart; 27.5% were anthropologists, 7.5% were art historians, 

and 5% were other professionals (see figs. 36 and 37). But when only 

the authors are taken into account, 46.42%, almost half of the total, 

were anthropologists. The art historians were 10.71%, and the other 

writers were 42.85% (see fig. 38). These figures also show, as with 

the difference between female and male writers, that there are more 

anthropologists writing in Precolumbian studies, therefore there are 

more publications by them than by art historians in the same field. 

Of the total of twenty-four anthropologists, 45.83% use the term while 

of the ten art historians, 30% use it; of the seven other writers, 

28.57% use the term. 

That anthropologists would be the ones using the term "pretty 

lady" more often than art historians was a surprising result. At 
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first glance, anthropologists, especially archeologists seemed to be 

more objective, treating the figurines as sources for chronological 

data, and giving them technical nomenclature such as type A, D, E, 

etc. Anthropologists too, used the term "pretty lady" before art 

historians, thereby giving the latter a justification for perpetuating 

the use of the label since much of the material studied by art 

historians in this field is based on archeological and anthropological 

data. In spite of this fact, art historians appear to be, in this 

case, somewhat more aware of the damaging effect of deprecating labels 

as they are applied to significant art objects. 

Another important result was the discovery that lay persons 

felt sufficiently qualified to write about Precolumbian art even 

though in reality their knowledge was superficial and amateurish. 

Disastrous examples are Gutierre Tib6n's Mujeres y Diosas de Mexico, 

and Ferdinand Anton's Woman in Pre-Columbian America. Unfortunately, 

although the authors are not scholars in the field, their books 

contain enough superficial and titillating information to make them 

extremely popular. Ferdinand Anton's book is one of the few in the 

whole sample of ninety-six publications that has been published in 

three languages: Spanish, German and English. 

The national origin of the publications was based on the 

language in which the material was published. This manner of 

classification was chosen because many publications presented the 

problem of having been written by a scholar of a certain nationality 

but intended for an audience of another, for example, the 1943 article 

by Miguel Covarrubias was written in English and therefore intended 
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for an English-speaking audience. An exception to this manner of 

classification was book number 30 in the sample. It was published in 

English as a translation of the 1963 Spanish version. In 1956, the 

book was translated into Spanish from the original German; the date 

was not found for the German version. It was classified under 

European in the sample. For the chart in fig. 38 that classifies the 

authors, and not their publications, their apparent nationality 

combined with the language in which they wrote was the basis for the 

data. 

In order to simplify this variable, publications written in 

French, German and Italian, were grouped under "European." Two books 

written in Spanish were included with the Europeans because it was 

obvious that they had been printed in Spain, and not in Latin America. 

No publication in English came from England. Only one Canadian 

publication included both English and French, and it was grouped with 

the American and Canadian publications. 

In the first graph (fig. 36), Canadian and American 

publications comprised 51.04% of the total sample, Latin American 

38.54%, and European 10.41%. These results are significant because 

one would expect to have more publications by Latin Americans on this 

subject than by Canadians and Americans. The European books are few 

in comparison, and they do not include specialized publications on the 

subject. 

The special relationship between Mexican and American scholars 

might explain why, even though the term "pretty lady" was an American 

concoction, it was perceived to be Mexican through the translations 
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and mistranslations of Miguel Covarrubias. From then on, the phrase 

was thrown back and forth across the Mexican-American border like a 

tennis ball over a net. Some writers, such as Covarrubias, were proud 

to announce or assume that it belonged to Mexican archeologists 

(Covarrubias, 1943:46; 1950:159). Others, like Tibon (1967:30), 

Flores Guerrero (1981:43), and Dragoski and Mandrini (1976:62) 

proclaimed that to their knowledge the "pretty lady" label was derived 

from "objective" American anthropologists. The "success" of such a 

game depended on everyone constantly missing the ball. 

The majority of books that mention the "pretty lady" term are 

among the Latin American publications, which are, for the most part, 

of Mexican origin (see fig. 36). When the writers alone are 

considered, the highest percentage mentioning the "pretty lady" phrase 

(39.28%) were Latin Americans. Americans and Europeans use it less: 

28.57% each (fig. 38). 

The last variable to be tabulated is the professional standing 

of the publications, and by extension, of the authors themselves. 

Scholarly books and articles were writen by professionals in the 

field. Articles appeared in official magazines issued by specific 

academic institutions or organizations. Popular books and articles 

are those which are destined for the general public—those known as 

coffee-table books in art historical circles. These contain general 

information and colorful illustrations, a combination intended to 

entertain rather than instruct the reader. Catalogues usually contain 
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a short introduction with basic information and technical descriptions 

on each of the pieces illustrated. 

Contrary to naive expectations of finding the more popular 

books, articles, and catalogues flooded with the "pretty lady" term, 

the reverse was the case. Of all the publications in the sample, 

professional books and articles, together, comprise 72.91% (fig. 36). 

Of the writers who mentioned the phrase, 82.14% were scholars (fig. 

38). Professionals also used the term for thirty-three years before 

the first writer of a popular book caught up with the trend in 1964 

(fig. 39). 

