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Mexican figurines attached to pallets and cradles
A t the 29th In ternational Congress of A mericanists, held in New York in 1949, Henri
Lehmann (1951, 1953) discussed a group of figurines showing a person lying on his back
strapped to a couch. He pointed out the striking similarities among those figures from the
Valley of Mexico, from Colima and Nayarit, and from Ecuador.
Presently, th e availability of over 130 "bed figures" from West Mexico and a dozen
elaborate specimens from Central Veracruz warrants further study of this subject. A
summary of regional characteristics and conclusions on the significance of the various
types of bed figures will be presented (I).
I shall begin with those Mexican figurines which are easily recognizable as cradles.
I - Infant in a cradle
The earliest cradles known are from the Middle PrecJassic of the VaJ.Jey of Mexico
(mainly from Tlatilco). They are oval and shallow, and are sometimes held in th e
mother's lap. These, and the
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Classic period Teotihllacan (Metepec phase) figurines of rectangular cradles, containing
infants attired with ear discs and necklaces, were made in molds. Feet rest on the cradle
rim and there are indications that a loop was attached after the figures had been removed
from the mold. Another type of molded Teotihuac{m figures shows a sexless individual
with flat headdress whose arms and chest are covered by a broad band with incised
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symbolic designs. These figures, however, are not in a cradle, which may have consisted of
perishable material. It is therefore not certain whether these individuals represent infants
or adults.
The most expressive figures occur in Central Veracruz during' the Late Classic and
show a mother leaning over the cradle while suckling her babe. The infant wears a
necklace and earrings which denote his elevated status as in the Teotihuacan figures; the
presence of jewelry in bed figures is, therefore, not confined to adults.
Cradles from the Early Postclassic are not known (except two figures from Michoacan,
which represent either infants or adults).
In the 14th century the Chichimecs used cradles made of net s and rods; one of these is
illustrated in Mapa Tlotzin .
Aztec moJdmade figurines are rectangular with extended headboard and show the
infant with a strap across chest and arms, which is fastened to the sides of the cradle. Feet
protrude as in Teotihuacan figures. These clay models resemble th e wicker-work cradles
illustrated in Codex Mendoza (p. 57). Both have loops , probably for easier handling.
11 - Adults lying on plain slabs or beds
The West Mexican bed figures have been variously interpreted as children, or adults
who were sick and therefore had to be strapped to a couch , or as deceased persons. When
the crad led infant figures are
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considerable form varieties
evident in the po sition of
arms and legs, the method of strapping, the use of head and leg bolsters, the proportions
between size of person and length of slab, etc. The provenience is seldom documented
but cultural affiliation can be inferred from regional stylistic traits (mainly in th e
modeling of facial features and headdress) in figurin es from Colima, Jalisco and Nayarit.
A tabulation of I 12 bed figures leads to the following generalizations:
1) Figures in the style of Colima (54 specimens)
Predominantly female (one male, 5 specimens without sex indication); head rests on a
pillow betw een two lateral slab bolsters; head, rarely the feet , extend beyond th e slab;
occasionally a semicircular loop arches over the head ; two or three modeled bands over
arms and chest (but 4 specimens have no straps); legs are separated, sometimes slightly
pJatrorm~
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bent at the knee; slabs usually lack supports (conical supports in 7 specimens).
Exceptional feature s: Body strapped but both arms are fre e (2 specimens); strap less figure
detachable from slab (I specimen); body covered with blanket (I spec.); figures on slab
inclined 45 degrees (reclinatorios); pairs of male and female under a blanket (3
specimens).
2) Figures in the style of Jalisco (16 specimens)
All are females (sex sometimes modeled in exaggerated size); pillow but rarely lateral
head bolsters; head and feet project beyond slab; no loop over head; 2 or 3 modeled
bands over arms and chest (but 3 specimens have no straps); straight legs. Exceptional
features: Bed with vertical curved head and fool boards (sickbed? ,2 specimens).
3) Figures in th e style of Nayarit (42 specimens)
Predominantly sex less (only 5 females); pillow and lateral head bolsters frequent; head
and feet do not project beyond slab; figures som etimes much smaller than slab; rarely
loop over head (except sickbeds); straps sometimes indicated by paint, but lacking in 7
specimens; 2 specimens have one arm strapped while th e other is raised to head ; slabs with
four supports predominate. Exceptional features: Separate slab with pillow attached (I
spec.); boxlike , polychrome (Itxlan del Rio type) sickbeds with flat base (2 spec .), or
transverse rods on one or two levels and an opening below lower abdomen of the
individual (4 specimens) (Fig. I); figure with swo llen abdomen and distorted face (I
spec.); figures with attendant
attached to longer side of bed or
sla b (4 spec.); bolster benea th
ankles (4 spec .); female with dog at
her feet (2 spec.).
4) Figures from Michoacan (5
specimens)
Only one adult female figure,
comparable to the Jalisco types has
been published (Lehmann 1953:
fig. 26,d). Four specimens from a
tom b at San Gregorio (east of Lake
Chapala , i.e. close to J alisco) are in
the collection of the Universidad
A ut6noma de Guadalajara. Of
these, a pair of Preclassic (? ) male
figures has detachable slabs with 4
supports and a large protective ring
Fig. 1 - Si~kbcd wi th elllu vw l ope ning II I
at each end. Another pair has loops
double layer slat base. Nayarit. 13 cm lo ng.
only over the head. The bodies of
this pair are Oat and details blurred; they were made in a mold together with the slab.
Straps are not discernible. In each corner is a perforation which often occurs in Late
Postclassic figures. Apparently the figures represent children since the San Gregorio tom b
contained also several larger non-bed figures of adults. These rare Michoacan bed
fjgur es resemble the flat Toltec-Mazapan figures of the Valley of Mexico and they are
probably of Early Post classic date.

