
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE "LOOPED CORD" YEAR 
SYMBOL IN PRE-HISP ANIC MEXICO: AN HYPOTHESIS 

By H. B. NICHOLSON 

Various symbols for the year were utilized in Mesoamerican 
iconography. Most of them appear to have been variations of 
devices symbolizing the intimately interconneeted concepts: "pre
cious stone" ("turquoise," "jade"), "blue-green," "rain," "rain 
deity," "water," etc. (Caso, 1928: 45-64; 1947: 28-29; Garcia 
Payon, 1939; Thompson, 1950: 144-145, 252, 275-276; 1951: 
31-35). In western Mesoamerica the broad outlines of various 
evolutionary changes in a basic year symbol, which is best known 
in its inrerlaced A-O form (centered in late pre-Hispanic western 
Oaxaca) , can clearly be discerned (Caso, 1962: 68-71). In eastern 
Mesoamerica (Lowland Maya Area), on the other hand, the year 
(i.e., the tun-haab) symbol exhibited no substantial changes 
through time. 

A different year symbol, apparentIy derived from a distinct 
concept, has recently been identified and discussed by Caso (1962: 
71-73; Figs. 2-4, 7-8). The writer had independendy arrived at 
the same conclusion and had also formed the hypothesis that this 
symbol, which Caso rermed "una cuerda" and which appears to 
represented a cord or band usually configurated as a loop, might 
well represent a stylization of the tumpline (Nahuatl: mecapalli). 
The evidence supporting this hypothesis is assembled in the follow
ing nore.* 

This "looped cord" is usually represented smooth but occasio
nally exhibits hatching (Fig. 2: a, b); in these cases its cordlike 
nature is thus clearly indicated. The cord, mecatl in Nahuad, was 
often employed as a symbol of genealogical linkage in western 
Mesoamerican pietoriaIs (e.g., Figs. 14, 15), but another signiH
canee must obviously be sought here. Another kind of "cord," 
the mecapalli, the tumpline, the standard device for carrying heavy 
loads throughout Mesoameríca ( except in the far northwest, 

" This hypothesis was first suggested verbally during a discussion period 
following the presentation by Caso of his paper at the XXXV Internacional 
Congress of Americanists, Mexico City, August 22, 1962. 
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where it was supplanted by the "coolie yoke"), also comes to 
mind in this connection--especial1y in view of the usual loop 
(fig.l). 

But, assuming this hypothesis has sorne cogency, why the tump
line? Why should this utilitarian object serve as a symbol for the 
year? The answer would seem to lie in the concept of the year 
bearer. This concept is best known fram the Maya area. Thomp
son 0950: 59-61; 124-125) has discussed most of the available 
information concerning it in the Mayance-speaking regio n of 
eastern Mesoamerica. He summarizes the basic concept thus: 

The Maya conceived of the divisions of time as burdens which were 
earried through all eternity by relays of bearers. During the lnidal 
Series Period these bearers were the numbers by whieh the different 
periods were distinguished; each number carried the period with 
which he was associated over his alloted eourse. 

Thompson goes on to discuss certain Classic period inscriptions 
which pictorially communicate the concept, especially various 
monuments bearing "full-figure glyphs" (e.g., Copan D, D', W'; 
Quirigua B, D; Yaxchilan L 48; Palenque Tablero de El Palacio). 
Occasionally these display the deity of the numerical coefficient 
carrying the glyph for the period on his back with the tumpline, 
thus very graphically and literally illustrating the fundamental 
concept (Fig. 5). There are sorne ambiguities in the concept (who 
bore whom?), especial1y raised by Ya.'{chilan L 48-which are 
discussed by Thompson-but the essential concept is clear. 
Thompson also cites various linguistic data relating to this notion 
of periods of time conceived as burdens carried forward is relay 
fashion. The most basic expression, whose literal translation is 
"year bearer," is found is various Mayance languages (e.g., Yu
catec: ah cuch haab; ]acalteea: ikum habil; Chuh: cuchlum 
haabil; Ixíl: ih yab). In addition, in the Yucatecan Books of 
Chilam Balam various relevant phrases have been noted (e.g., u 
cuch u ximbal katum. Chumayel; Roys translatíon: "the burden 
of the journey of the katun"). 