The group of catalogues numbered eighteen examples, or 18.75% 

of the total sample. Of those, 15% used the "pretty lady" term and 

10.71% of the authors who used the term, wrote in catalogues. Why 

catalogues seem to be more sensitive than popular and professional 

publications is not clear—Rosshandler's catalogue is a gross 

exception. It would be expected that popular editions would follow in 

the steps of the professionals. Chronologically, catalogues also use 

the "pretty lady" term long after it was used by scholars. Not 

coincidentally, the first catalogue which uses the term—the Los 

Angeles Museum of Art, Master Works of Mexican Art (1963) (sample book 

# 52)—appeared one year before the first popular book to do so. 

Probably, it was at this moment that public interest in Precolumbian 

studies began to increase, and the writers of these books had to rely 

on the professional studies available to them. It took a long period 

of incubation, a little over three decades, before popular 
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publications and catalogues "caught up" with the misconceptions of the 

professionals (fig. 39). 

In 1950, seven years after Miguel Covarrubias and Eduardo 

Noguera had lifted the famous term from George Vaillant's article, 

three books and one article including the term were published. Of 

these four publications, only two mention the "pretty lady" term, the 

same two that also mention the archeologists as the inventors of the 

term (fig. 40). Both book and article were written in Spanish for a 

Mexican audience. These events added even more respectability and 

credibility to the stereotyping of the figurines to Mexican, as well 

as international eyes, and not surprisingly the next ones to use the 

term in scholarly publications were the Mexican archeologist Roman 

Pina Chan and the French archeologist Laurette Sejourne. From then on 

the proliferation of publications mentioning the "pretty lady" term 

escalated slowly but surely, reinforced once in a while by the 

inclusion of the archeologists as the professionals who supported such 

terminology. The curious element in this chain of events is that the 

archeologist1s names were never mentioned. Some scholars writing in 

the fifties, sixties, and seventies do constantly cite Covarrubias and 

Westheim as their sources, but they never cite Vaillant nor Noguera. 

The influential figures in this misunderstanding were obviously the 

Mexican artist Miguel Covarrubias and the German art historian Paul 

Westheim. 

The slow but constant escalation of misinformation in 

relation to the citing of anonymous archeologists seems to stop, in 

the graph, with Dragoski and Mandrini's 1976 Arte Precolombino. After 
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this date, the only scholars who use the "pretty lady" term are Jill 

and Peter Furst, in 1980. This, however, is misleading information. 

In the sample of reprints, books published as late as 1984 still use 

the "pretty lady" term. In fact, if percentages are considered, the 

incidence of the "pretty lady" term is higher in the reprints than in 

the regular sample. The regular sample shows a 41.66%, or forty 

publications out of ninety-six, using the "pretty lady" term while the 

reprints show a 60.86%, or fourteen publications out of twenty-three, 

using it. Therefore, the problem has intensified rather than 

decreased in the last twenty years (fig. 41). 

Many scholars in the sample chose not to use the title, 

perhaps, because they sensed it was misleading and offensive. 

Scholars worth noting are Zelia Nuttall, Muriel Porter, George Kubler, 

Charlotte Thomson, Richard E.W. Adams, Patricia Ochoa Castillo, and 

the editors of Rediscovered Masterpieces of Mesoamerica (sample books 

#4, 26, 49, 79, 87, 95 and 96). Also worth mentioning are the 

authors of The Alan Wurtzburger Collection of Pre-Columbian Art (# 

39); they refer to the female figurines as the "Tlatilco woman" (p. 

10) and emphasize their delicate forms as part of a highly developed 

aesthetic sense. 

Throughout this study it has been postulated that the "pretty 

lady" phrase originated with American archeologists, and not with 

Mexican archeologists. The intuitive reason given was that the union 

of these two words does not intrinsically belong to the Spanish 

language. At first sight, the translation of "pretty lady" to "dama 

bonita" always looks out of place in the Latin American publications 
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because other expressions are more common, as for example "muchacha 

bonita." This is not to deny that Latin American macho men do not 

insult women, but when they do, they usually employ stronger epithets, 

and are more direct. 

Conclusions 

Tabulating some of the variables found in the basic sample, it 

was possible to confirm, first of all, that specific, belittleing 

phrases are not used to address male figurines. And, that the 

practice of downgrading female figurines, although not universal, it 

is prevalent enough to merit attention. If these graphs could 

highlight the information that the "pretty lady" label had a 

questionable beginning, maybe the term could soon disappear from the 

field of Pecolumbian studies. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSIONS 

Revising the written works about the Tlatilcan female 

figurines is imperative, because even in the 1980's scholars writing 

books, theses and dissertations are quoting the same authors and 

accepting the mistakes to which this study refers. It is to be 

expected that future publications will perpetuate the same errors if 

they are not corrected. The best example of the trend of mislabeling 

is Jacqueline Larralde de S&enz' Cr6nicas en Barro y Piedra: Arte 

Prehispanico de Mexico en la Coleccion Saenz (1986). Here the problem 

of careless labeling is compounded, magnified, and summarized. In 

this catalogue not only are the small female figurines still called 

"mujeres bonitas," but the larger, solid clay sculptures measuring 30 

and 40 cm high have been designated "las macrobellas" (the 

macrobeautiful) (Saenz, 1986:81). Furthermore, the double-head 

figurines are called "mujeres Picasso," figurines type M still are the 

bruiitas de Canitas (witches from Caiiitas), and figurines type San 

Geronimo I of Guerrero are the "Guerrero equivalents of the 'pretty 

ladies' of Tlatilco" (Saenz, 1986:90, 123 and 157). A talk delivered 

at the 45th International Congress of Americanists (1985) illustrates 

the matter of mislabeling plus misinterpretation. The "pretty lady" 

label was still used and the overall fertility meaning applied. This 

iconography of fertility was then extended to the whole of Latin 
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America, Europe and Asia. In the matter of stylistic mixtures, David 