III - Conclusions concerning the meaning of the bed figures from West Mexico
Bed fjgures of adults display too great a variety to make a typo logical classification
meaningful. In general, the following fea tures, common to Colima, Jalisco, and Nayarit ,
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are significan t: 1) The majority of adult bed figures are female ; some have no sex
indication, but recognizable males do not occur. Breasts are not indicated. 2) Not all the
figures are strapped to the couch (4 Colima, 3 Jalisco, and 7 Nayarit figures have no
straps). 3) A few persons are covered by a blanket which may indicate that they are sick.
4) Portrayals of pathological conditions are rare (e.g. abscessed jaw, goiter, see von
Winning and Hammer, 1972. fig. 176,196). Evidence of advanced pregnancy is also rare.
Only a small num ber of bed figures can be described with certainty as representing sick
persons. They lie on what Weisman (Uikekonst, 1966) called "hospital beds" (5
specimens, all fre m Nayarit) which have "special facilities for bowel and bladder
incontinence" (Fig. 1). Bed figures with persons attached to one side of the slab are, by
their appearance, probably attending a sick individual (1 Colima , I Jalisco, 5 Nayarit).
What is the significance of the majority of bed figures that do not portray illness,
including 14 that are not strapped? Diego Delgado (personal information) has suggested
that they represent corpses on biers prepared for burial. Considering the depth and
narrowness of the shaft leading to the burial chamber, a ceremonious way to lower the
corpse into the grave would be to tie it to a pallet. This interpretation, however, does not
accou nt for figures without straps.
Taking into consideration that clearly recognizable male figures do not exist and that
the individuals are sexless or predominantly female, with their legs frequently spread
apart, I tentatively suggest, following Delgado's lead, that these individuals represent
women who died during or soon after childbirth and were placed on biers preparatory to
burial.
In Aztec religion - which has its roots in earlier cultures - women who died in
childbirth were accorded high honors because by giving birth they became equals of the
warriors who captured an enemy. This concept is consistent with the precepts of a highly
organized militaristic society, such as that of the Aztecs and Toltecs. Whether a similar
belief prevailed in Western Mexico centuries earlier is not known. However, an
outstanding feature of the West Mexican cultures is the elaborate mortuary cult,
characterized by shaft tombs containing numerous clay effigies of superior workmanship ,
including those of individuals suffering from severe diseases. It is conceivable that death
as a result of childbirth was common and that cause and effect relationship was well
known. Consequently, these women had a place in the mortuary ceremonies and their
tragic fate prompted their replication in clay. Since the ritual preceded entombment it is
of no importance whether the person was strapped or in what position she held her arms.