Although the "burden of time" coneept may have been espe
cial1y well developed in eastern Mesoamerica, there is a certajn 
amount of scattered evidence that it was also widespread in 
western Mesoamerica, far outside Mayance territory. This evidence 
is both arehaeological and linguistic. The former will be fírst 
considered. 
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In Figs. 10-12 are illustrated 3 stone carvings which portray 
male figures bearing date symbols (2 certainly and possibly all 
3 with numerical coefficients) on their backs with tumplines. 
They appear to have been found in widely separated locations. 
Fig. 10 supposedly hails from northern Veracruz; the style is 
somewhat indeterminate but seems to be related to the Classic 
Veracruz or Tajín style (Proskouriakoff, 1954). A seated (or 
perhaps kneeling) figure, grasping an object resembling a staff 
shaped something like a shepherd's crook, with the other hand 
grasps what 1S almost certainly a tumpline. The latter 1S connected 
to the glyph for the day sign "house" (Nahuatl: Calli) , in a 

FIG. 1. Modern model of tumpline. Tajin, 

Veracruz (Totonac ) . After Kelly and 


Palerm. 


cartouche. A portion of what may be a bar, standing for the 
numerical coefficient of 5, can perhaps be discerned under the 
cartouche. 

Fig. 11, a stela from Piedra Labrada, eastern Costa Chica of 
Guerrero, represents a standing male figure stooping under the 
weight of a glyph (apparently with a numerical coeffident of 
one) carried on the back with a tumpline. The left hand grasps 
what appears to be a kind of staff. Unfortunately, the glyph itself 
(which could indicate the year bearer system of the carvers of this 
monument) cannot be clearly made out in the photograph pu
blished by Piña Chan. The figure is standing aboye another large 
glyph (in a e1aborately decorated cartouche) which Caso (1962: 
66) has identified with his "Glyph Z" (= water?)-also with 
a numerical coefficient of one. 
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Fig. 2. Lcoped cord year symbol from various monuments; a: Pyramid of 
the Feathered Serpents, Xochicalco; b: "Stone of the 4 Glyphs," Xochicalco; 
c-d: "Stone of the Palace," Palacio de Cortes, Cuernavaca (probably originally 
from Xochicalco); e: "Seler Stone," Xochicalco; f: Lapida 1, Tomb 1, 
Yucuñudahui, Mixteca Alta, Oaxaca (presence of looped cord year symboJ 

perhaps dubious); g: boulder sculpture, Maltrata, Veracruz. After Caso. 

Finally, in Fig. 12, a relief on one side of a monument sup
posedly found in or near Mexico City, a kneeling figure-which 
appear to display sorne of the characteristics of a rabbit--carries 
with a tumpline a large Callí symbol with a numerical coefficient 
of 11 (represented by 11 litde circles edging the top and right 
side). As with the representations on the 2 monuments already 
described, one hand grasps the tumpline; the other, what seems 
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ro be a staff. This posture, incidentally, especially the hand 
upraised grasping the tumpline, is a standard one in Mesoamerican 
portrayals of cargadores bearing burdens with the tumpline, as 
Figs. 5: a-b, d, and 6 attest. AIso it is worth noting that the 2 
figures bearing the Calti glyph rather strikingly resemble certain 
depictions in the Codex Zouche-N uttall (e.g., Fig. 9), but in this 
pictorial the stylized houses borne by the cargadores obviously 
do not represent the Calli date sign. 

The dating of these 3 stones is somewhat problematical. The 
monument reportedly from the Mexico City area bears on its 
other face (Fig. 13) a representation of the "man-bird-serpent," 
which is very similar to the classic depictions of this being at Tula 

Fig. 3. Probable looped cord symbol with date 6. Reed, plus other calendric 
symbols which possibly commemorate a calendric shift or correerion (cord 
being drawn across 11. Monkey date obviously distinct in meaning from 
looped cord year symbol). Pyramid of the Feathered Serpents, Xochicalco. 

Aíter Seler. 

and Chichen Itza. It is highly unlikely, therefore, that it is any 
earlier than the Ear1y Postclassic (Toltec) period, and it may 
well date precisely to this period in spite of its supposed Mexico 
City area provenience (varÍous Toltec style carvings have been 
found in the subsoil of Mexico City). The few indubitably Toltec 
carved stone dates (Acosta, 1956-1957: Figs. 22: 1, 2, 6, 7; 
1960: Lam. XXI) all utilize the 5-bar. lts absence here would 
perhaps tend to favor a post-Toltec date for this monument (at 
least one date [calendríc name] of a Toltec ceramic vessel [Fuhr
mann, 1922: Bild 85], however, also lacks the 5-bar). Piña Chan 
(1960: 73) reports Monte A1ban lU-A ceramics at Piedra La
brada, Guerrero; Powell Rosenthal and 01son 0964: 12), on 
the other hand, report that " ...the majority of surface finds were 
of Post Classic date." I would tend to favor a Late Classic oc 
Ear1y Postclassic date for Fig. 11. As for Fig. 10, if its Tajinoid 
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styIístic affinities can be accepted, a Late Classic or very Early 
Postclassic date for it also would seem likely. 