Grove's book Chalcatzineo (1984:85) still uses the "pretty lady" label 

and still confuses groups D1 and D2 as belonging to the same pseudo-

type. Esther Pasztory's superb book, Aztec Art still promotes Olmec 

culture as the unchallenged artistic source of the Preclassic, 

illustrating Tlatilco's art production with a C3 female figurine 

holding a baby, thereby perpetuating the image of women as 

representations of fertility and motherhood in this time period 

(Pasztory, 1985:38, fig. 7). Magali Carrera in her study The 

Representation of Women in Aztec-Mexica Sculpture, affirms that the 

importance of selecting her theme was "because female representations 

are rare before the Aztec Period (A.D. 1200-1500)" (1979:4); and Alva 

Millian—also in her studies of Aztec ceramic figurines (1981:2) 

although recognizing the existence of Preclassic clay sculpture, 

complains about the high interest which Preclassic figurines have 

elicited "to the neglect of those of later periods." As has been 

demonstrated, this interest has been shallow and beneath scholarly 

standards for the most part. 

In 1983, the hypothesis of Terrance Stocker's dissertation was 

based on Michael Coe's (1965:25) incomplete information, and the 

conclusions on color classification of the Postclassic figurines 

18 
reached by Stocker are weak because of his reliance on Coe's work. 

18. Stocker bases his entire hypothesis on the migration of 
figurine styles from somewhere in the Northwest of Mexico to 
Postclassic Tula by observing shifts in color patterns. Based on the 
assumption that the Preclassic figurines' colors were red, black and 



In 1981, the same paragraph by Coe was used by Alva Millian to describe 

the Preclassic figurines' color and iconography (1981:5). These 

color classifications, and iconographic interpretations, were first 

advanced by Miguel Covarrubias and popularized in the United States by 

Michael Coe. Covarrubias and Michael Coe, two respected scholars are 

still quoted—directly and indirectly—by Precolumbian specialists, 

perpetuating wrong assumptions that continue to plague the literature. 

This typifies how individuals of influence determine the course of 

events in any human endeavour (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980:159-160). 

Until now these influential individuals have been prestigious 

male scholars. More informed articles by women, and men of lesser 

standing have been ignored: Muriel Porter, Laurette Sejourne, Hans-

Georg, and Johannes Maringer are examples. Even the objective, and 

more informed descriptions of other prominent scholars—George Kubler 

for example—have been largely dismissed. Instead we have the poetic 

teachings of Goethe (eighteenth century) still affecting our thought, 

behavior, and "objective" analysis in scientific and humanistic 

studies. When it comes to intellectual endeavours based on the 

trivialization of women's bodies, behavior and social roles, many 

scholars have not been able to divorce themselves from ethnocentric 

and sexist metaphors traditionally accepted as truth. These scholars, 

white, he postulates an important shift in the sequence of figurine 
production. This shift is mainly based on the introducion of yellow 
in the faces of the Tula Mazapan figurines. But, as has already been 
pointed out by Covarruvias (1957) and Sejourne (1952) many figurines' 
bodies were painted yellow. My own observation is that some type D4 
figurines have their faces painted yellow, too. 
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products of nineteenth century and twentieth century avant-garde 

institutions, like the male artists who were their contemporaries, 

have been "presumptuous enough, (in identifying) the psychic needs of 

society as a whole with those of themselves and, who are permitted by 

their peers to write down their own liberating fantasies based on the 

sexual and social subjugation of others" (Broude, 1982:15). As has 

been shown, these fantasies become accepted as fact when disguised as 

scholarly material. The books that are reprinted and consumed by the 

general public and new students are precisely those which contain such 

fanciful dreams. These fantasies become accepted as truth because 

they reinforce the traditional attitudes of the group within which 

they are produced. 

Today, the fascination of human males with "jaguars and pretty 

ladies" permeates all social classes and all kinds of occupations. In 

intellectual circles this fascination clearly appears in the catalogue 

titled Man-Eaters and Pretty Ladies (Rosshandler, 1972). The 

prevalence of this juxtaposition in popular artistic taste was 

revealed in a recent newspaper article. It confirmed that these 

images are indeed in vogue. Daniel Guerrero, a painter of "black 

velvet" panels complained about customers who buy this kind of art 

(Maish, 1985). He could no longer sell his high quality portraits of 

North American and Mexican Indians; overall technical quality has 

deteriorated as imitators of his work have pursued the fast buck 

provided by Mexican and American shoppers. Imitators concentrated 

their efforts on producing the three most popular subjects and selling 

them by the thousands. Two of those themes are Bengal tigers and big-



128 

busted women (the third theme depicts bullfighters). Guerrero himself 

has painted 1,500 "nudes" to "help put food on the table." It appears 

that most men share an identification with and enjoyment of animal 

power and women. Unfortunately, these two subjects are inextricably 

blended in pornography (Hite, 1981:791). And, just as real-life women 

in this sort of male "entertainment" are looked upon "with contempt no 

matter how beautiful" (Hite, 1981:790), so have been the female 

figurines from Tlatilco. 

These discriminatory attitudes, together with bureaucratic and 

political problems, have stifled the study of the Early Preclassic, 

particularly of Tlatilco. It is time to look again at this period, 

even more so since new dating studies have chronologically placed 

Tlatilco and the production of D type figurines, earlier than those of 

the Olmec style on the site. The new dates confirm previous studies 

pointing to Tlatilco as the first known large town in the Valley of 

Mexico. A reappraisal of the Olmec as the "mother culture" of 

Mesoamerica must follow, in conjunction with studies about the complex 

Preclassic economic and ideological interactions among different sites 

and ethnic groups. The Valley of Mexico was, and always has been, a 

center of cultural synthesis, importing and exporting cultural traits 

and material objects. 

