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Etudier les migrations
 967-999 apr. J.-C.  
 Héros civilisateur 
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 Parvient sur la côte du 
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 S'autosacrifie et 

devient l'Etoile du 
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 S'embarque sur un 
radeau fait de 
serpents en faisant la 
promesse de revenir. 

 Kukulcan 
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association with Tollan, the legendary city of the Toltecs whose accounts in contact-
period sources have fascinated and puzzled generations of scholars and still provoke
controversy today. No less controversial are its architectural and artistic parallels to
Chichén Itzá (Fig. 1, E), which have been cited as proof of Tula’s status as Tollan
and the veracity of ethnohistorical accounts of Chichén Itzá’s conquest by Toltecs.
While it would be difficult to focus at length on Tula without considering both of
these issues, I am not directly concerned with questions surrounding its identifi-
cation as Tollan or its relationship to Chichén Itzá, for which the interested reader is
urged to consult a recent collection of papers on both subjects (Kowalski and
Kristan-Graham 2007). Instead, my primary concern is with our knowledge of Tula
and the surrounding region based on archaeological investigations since Acosta’s
pioneering work in the mid-20th century.

Although the archaeological evidence indicates that Tula was indeed the site the
Aztecs called Tollan, I simply refer to it as Tula in light of evidence that ‘‘Tollan’’ is
a larger cultural construct whose origins may go back at least as far as Teotihuacan
(López Luján and López Austin 2009; Stuart 2000). For similar reasons, I do not use
‘‘Toltec’’ as a descriptor for Tula, despite its use as a formal time period in the Basin
of Mexico.

Tula is located in central Mexico (Fig. 1, A), an interior plateau with a long
tradition of prehispanic (Mesoamerican) cities, beginning with Teotihuacan and
ending with Tenochtitlán. A disproportionately large number were located within
the 8,000-km2 lacustrine basin known as the Basin of Mexico, whose long and

Fig. 1 Mesoamerica and central Mexico (inset) showing (A) Tula and other sites and localities discussed
in text: B, Teotihuacan; C, D, Ucareo and Pachuca obsidian sources; E, Chichén Itzá; F, Cerro Portezuelo;
G, Cerritos; H, Carabino; I, Villa de Reyes
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Tula Chico Epiclassiqueinterior and/or exteriors of natural or cream-slipped hemispherical
and flat-bottomed bowls and other vessels (Rattray 1966). In his
initial explorations, Acosta (1945:65) identified Coyotlatelco
pottery in the lower levels of at least one of several test pits exca-
vated on the western periphery of Tula Grande. The most substantial
evidence of Coyotlatelco occupation at Tula comes from Tula

Chico, as determined by exploratory excavations conducted by
Moedano (Acosta 1945), Matos (1974a), and Cobean (1978,
1982), and more recent extensive excavations described by
Cobean et al. (2021).

The abundant Coyotlatelco ceramics recovered from Cobean’s
exploratory excavations at Tula Chico played a major role in his

Table 2. Continued

Sample
No. Locality Sublocality

Years
B.P. Sigma

Median
probability
(years A.D.) Laboratory Lab No. Source

60 Tula Grande Pyramid B 1092 16 953 INAH 1990 Sterpone 2000–2001
61 Tula Grande Edificio 4 1050 30 993 Beta 328586 New date
62 Tula Grande Las Plazas 1036 36 1000 INAH 1170 Paredes Gudiño and Healan 2021
63 Tula Grande Edificio J 1014 37 1017 INAH 8 Paredes Gudiño and Healan 2021
64 Tula Grande Edificio 4 970 30 1090 Beta 328584 New date
65 Tula Grande Edificio J 917 34 1106 INAH 40 Paredes Gudiño and Healan 2021
66 Tula Grande Edificio 4 900 30 1124 Beta 328585 New date
67 Tula Grande Las Plazas 375 35 1514 INAH 1169 Paredes Gudiño and Healan 2021
68 Las Pilas Structure 335 31 1561 INAH 1176 Paredes Gudiño and Healan 2021

Figure 2. The Tula region and its location in central Mexico (inset), showing the location of (a) Chingú, (b) La Mesa, and (c) other
Coyotlatelco hilltop sites. Map by Cobean; inset map modified from Raisz (1959).
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Tula Grande : Phase Tollan (900-1150)

median probability, both of which they found were relatively robust
and stable estimates. We have used median probability, a statistic
provided by the CALIB Radiocarbon Calibration Program.