IV - Figures from South-Central Veracruz
The few known early (Lower Remojadas I, 150-1 B.C.) bed figures from VeracfllZ
resem ble those of West Mexico. Two Protoclassic figures display a knee or ankle bolster
which continues to be a significant attribute in later bed figures. So far , no bed figures are
known from the Early Classic, a period of close ties with Teotihuacan where such figures
are likewise lacking (except for cradled figures and strapped infants without slabs or
beds).
Toward the end of the Late Classic, bed figures reappear ; they are larger and more
elaborate. Two features are now conspicuously prevalent: uplifted legs and a large
semicircular loop at the head end of th e slab (but not dire ctly above the head) which the
individual grasps with both hands. Instead of females only male figures are tied to the '
couch by means of a wide strap, or are covered with a blanket. A whistle is incorporated
either in the base of the couch or forms the leg support. The couches are longer than the
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person, are decorated with notched and / or incised designs, and stand on tall cylindrical
supports.
The most sophisticated bed figures consist of single or double-tiered platforms. The
head of the individual is tilted backward, the body is covered with a blanket , the legs are
raised at a 45 degree angle and large bells or rattles decorate the ankles. Significantly,
monkey heads are attached to the leg supports or full monkey figures climb on the head
loop (Fig. 2).
These attributes indicate that the Late Classic Veracruz bed figures had an entirely

Fig. 2 - Smiling race lype figure 011 plalrorlll . A l1lonk ey 1\ allJch cd 10 th e
loop. Ce nlral Vera cruz. 28 CI1l. long. After von \Vinning and Hal11l1l er , 19 7 2 :38.

different function than the earlier types from that region and from those of West Mexico.
I suggest that they represent ritually intoxicated persons who participated in a pulque
ceremony. They are alive but in a state of trance. To test this hypothesis I shall refer to
other representations of figures lying on their back with knees drawn up, which are
associated with maguey plants and/or vessels containing pulque. Such manifestations
occur in Mesoamerica also outside of Central Veracruz, on stone reliefs and in codices,
from the Late Classic to Contact.
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Evidence of the rela tionship between figures lying on their back with flexed legs, and
pulque
I) The low-relief wall panel of the South Ball Court at El Tajin clearly depicts a
pulque ceremony (Garcia Payon, 1962). In th e center is a person strapped to a platform
which is covered with a blanket. Hi's legs are flexed. Eyes and mouth of the strapped
person and of the one standing above are stylized "in a manner that is usually reserved for
non-human beings, such as gods and monsters" (Tuggle, 1968: 50), hence he is in a state
of intoxication. To the right are five maguey plants, three of which show the tall stem
with horizontal branches in bloom . The attendant at the head of the tied individual holds
a large pulque jar (Fig. 3).
2) Some of the Chac Mool sculptures - rec umbent male figures with flexed legs and a
container on the abdomen - display attributes that relate them to the pulque gods and to
the Eagle-Jaguar cult and, therefore, indirec tly to pulque since this is the beverage of the
warriors.
3) Codex Vindobonensis I includes a full page (25) devoted to a pulque drinking
ceremony where gods - not ordinary humans - partake of this sacred beverage that was

r:ig. 3 .. I'UI<.1'I<:

~cene

with s trapped per so n. Wall panel. So uth !lalJ Court , El

Taj In. After Careia Payon, J 962.

supposedly invented by the goddess 2 Flow er. Page 24 on the other hand , depicts a scene
related to the mushroom cult. Couches with leg bolsters occur on pages 10, 11, 13, 18 , 20
and 22, as well as several pulque plants. Although the couches are unoccupied it is
noteworthy that they are depicted and their presence could imply "a connection with the
pulque cerem~·~y. On page 34 are six males lying on their ba ck 'with legs drawn up ; below
is an uno ccupied couch.
Caso (1963: 35) interpre ted the pulque scene (p. 25) and the mushroom sce ne (p. 24)
as a commemoration of the Mixtec invention of two important "magic medicines",
capable of producing intoxication and hallu cinations which are condu cive to a spiritual
contact between men and their gods.
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4) A carved jaguar bone from Tomb 7, Monte Alb{m , depicts inter alia an individual
lying supine with flexed legs on a frame which contains two maguey plants in bloom
(Caso, 1969, fig. 206) (Fig. 4,k).
5) A be nt leg with a pulque jar above the knee is the hieroglyph of Moquihuix, fourth
and last Lord of Tlaltelolco, who committed suicide at the conquest by Tenochtitlan in
1473. The hieroglyph varies considerably, but is usually associated with the pulque bowl
or the characteristic nose ornament of the pulque gods (Fig. 4,1).
The foregoing examples indicate that the motif of a recumbent figure with flexed legs
is associated with pulque or pulque ceremonies (further evidence see von Winning and
Hammer, 1972: 31-41). This conclusion was also reached by Barthel (1963: 168-170)
who followed a different approach. He identified the main personage on SteJa 31, Tikal,
as Xipe and the supine figure with flexed legs lying on the jaguar head of Xipe's belt as
the motif "night-drinker" (Seler: Nacht-trinker). This name, from the Nahuatl yoallavana,
yohuallahuana, according to Seler, is the ceremonial denomination of Xipe and is
applicable only to his specific representative as, for ins tance, his chief priest. Barthel