Olmec trade routes toward the northwest have been studied, but 

the artifacts and ideas that must have traveled from the northwest to 

the Olmec heartland have been ignored. If, as Eduardo Noguera 

(1943:52) concluded, type D figurines are characterstic of the Valley 

of Mexico and appeared a short time before type A (Olmec) during the 
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Preclassic, it follows that type D figurines found in the Olmec 

heartland were brought, or the style copied from that of Tlatilco. 

Some Tlatilcan style (D1 and D2) figurines were apparently found in 

the area of La Venta and San Lorenzo (see Smith, 1968:n.p.). Clay 

seals which were formerly believed to be an Olmec invention carried 

into Tlatilco are now believed to have been carried from the Highlands 

towards the Gulf Coast (Grove, 1974:121). 

Relationships to contemporary and later Preclassic sites must 

be re-examined. Among them are Ticoman, Zacatenco, Tlapacoya, Las 

Bocas, Chupxcuaro, and others including the Oaxacan phases of Tierras 

Largas, San Jose Mogote and Monte Alban, phase I. Careful iconographic 

studies of the arts of all Preclassic groups could yield a much better 

understanding of this period of time. 

Tlatilcan artists did not produce female figurines—nor male 

figurines—for fun or to satisfy some individual yearnings for self-

expression (Covarrubias, 1957:30; 1950:159, 160; Bernal, 1979:14; 

Westheim, 1950:169, 1972:12). Quite the contrary, many of these were 

buried with the dead, attesting to the importance of their function. 

The people with whom the figurines were buried, for the most part also 

carried with them other luxurious items. Considering the large 

cemeteries, their variety and richness, it could be hypothesized that 

some burial practices originated in the Valley of Mexico, and that 

figurines were considered essential to some interment rites. These 

highly sophisticated rituals appear to have existed before the 

emergence of state levels of integration illustrated by Olmec 

monumental construction. The interment rituals reflect the importance 
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of the concept of ancestry in Mesoaraerican thought. Motolinxa 

(1971:88) tells the story of how the Indians, when cajoled by the 

Spanish to bring them more idols to destroy or more golden artifacts, 

began producing fakes to appease their own ancestors as well as the 

intruder's greed, rather than disturb the burials. The place where 

ancestors were buried were sometimes considered the axis mundi from 

which authority sprang (Heyden, 1983:55). 

As was mentioned in the Introduction, the basic and essential 

tenets of Tlatilco's culture were channeled through its artistic 

production, of which female figural sculpture represents a significant 

part. An absence of studies about the most abundant type in 

Tlatilco's clay figures, the D2 group, in favor of types D1 and D4 

figurines, is most revealing. A comprehensive catalogue of Tlatilcan 

figural sculpture, both female and male, from both public and private 

collections needs to be assembled. In conjunction with it, the 

archeological data from the site, particularly the burials, needs to 

be organized and interpreted by qualified individuals. Only after 

this is accomplished, could a more accurate hypothesis be drawn about 

this culture and the role it played in its own time, and in later 

developments. Sexual and social roles could then be better defined 

for that society. 

In the meantime, a preliminary study (Bernal-Garcia, 1986a) 

proposes that some female figurines did not represent women at the 

service of male shamans (Anton and Dockstader, n.d.:15) but were 
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18 
shamans themselves. Other D1 female figurines could not only 

represent the maize plant as Sejourne (1952) suggested, but could 

represent young women impersonating goddesses in ceremonies dedicated 

to female deities; they could actually be forerunners of the Aztec 

goddess Xilonen, or represent the Mesoamerican concept that links the 

tender, young maize plant with "the nature of women" (Bernal-Garcia, 

1986a). Some of the headdresses of figurines type D1 appear to relate 

strongly to that of the Aztec goddess Chalchitlicue (Bernal-Garcia, 

1986a). Genre scenes of women carrying children are possible in 

Tlatilcan iconography, but these could just as easily relate to the 

Presentation Theme (Bernal-Garcia, 1986a), an Olmec image through 

which a specific dynastic line channeled its legitimate claim to the 

Olmec throne. Figurines of women kissing dogs do not appear to 

represent women playing with their puppies, as has been traditionally 

accepted; they may illustrate a crucial point in a myth related to the 

origins of the group in question. It is possible that the Tlatilcan 

figurines depict a version of the Xochiquetzal-Xolotl myth. In Aztec 

mythology, Xolotl (identified by a dog) and Xochiquetzal were the 

first parents of twins (Klein, 1976:52; Nicholson, 1959:175). The dog 

also holds a special relationship to humans in shamanistlc societies 

18. In conjunction with this thesis, research was done on the 
iconography of the Tlatilcan figurines. As many illustrations as 
could be found were gathered, and museums in Mexico were visited. A 
large sample of figurines was divided into smaller groups, based on 
the similarities of characteristics. The conclusions reached in that 
paper, although not indisputable, do open other perspectives in the 
study of Preclassic iconography. 
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(Furst, 1973a:43), and it might act as a special companion and helper 

in the underworld (Furst, 1967:70). In Tlatilco, whole skeletons of 

dogs were found among the human burials indicating that they were 

buried as company to' the dead (Covarrubias, 1943:44). Sometimes dogs 

were themselves accompanied by offerings (Romano, 1962a:2). Hand and 

body gestures might be significant in secular and religious contexts 

(Bernal-Garcia, 1986a and b). Masks of several kinds appear to have 

been worn by both female and male figurines, and not only by male ones 

as suggested by Romdn Pina Chan, Arturo Romano, Eduardo Pareyon 

Moreno, and Michael Coe (1952:10; 1965:54). 