Tula is located in central Mexico, slightly north of the Basin of
Mexico, in the southwest corner of a broad alluvial plain formed by
the Tula River and several other streams (Figure 2). The site core

Figure 1. (a) Chronology for Tula as established by Mastache et al. (2002), and portions of the chronology for Teotihuacan (Sugiyama
2012:Figure 15.4) and the Basin of Mexico (Sanders et al. 1979:Table 5.1). (b) Revised chronology for Tula as presented in this article.
Horizontal dashed lines indicate approximate temporal boundaries between phases. Chart prepared by Healan.
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respectively. The Plaza Charnay is named for the French explorer who conducted
excavations there in 1880. The three complexes occupy most of the 1.1-km2 area
within the protected archaeological zone, although the site itself extends far beyond.

Previous archaeological research

In many respects the first archaeological investigations at Tula were conducted by
the Aztecs. In the post-conquest era, Garcı́a Cubas (1873) provided the earliest
accounts of the site. Charnay (1887) conducted exploratory excavations in and
around Tula Grande in 1880. Although no major work was conducted until 1940,

Fig. 3 Topographic map of Tula (source: Yadeun 1974) showing mounds greater than 1 m in height and
major monumental precincts (inset). Map appears to be oriented to magnetic north, which in 1973 was c.
8.2!E

56 J Archaeol Res (2012) 20:53–115
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  Plus au nord se trouve un deuxième terrain de jeu de balle. L'ensemble 
est peu prestigieux, même si l'on retrouve des influences de Teotihuacan, et la 
reproduction fidèle des mêmes éléments à Chichen Itza dépasse largement le 
modèle toltèque. 
 

 
  
 
La sculpture est plus abondante qu'à Teotihuacan, avec deux aspects: des bas 
reliefs et des frises montrant une forte insistance sur les sacrifices humains et 
le culte de la planète Vénus; des sculptures en ronde bosse, lourdes, 
monumentales, d'aspect guerrier; tel est le cas des Atlantes, hautes statues 
composites de six mètres, des porte-étendards. 
  

 

Healan et al. 2021

Acosta, who nonetheless also interpreted it as a palace based on its size and grand
(9 m wide) entranceway. Subsequent excavations (Mastache et al. 2009,
pp. 301–304) have exposed over half of Building 4, which measures c. 45 m
north–south and 60 m east–west and contains two columned halls and smaller
flanking rooms.

Some scholars have challenged Acosta’s interpretation of Buildings 1, 3, and 4 as
palaces, chiefly because the combination of large central halls and small peripheral
rooms and their lack of interconnectivity make them poorly designed for residential
life. The spacious columned halls suggest more public activities, likewise suggested
by reliefs along benches in Buildings 3 and 4 that depict processions involving

Fig. 6 Plan of Tula Grande monumental precinct
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Les résidences

compounds at Tula are spacious, well-built structures with plaster-covered and
possibly painted floors and walls that suggest elite residences, three of which are
located within the monumental precinct (e.g., Figs. 7 and 8, a, b). House
compounds, of which the best examples include three juxtaposed compounds
exposed in the canal locality (Fig. 8, g), show considerable variability in form and
quality, even among structures within individual compounds. A common feature in
both house and apartment compounds is a centrally located interior or exterior
courtyard that apparently served as common space and the focus of activity
involving the entire compound.

That these 22 localities were residential in function is indicated by associated
artifacts and features that include utilitarian pottery, metates, hearths, and in situ
braziers. In the canal locality, five houses definitely contained hearths, while

Fig. 8 Plans of selected residential structures from various localities excavated at Tula. Letters refer to
localities listed in Fig. 7

J Archaeol Res (2012) 20:53–115 67
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On trouve, par ailleurs, en Mésoamérique de nombreux exemples 
d'objets d’obsidienne verte de Pachuca, proche de Tula, ou de figurines de 
terre cuite de style Mazapa qui constituent des produits d’exportation. 

 

 
 
L’EXPANSION TOLTEQUE  
 

Si elle est facile à caractériser, il est par contre très difficile d'en 
déterminer les modalités. En effet, les liens des Toltèques avec diverses 
régions se marquent dans la présence de traits toltèques (architecture, 
sculpture, iconographie), mais il est impossible de dire avec certitude la nature 
de cette "présence" toltèque. De plus, des différences régionales importantes 
se manifestent. Une grande partie de l'Altiplano central semble dominé par les 
Toltèques. Dans l'Est, ceux-ci ont des liens certains avec les Huaxtèques, alors 
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