The available evidence points to a terminal Classic-earliest 
Postclassic date for the occurrence of the looped cord year symbol 
on carved stone monuments-more or less coevel with the prime 
Iloruit of Xochicalco (the absence of the 5-bar in the numerical 
coefficient of the Tenango del Valle cliff carving of 9. Calli 
[Fig. 7J might suggest a somewhat later date for this example, 
although numerical coefficients at Xochicalco [e.g., Fig. 3] oc-

FIG. 4. "La Malinche," Palacio de Cortes, Cuernavaca (found 
at Xochicalco). The dates 6. Foot (Caso's "Glyph K") and 
2. Rabbit are carved at the upper left and right, respectively; 

rhe larter displays rhe looped cord decive. After Seler. 

casionally lack the 5 -bar). There seems to be a general coind
dence, therefore, between the temporal positions of our 3 year 
bearer monuments and those which display the looped cord 
year symbol. 

It is barely possible that a version of the looped cord year 
symbol survived in one area until after the Conquest. Two 
fragments of the as yet only partial1y published (Burland, 1960: 
Fíg. 2) "Papers 01 Itzcuintepec" (British Museum, Depart of 
Manuscripts: Egerton MSS. 2896; 2897), from the Sierra de 
Puebla regían, depict rows of what are obviously years, in square 
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in other fragments of the same pictorial year signs in square 
cartouches are unaccompanied by the knotted cord symboI. AIso, 
in this document (and in the stylistical1y closely related Lienzo 
de Metlaltoyuca) the cross-in-circle (- "turquoise") serves as 
ayear symboI (a series of these are actually connected to one of 
the cartouches in one of the series of dates in square cartouches 

a b 

e d 

Fig. 6. Traveling cargadores bearing loads with tumplines. 

Frem varieus pictorials; a: Godex Afendoza, fal. 63v; b: 

Godex Telleriano-Remensis, fol. 4lv; e: Godice Azcalitlan, 


PI. XXII; d: Godex Fejervary-Mayer, p. 31. 


which also display the knotted cord decives [Fig. 14J). Another 
possible interpretation of this devices is that it represents the 
mecatl element in a place-glyph~ perhaps for Mecatlan, "Place 
of the Cord," an important Totonac town in the eastern Sierra 
de Puebla region (see Kelly and Palerm 1952: 253, Map 1). 
This community or a homonym may be represented on the 
Lienzo de Metlaltoyuca-by a knotted cord (but configurated 
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differently) on the usual stylized hill (Guzman [1939: 6] sug
gested either a reading of "Mecaticpac" or "Cuatzontepec" for 
this place-glyph (it is quite similar to the place-glyph for Cua
tzontepec in the Matricula de Tributos (p. 22) and the CoJex 
Mendoza (fol. 44r) ] ). Conceivably, then, the knotted cord device 
serving as place-glyph for Mecatlan or a similarly named com
munity was placed near each of these year symbols because of 
sorne association of these dates with this community (however, 
a number of clear-cut place-glyphs are depicted in this pictorial, 
and none of them appear to be that of Mecatlan). 

Finally, a third possibility is that this knotted cord stands for 
the well-known symbol for the "binding of the years," the xiuh
molpitliJ for a knotted cord was often used ro designate the year 
the "New Fire Ceremony" (toxiuhmolpilia) was celebrated, at the 
expiration of one 52 year cycle and the beginning of another 
(Caso, 1927: 11-12; Nicholson, 1959: 402-407). However, in 
late pre-Hispanic times in the Valley of Mexico and areas stron
gly under its influence this year, of course was 2. Acatl; here 
this knotted cord device is associated with the years 5. T ecpatl 
and 13. T ecpatl. Even if the New Fire Ceremony was celebrated 
in a T ecpatl rather than an Acatl year in this area, it would be 
unprecedented for this event to have occurred in Jifferent Teepatl 
years. This explanatíon, therefore, would appear to be even less 
likely than the others. 

Admittedly, the presence of this knoted cord symbol with 
only these 2 series of repeated dates in the "Papers of Itzeuinte
pee" poses a diffícult problem of interpretation. It seems possible 
that it was employed in these cases as an additional year symbol. 
However, various other explanaríons are perhaps ;ust as likely, 
and 1 would not parricularly urge this interpretaríon. It should 
only be regarded as a possibility ro be further explored (the 
survival of the cross-in-circle year symbol in this region might 
slightly strengthen the case for this interpretaríon since both 
devices were concurrently employed in the Xochicalco glyphic 
system). 