To have female figurines representing rulers, shamans, and 

goddesses would be more in accord with the information provided by the 

burials. Women, apparently, acquired positions that granted rewards, 

power and prestige in their own society. They did not play ball but 

were ceremonial dancers and impersonators of goddesses. They were 

also mothers, and became fertility symbols sometimes related 

specifically to the corn plant. 

A study of the literature on the Tlatilcan female figurines 

was necessary to illustrate once more, that the discipline of art 

history, and especially Precolumbian art history, has produced an 

extremely biased corps of figurine iconography. The case of the 

Tlatilcan female figurines is characterized by stereotyped images 

about the roles that women must fill in their society. Conventional 

attitudes have also been applied to the study of Tlatilcan male 

figurines, although in their case the social image has been upgrading 

rather than degrading. 



In Precolumbian studies there is a need for re-evaluating 

Tlatilco's role in the Preclassic Highlands, and the relationship of 

these highland towns to the archeological Olmec. If the traditional 

labels, and corresponding models aplied to Tlatilcan society are 

removed, Tlatilcan peoples may be restored to their rightful position 

in Mesoamerican history. 
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Fig. 1. Figurines Found at Tlatilco. 

Drawings after Jean P. Laporte, 1971: plates 34-77; Patricia 
Ochoa Castillo, 1982:fig. 29; and Rosa Maria Reyna-Robles, 

1971: plate 47. 
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Fig. 2. Traditional Iconography of Tlatilcan 
Figurines. 

Percents taken from 57 books which mention the figurines' 
iconography in general terms. 
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Fig. 3. Tlatilco, Type D1 Female Figurine, 
early/middle Preclassic. Clay with red, white and yellow 

paint. 

Illustrated in Flor y Canto del Arte Prehispanico de Mexico 

(Mexico: Fondo Editorial de la Plastica Mexicana, 1964), fig. 
95. 
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Fig. 4. Basin of Mexico: Lake and Occupied Sites in 
the Preclassic Period. 

Illustrated in Roman Pina Chan, Las Culturas Prec.ldsicas de 
la Cuenca de Mexico (Mexico, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura 
Economica, 1955), map 3, p. 22. 
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Fig. 5. Map of the Central Highlands of Mexico. 

Adapted from Rediscovered Masterpieces of Mesoamerica 
(Editions Arts 135, 1985), p. 82. 
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Fig. 6. Chronological Correlation of Various Sites 
with Tlatilco. 

Illustrated in Patricia Ochoa, Secuencia Cronologica de 
Tlatilco, Estado de Mexico. Temporada IV (Mexico: Biblioteca 
Enciclop£dica del Estado de Mexico, 1982), fig. 83. 



Fig. 7. Olmec Stvle Figurine Head, drawing. 

Illustrated in Gumersindo Mendoza, "Idolo Azteca de Tipo 
Japones," Anales del Museo Nacional de Mexico. Tomo I 
(Mexico: Imprenta de Ignacio Escalante, 1877), p. 91. 
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•<mturn* 

Fig. 8. Chart of Interrelationships Between 
Preclassic Clay Figurines' Types. 

Illustrated in Miguel Covarrubias, Indian Art of Mexico and 
Central America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), fig. 8. 
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Fig. 9. Chart of Stylistic Traditions in the Valley 
of Mexico. 

Illustrated in Eduardo Noguera, La Cer^mica Arqueologica de 
Mesoamdrica (Mexico: U.N.A.M., Instituto de Investigaciones 
Antropologicas, 1975), fig. 26. 



144 

/oo 

"I 

75-

i 
50-

Go.ie 

AS- 33.3^} 

JS. 
QUTtlOtL 
ry«s 

Fig. 10. Percentage of Local and Outside Types Found 

at Tlatilco. 

Based on Patricia Ochoa's and Jean P. Laporte's Samples. 
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Fig. 11. Percentage of Local and Outside Types and 
Subtypes Found at Tlatilco. 

Based on Patricia Ochoa's and Jean P. Laporte's Samples. 
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Fig. 12. Tlatilco, Type D1 Female Figurine, 
early/middle Preclassic. Clay with paint. Coll. Mr. and 
Mrs. Jan Mitchell, New York. 

Illustrated in Elizabeth Easby and John Scott, Before Cortes: 
Sculpture of Middle America (New York: New York Graphic 
Society, Limited, 1970), fig. 2. 



Fig. 13. Tlatilco, Type D1 Male Figurine, 

early/middle Preclassic. Clay with red, white and yellow 
paint, 10 cm high. Coll. Mr. Jay C. Leff, Uniontown, Pa. 

Illustrated in Michael D. Coe, The Jaguar's Children; Pre-
Classic Central Mexico (Greenwich, Connecticut: New York 
Graphic Society, 1965), fig. 108. 
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Fig. 14. Found in Azcapotzalco Environs. Type D1 
Female Figurine and Fragment, early/middle Preclassic. Clay 
with paint. Coll. American Museum and Clarence L. Hay. 

Illustrated in Clarence L. Hay, "The Buried Past of Mexico," 
Natural History vol. 23, no. 3, (New York, 1923), p. 261. 