a.

d.

Fig. 4 - ReclIll1bent figures with t1 exe d legs ("night-drinker" ll1otii"). After
Barth el , 1963: fi g. 3.

presented several motifs from Maya inscriptions, Codex Borgia and Vaticanus B, and one
from Xochicalco , which are equivale nts to the Mexican motif "night-drinker", expressed
by a figure lying on its back with legs drawn up (Fig . 4).
The concept "night-drinker" in central-southern Mexico refers, of course, to pulque .
Thaf fl1i s beverage ~as consumed ceremonially only after sunset is indicated in Codex
Borbonicus 11 by the large disc, half of which shows the sun, the other half the starry
sky.
The position of the elaborate Late Classic Veracruz male figures with the heads bent
backward, their happy expression and open mouth, is not incongruent with that of an
intoxicated person. Significant is the presence of monkey heads on the leg supports (in 3
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specimens) o r of a full m o nkey figur e a tta c hed to the loo p (2 spec imen s) (Fig. 2). Beyer
(1965:457) dem ons trated that in th e codi ces the monkey h ead , inter al ia, symbolizes
midnight , whi ch is in agreement with the con cep t " night-drink er". In fact , Code x
Borboni cus I I depicts the pulque god Pateca tl , .i agua r and eagle knights, pulque vessels,
and a large pulque jar inscribed wit h a monke y head. On th e other hand th e monke y is
th e gu ise of Xoc hipilli , patron of the a rt s of singing, mu sic, merriment, and of abundance
and fertility in general. The consumption of pulque is re late d to merriment, w hile X ipe
(and his impersonato r the " night-drink er") is a fertility god.
Not all of th e Lat e Classic Ve ra cruz figu res di sp lay the monkey head attribute but
eac h one show s a co ntented faci al ex pression and the legs are e levat ed. An explanation
for this peculiar leg position cannot be offered , but it is intere sting to note th at
intoxi cation indu ce d by pulque clys ters was a very ancient c ustom among th e peoples of
th e Gulf Coast, repo rt ed by the ch roni clers for th e area of the Huasteca , but not entirely
co nfined to it (Dahlgren , 1953: 148). Perhaps th e uplifted legs are co ncomitant with this
strange custom.
VI- Summary
The occurrence of figurines showing adults on slabs or couche s is limited in
Mesoame rica to Western Mexi co (Nayarit , Colim a, lalisco and th e adjacent region of
Michoaca n) and south-ce ntral Veracruz . Crad le s with in fants occur also in th ese regions,
in ChupicuaJo and th e Valley of Mexi co , and th ey ar e distinguishable by their re lat ive
sma ll size and their trough or boxlik e shape.
Bed figures represen ting ad ults can be classified into reg ional g roups according to facial
features, a ttribute s, and surface finish. Within ea ch group certa in traits (e.g. loop s,
bo lsters, suppo rt s etc.) overlap reg ion ally and variations in details are too num erous to
mak e a meaningful typology worthwhile. Most, bu t not all , bed figures are tied with
band s to th e sla b, re str ict ing arm moveme nt. In some cases one or both arm s are fr ee and
raised to the hea d. Occasionall y the feet are bound .
Less common are individu als with a n attendant figure at tach ed to the side of the bed
and .especially con stru c ted double la yer beds wi th an effluvial opening, whose occupants
indicate individuals suffering from bo wel in co ntinen ce. The latter are li mi ted to Nayarit.
It is significant that the great majority of th e figurin es from West Mex ico are women, or
individu als of undetermined sex, but not males.
These fi gures were ~ave offerings and their meaning is a matter of conj ecture. The
hypothesis th at the y represent co rp ses placed on a bier so that they can be lo wered
conven ientl y and cerem o niou sly in a vert ical position through the long and narrow sh aft
leadi ng to the buri a l chamber is probable but does not acco unt for those figures whi ch are
not strapped. Considering the preponderance of female and sexless figures without male
at trib utes (whi ch therefore may be females) it is tent ative ly sugge sted that th ey represent
wom e n w ho h ad died in childb irth and who are awa iting burial whi le undergoing some
ritual compaJab le, per haps, to that accorded to Aztec women who died under such
circ ums tan ces. These were honored like the warriors who had died in battle, si nce giving
birth was equ ivalent of taking a prisoner.
Whil e the significance of th e Wes t Coas t bed fig ures ca nnot be e lucidated by
arc haeologi ca l or e thnohistorical analogy - barring a few exceptions - those of the Late
Classic period from sou th-central Veracruz can be explained by compariso ns with
contemporaneous ston e re lie fs at E l Taj in an d det a il s in pictorial manuscripts. The c lose
relationship has been pointed out between a pulque ritual at El T ajill and th e
Mesoamerican motif "night-drinker" (as defined by Barthe l) on the one hand, and the