Wheter the looped cord year symbol as an iconographic device 
survived until contact, the concept of periods of time as burdens 
carried as on a journey certainly was extant in Central Mexico 
at this time-as is evidenced by various passages collected by 
Sahagun. Three of these (Nahuatl modified to a more current 
orthography) are: 
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Ce Tochtli. One Rabbit (yeat) 
motenehua it is said (this was) 
huitzlampa xiuhtonalli, xiuhtlapo the yeat sign, the year 

huaHi: counter (of the) South 
matlacxihuitl omei thirteen years 
dahuica, it catries it 
tlaotlatoctia, ir conveys ir 
datqui it bears ir 
damama... it bears Íts burden ... 

(Sahagun, 1953: 21) 

Auh niman íc hualmoquetza in ee 	 And then One Rabbit (yeat) 
tochtli: rises up 

huitzlampa tonalli. the sign of the South 
In iheuac, when (this occurred) 
y, moquetza, and ir rises 
in quipehualtia itequiuh, it begins i ts office 
inic ce xihuitl tlahuícaz, to carry the fírst yea! 
tlaotlatoctiz: ... ro convey it... 

(Sahagun, 1953: 21-22) 

in ihcuac when 
onhuerz intequiuh feH (i.e., were put down) 
in in ontequicauhque left their office 
in oconmotlaxi (ni? ) tique in tlanene- dissolved thar which they 

mÍtiaya were maintaining? 
in izquilhuitl the different days 
oncan tlaodatoctia (then) there conveys it 
niman hualmoquetza, then rises up 
ontiquiana assumes Íts offiee 
(In ce eheeatl:) ... 	 (One Wind (day]) ... 


(Sahagun, 1957: 100) 


As has been demonstrated by both archaeological and linguis
tic evidence, the 4 of the 20 day signs which could serve as 
designations for the year were commonly conceived in various 
parts of western Mesoamerica tú have been borne as burdens, 
often with the tumpline, in their passage through time. The 
tumpline, mecapalli, would then have served as a Iogical and 
understandable symbol for these year bearers. No other explan
ation for the looped cord device would appear to be more 
satisfactory. Although 1 do not feel that it can be conclusively 
demonstrated, with available evidence that this identification is 
correct, enough evidence exists in its favor that it can be presen
ted as a working hypothesis-perhaps tú be definiteIy proved 
or disproved when more data become available. 

Acknowledgments: 1 would like to thank the Museo Nacional 
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Fig. 8. Date 3. House wirh looped coed yeac 
symbol (plus upper ponion of a second 
glyph [probably "Repeíle's Eye"]) . Monu· 
mene in Museo Nacional de Ancropología, 

Mexico. Photo icholson. 

Fig. 9. Twelv Wiad careying Fig. ll. Seeta, Piedra Labra
house on back wirh rumpline. da, Guerrero. Afeer Piña 
Codex ZOf~che-Nflttt111, p. 19. Chan. 



Fig. 10. Relief carving rc
porcedly from normern Ve
racruz. Afeer Medioni and 

Pimo. 

8. Daee 3. House wich looped cord year 
bol (plus upper portion of a second 
h [probably "Reptile's Eye"]). Monu· 
e in Museo Nacional de Antropología, 

Mexico. Phoco Nicholson. 

Fig. l1. Seela, Piedra Labra
da, Guerrero. Afeer Piña 

han. 



Fig. 12. Carved monument, reportedJy from Mexico Ciry area . Lo 
Angeles County Museum. Phoco Nicholson. 

Fig. 14. Fragment of "Papen o/ 

Fig. 13 . Other side of monument oE Fig. 12 ("man-bird-serpem" ) . 



of Fig. 12 ("man-bird-serpenr" ) . 

Fig. 14. Fragment of "Pape'fJ 01 l t zcuinlepec" ( Egerton 21-:97 [4), BricÍsh 

Mu eum) . 




h g. 15 . Fragment of "PaPI'" 01 ItzC//iutepec" (Egercon 2897 [2], British 
Museum ) . 
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SOBRE ALGUNC 
ENE 

En un redente trabajo 
sentado una excelente ( 
del parentesco náhuatl, 
tipo de estudio a base ( 
recopilar las listas de á 

donarios, sino que anal] 
en los principales text( 
clusiones están ampliar 
han de servir en el futul 
de la terminología náh 
que me parecen de iml 
pretación de textos. 

Los primos 

Varios trabajos antel 
del diccionario de MOtif 
para primo y prima era 
ixuiuhtli. La doctora Ra 
los primos son designa( 
manos. la distinción en 
como indica la explicadl 

" .algunas vezes VStm ¡ 

de "vecapa noteachcau 
tdr, si es Slt hermano o 

Para decir que se tn 
ella, literalmente, "amb 
primos se añade a los 
uecapan, "lejano", o la 
etcétera, de primera da: 

1 Rammow, p. 137-142. 
2 Citado por Rammow, I 