Fig. 15. Zacatenco, Type D1 Figurine CheatO- middle 
Preclassic. Clay. 

Illustrated in George C. Vaillant, "Excavations at 

Zacatenco, Anthropological Papers of the American Museum of 
Natural History, vol. 32 (New York: American Museum Press, 
1931), frontispiece to p. 1. 



Fig. 16. Tlatilco, Type D1 Female Figurine, 
early/middle Preclassic. Clay. 

Illustrated in Paul Westheim, Arte Antiguo de Mexico. 

(Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1950), fig. 58. 



Fig. 17. Tlatilco, Type D1 Male Figurine. 

early/middle Preclassic. Clay. 

Illustrated in Charlotte Thomson, Ancient Art of the Americas 

(Connecticut: Scroll Press, 1971), fig. 14. 



Fig. 18. Tlatilco, Type D1 Female Figurine, 
early/middle Preclassic. Clay. 

Illustrated in Anahuacalli, Artes de Mexico, aiio XII, vols. 
64/65 (1965), p. 188. 
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Fig. 19. Tlatilco, Pseudo-Tlatilcan Scene including 
Tvne D1 Female Figurines, early/middle Preclassic. Clay. 

Illustrated in Anahuacalli, Artes de Mexico, ano XII, vols. 

64/65 (1965), p. 122. 



Fig. 20. Venetian, Titian, Venus in the Pardo 
Museum. 16th Century. Oil on canvas, 196 x 386 cm. Paris, 
Louvre Museum. 

Illustrated in Rodolfo Pallucchini, Tiziano. vol. II 
(Firenze: G.C. Sansoni Editore, 1969), fig. 259. 



Fig. 21. Tlatilco, Pair of Female Figurines. 
early/middle Preclassic. Clay with paint. 

Illustrated in Ferdinand Anton, Ancient Mexican Art (New 
York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1969), fig. 12. 



Fig. 22. Tlatilco, Type D4 Female Figurine, 

early/middle Preclassic. Clay with red, yellow and white 
paint, 9 cm. high. Coll. Mr. and Mrs. D. Daniel Michel, 
Chicago. 

Illustrated in Leo Rosshandler, Man Eaters and Pretty Ladies: 
Early Art in Central Mexico from the Gulf to the Pacific. 
1500 B.C. to 500 A.D. (Montreal: Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 

1972), fig. 97. 



Fig. 23. Tlatilco, Type D5 Male Figurine, 
early/middle Preclassic. Buff clay with cream slip, and 
localized red and black paint. 

Drawn from Frances Pratt and Carlo Gay, Ceramic Figures 
of Ancient Mexico (Graz, Austria, Akademische Druck-v. 
Verlagsamstalt, 1979), fig. 80. 



Fig. 24. Tlatilco, Type D4 Female Figurine, 

early/middle Preclassic. Clay with paint, hematite mirror. 
Coll. Museo Nacional de Antropologia. 

Illustrated in Miguel Leon-Portilla, Toltecavotl: Aspectos de 
la Cultura Nahuatl (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 
1983), p. 417. 



Fig. 25. Tlapacoya, Type D1 Figurine (fragment) 
Preclassic Period. Clay. 

Illustrated in Alexander von Wuthenau, Altamerikanishe 
Tonplastik (Baden-Baden: Holle Verlag G.M.B.H., 1965), p 



Fig. 26. Tlatilco, Types C3 and Type D1 Female 
Figurines, early/middle Preclassic. Clay. 

Illustrated in Ignacio Bernal, Great Sculpture of Ancient 
Mexico (New York: Reynal and Company in association with 
William Morrow and Co., Inc., i979), p. 96. 



Fig. 27. Tlatilco, Type D1 Female Figurine, 

early/middle Preclassic. Clay. 

Drawn after Roman Pina Chan, Mesoamerica (Mexico: 
Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, 1960), fig. 

11. 



Fig. 28. Native Women Making and Selling Clay Pots. 

Illustrated in Leo Rosshandler's, Man-Eaters and Pretty 
Ladies: Early Art in Central Mexico from the Gulf to the 
Pacific, 1500 B.C. to 500 A.D. (Montreal: Montreal Museum of 
Fine Arts, 1972), p. 28. 



Fig. 29. Chupicuaro, Type H4 Female Figurine. Late 
Preclassic. Clay, 10 cm high. 

Illustrated in Michael D. Coe, Mexico (Great Britain: Thames 
and Hudson, 1984), fig. 25. 



1 6 4  

Fig. 30. Guerrero, Type San Geronimo Group I. Late 
Preclassic, 500-100 B.C. Buff clay, 13.5 cm high. Gift 
243:1978. 

Illustrated in Lee A. Parsons, Pre-Columbian Art: The Morton 
D. Day and the Saint Louis Art Museum Collections (New York: 
Harper and Row, Publishers, 1980), fig. 61. And, in 
Alexander von Wuthenau, The Art of Terracotta Pottery in 
Precolumbian Central and South America (New York: Crown 
Publishers, Inc., 1969), p. 69. 



Fig. 31. Tlatilco, Type D1 Masked Male Figurine, 
early/middle Preclassic. Polished buff clay with yellow and 
red pigment, 9.6 cm high. Coll.: Museo Nacional de 
Antropologxa e Historia, Mexico, 1-2169. 

Illustrated in Elizabeth Kennedy Easby and John F. Scott, 

Before Cortes: Sculpture of Middle America (New York: New 

York Graphic Society, Limited, 1970), fig. 3. 