Veracru z figur es, some of which include a pulque-related monkey figure, on the o ther. It
is therefo re concluded that these clay sculptures represent a ritually inebriated person
whose trance-like condition differentiated him from ordinary human s and th ere by
facilitated his co n tact with the gods.

Reference
(I ) Sin ce th e number of illu stration s h ad to be limited th e read er is referred to tho se in th e recently

publi shed ca talog of a n eX,hibition a t the Na tura l Hi s torY Museum of Los Angel es County (von
Winning a nd Ha mmer, 1972).

Bibliography
Barthel T.S., Die Stela 31 von Tikal, Tribus, XII,pp . 15 9-214 , Stuttgart, 1963.
Beyer H., El mo no mitologico de los mexicanos y mayas, in Mito y Simbolismo dellvlex ico A ntiguo,
El Mexico Antiguo, X, p. 444-60, 196 5.
Caso A., R epresentaciones de hongos en los codices, Est udi os de Cultma Nahu a tl , VI , p . 2 7·3 6 ,
Mex ico, 1963.
Caso A., El tesoro de Monte A lban, INA H, Mem or ias 3, Mex ico, 1969.
Chadwick R. , Archaeological Synthesis of Michoacan and Adjacent Regions, Hand book of Middl e
Am erica n Indi ans, vol. 11 , pt. 2, p. 651-93, 197 J .
Dahlgren B., Etnografia prehispanica de la Costa del Golfo, In : Huastecos, Totonacos y sus vecinos,
Sociedad Mex ica na de Antropol ogia, XIII , 2- 3, p. 145-173, 1953.
Garcia Payon J., Hallazgo de otros tableros en el centra del Juego de Pelota Sur de El Tajin, Bol e tin
INAH 8, p . 9-10, Mex ico, 1962.
Liikekonst i [e ra; th e Weisman Collection of Pre·Columbian Sculpture, Stockholm , St a ten s Hi storiska
Mu se um, 1966.
Lehmann H., Le personage couche sur le dos: Sujet comun dans I'archeologie du Mexiqu e et d e
I'Equateu r, Se lec ted Papers of the XXIX Intern. Co ngress of Americani sts, Uni v. of Chi cago ,
p. 291-298 , 195 1
Lehmann H. , On Noel Mo rss' " Cradled Infant Figurines ", Am e rica n Antiquity, XIX , 1 , p. 78 -80 ,
1953.
Tuggle H.D., Th e Columns of El Tajin, Veracru z, Mexico, E thno s, XXXIII, p. 40-70, St oc kh o lm ,
1968.
von Winning H. and O. Hammer, A necdotal Sculpture of Ancient West Mexico. An E thni c Arts
Publi ca ti on a nd Exhib ition Sponsored by the Ethni c Art s Council of Los Angeles at th e Natura l
Hi story Muse um of Los Angeles County, 1972.