Fig. 32. Tlatilco, Type D1 Masked Female Figurine, 

early/middle Preclassic. Clay with paint. 

Illustrated in Sigvald Linne, Treasures of Mexican Art: Two 
thousand years of art and art handicraft (Stockholm, Sweden 

Nordisk Rotogravyr, 1956), p. 29. 
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Fig. 33. Entrance to the Museum of Tlatilco. State 

of Mexico. 

Photograph by the author. 
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Fig. 34. Case with D1 Female Figurine (label on the 

case is enlarged). 

Photographs by the author. 
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Fig. 35. Poster with Type D1 Female Figurine. 

Photograph by the author. 
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Fig. 36. Incidence of the "Pretty Lady" Term 
in Different Categories of Publications. 

Full sample. 
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Fig. 37. Variables on the Publications Using the 

"Pretty Lady" Term. 

Sample of forty publications. 
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Fig. 38. Variables on the Writers Using the 
"Pretty Lady" Term. 

Sample of 28 writers. 
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Fig. 39. Chronological Relationship Between 
Publications by Scholars and Publications for the General 
Public which Use the "Pretty Lady" Term. 
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Fig. 40. Chronological Relationship Between the Use 
of the "Pretty Lady" Term, its Anthropological Legitimization. 
and the Accepted Iconographic Interpretations. 
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TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

1931 8) Vaillant, George C. 
"Excavations at Ticoman." X X X X 

9) Vaillant, George C. 
"Excavations at Zacatenco." X 0 0 0 X 

1934 10) Vaillant, George C. 
"Early Cultures of the Valley of Mexico." 0 0 0 X 

11) Vaillant, George C. 
"Excavations at El Arbolillo." 0 0 0 X 

12) Vaillant, George C. and Suzannah B. Vaillant. 
"Excavations at Gualupita." X 0 X X X 

1935 13) Vaillant, George C.; 1973. 
Artists and Craftsmen in Ancient Central America. 0 0 0 X 

1941 14) Ceballos Novelo, Roque. 
Las Culturas del Valle de Mexico. X X X 

1943 15) Covarrubias, Miguel. 
"Tlatilco: Archaic Mexican Art and Culture." X X X X X 

16) Noguera, Eduardo. 
"El Problema Olmeca y la Cultura Arcaica." X X X X X 

1944 17) Toscano, Salvador. 
Arte Precolombino de Mexico v de la America Central. X X X X 

1950 18) Bernal, Ignacio. 
Compendlo de Arte Mesoamericano. X X 

19) Covarrubias, Miguel. 
"Tlatilco: El Arte y la Cultura Preclasica del Valle de 
Mexico." X 0 0 

oo 



TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

20) Pinto Orozco, Arturo. 
La Cultura Arcaica. 

21) Westheim, Paul. 
Arte Antiguo de Mexico. 

1952 22) Pina Chan, Roman, Arturo Romano and Eduardo Pareyon M. 
"Tlatilco: Nuevo Sitio Preclasico del Valle de Mexico." 

23) Pina Chan, Roman. 
"Tlatilco y la Cultura Preclasica del Valle de Mexico." 

24) Sejourne, Laurette. 
"Una Interpretacion de las Figurillas del Arcaico." 

25) Linne, Sigvald; 1956. 
Treasures of Mexican Art. 

1953 26) Porter, Muriel Noe. 
Tlatilco and the Pre-Classic Cultures of the New World. 

1955 27) Pina Chan, Roman. 
Las Culturas Preclasicas de la Cuenca de Mexico. 

1956 28) Barba de Pina Chan, Beatriz. 
"Tlapacoya: Un Sitio Preclasico de Transicion." 

29) La Jolla, California; Exhibition and Catalogue. 
Pre-Columian Sculpture. 

30) Westheim, Paul; also 1963 English translation. 
La Escultura del Mexico Antiguo. 

1957 31) Ashton, Dore. 
Abstract Art Before Columbus. 

32) Coe, Michael D. 
"Pre-Classic Cultures in Mesoamerica." 

33) Covarrubias, Miguel. 
Indian Art of Mexico and Central America. 

XX X 

0 0 0 

X 

X ? 

X X 

0 0 0 

X X 

X 

0 0 

X X 

XX X 

0 0 0 
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TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

34) Sejourne, Laurette; 1984. 
Pensamiento y Religion en el Mexico Antiguo. X 0 0 OX 

35) Westheim, Paul; 1980. 
Ideas Fundamentales del Arte Prehispanico en Mexico. X 0 0 OX 

1958 36) Alcina Franch, Jose; 1965. 
Manual de Arqueologia Americana. X XX XX 

37) Pina Chan, Roman. 
Tlatilco. 0 0 OX 

38) Pina Chan, Roman. 
Tlatilco, 2. 0 0 OX 

39) The Baltimore Museum 
The Alan Wurtzburger Collection of Pre-Columbian Art. X 

1959 40) Bernal, Ignacio. 
"Evolucion y Alcance de las Culturas Mesoamericanas." 0 0 0 X 

41) Cook de Leonard, Carmen. 
"La Escultura." XX ? 

42) Peterson, Frederick A. 
Ancient Mexico: An Introduction. X XX X 

X 

1960 43) Disselhof, Hans-Dietrich and Sigvald Linne; 1966. 
The Art of Ancient America. X ? X X X 

44) Pina Chan, Roman. 
Mesoamerica: Ensayo Historico Cultural. 0 0 OX X 

1961 45) Dockstader, Frederick J. 
"Before and After Columbus." X ? ? X X 

46) Krickeberg, Walter et al.; 1968. 
Pre-Columbian American Religions. XX ? X X g 



TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

1962 47) Coe, Michael D.; 1984. 
Mexico. 

48) Flores Guerrero, Raul. 
Historia General del Arte Mexicano. 

49) Kubler, George; 1984. 
The Art and Architecture of Ancient America. 

50) Westheim, Paul. 
La Ceramica del Mexico Antiguo: Fenomeno Artistico. 

1963 51) Emmerich, Andre. 
Art Before Columbus. 

52) Los Angeles Museum of Art; Catalogue of an Exhibition. 
Master Works of Mexican Art. 

1964 53) Fondo Editorial de la Plastica Mexicana. 
Flor y Canto del Arte Prehispanico de Mexico. 

54) Lothrop, Samuel; 1979. 
Los Tesoros de la America Antigua. 

1965 55) Anton, Ferdinand; 1969. 
Ancient Mexican Art. 

56) Coe, Michael D. 
The Jaguar's Children; Pre-Classic Central Mexico. 

57) Noguera, Eduardo; 1975. 
La Ceramica Arqueologica de Mesoamerica. 

58) Westheim, Paul. 
Die Kunst Alt-Mexikos. 

59) von Wuthenau, Alexander; 1969 English translation. 
Altamerikanische Tonplastik. 

1966 60) Monti, Franco; 1969 English translation. 
Terrecotte Precolombiane. 

0 0 X 

XX XX 

X X X  X  

0  0  O X  

X ? ? X 

X 

X 

XX X X 

X ? XX 

0 0 0 X 

0  0  o x  

0  0  o x  

X ? XX 

X ? XX 



TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

61) Easby, Elizabeth K. 
Ancient Art of Latin America. X ? X X 

62) Nougier, Rene. 
L'Art Prehistorique. X ? X X X 

63) Houston, Texas: The Museum of Fine Arts. 
Pre-Columbian Art from Middle America. XXX 

64) Paris, France: Musee de 1'Homme. 
Arts Primitifs dans les Ateliers d'Artistes. X X 

1967 65) Tibon, Gutierre. 
Mujeres y Diosas de Mexico. X X XX XX 

1968 66) Smith, Bradley. 
Mexico: A History in Art. X ? X X X 

1969 67) Westheim, Paul et al.; 1972 English translation. 
Cuarenta Siglos de Plastica Mexicana. 0 0 OX X 

68) Bernal, Ignacio; 1976 English translation. 
The Olmec World. X 0 0 OX 

69) Bernal, Ignacio. 
Cien Obras Maestras del Museo NAcional de Antropologia. 0 0 OX 

1970 70) Albers, Anni; foreword by Ignacio Bernal; text by Michael 
Pre-Columbian Mexican Miniatures. Coe. X 0 0 X X 

71) Easby, Elizabeth K. and John F. Scott. 
Before Cortes: Sculpture in Middle America. 0 X ? X X 

72) Garcia Cisneros, Florencio. 
Maternity in Pre-Columbian Art. XX? X 

73) Gendrop, Paul. 
Arte Prehispanico en Mesoamerica. X X X ? X X 

oo 
fO 



TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

74) von Winning, Hasso. 
"Two Headed Figurines from Mexico." XX? ? X 

1971 75) Haberland, Wolfang. 
American Indian Art: A Descriptive Catalogue. X ? ? X 

76) Laporte, Jean P. 
Analisis Tipologico de los Materiales Procedentes de Tlatilco. XX ? X 

77) Reyna-Robles, Rosa Maria. 
Las Figurillas Preclasicas. XXX XX 

78) Rosshandler, Leo; 1972. 
Man Eaters and Pretty Ladies. X X ? X X 

79) Thomson, Charlotte. 
Ancient Art of the Americas. X ? X X 

80) Butler, Joseph T. 
"Man Eaters and Pretty Ladies." X X ? X X 

1972 81) Baer, Gerhard. 
Figuren und Gefasse aus AltMexiko X X ? X XX 

1973 82) Anton, Ferdinand; 1975 Spanish translation. 
Die Frau in Alten Amerika. X 0 ? X X X 

83) Coss, Julio Antonio. 
El Arte de los Antiguos Pueblos del Valle de Mexico. X X ? X XX 

84) Dockstader, Frederick J. 
Indian Art of the Americas. XX?? X 

1974 85) Mexico: Salvat Mexicana de Ediciones, S.A. de C.V.; 1978. 
Historia de Mexico. X XX X 

1976 86) Dragoski, Graciela and Raul J. Mandrini. 
Arte Precolombino. XXX ?XX XX 

1977 87) Adams, Richard E.W. 
00 

Prehistoric Mesoamerica. X X X X X t-° 



TABLE I—Continued 

SAMPLE OF PUBLISHED MATERIALS 

(1911-1985) 

1978 88) Cervantes, Maria Antonieta. 
Treasures of Ancient Mexico. 

1979 89) Land, L.K., ed. 
Pre-Columbian Art from the Land Collection. 

90) Bernal, Ignacio. 
Great Sculpture of Ancient Mexico. 

91) Pratt, Frances and Carlo Gay. 
Ceramic Figures of Ancient Mexico. 

1980 92) Cabello Carro, Paz. 
Escultura Mexicana Precolombina en el Museo de America. 

93) Furst, Jill Leslie and Peter T. Furst. 
Pre-Columbian Art of Mexico. 
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