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Abstract

The history of the Tarascan empire, a rival of the Aztec empire in Late Postclassic
Mesoamerica, is mainly known through the Relacién de Michoacan (1540) and
archaeological data. The Relacion de Michoacan mentions 312 different place names,
many of which can be identified with present towns in the states of Michoacan, Jalisco,
Guanajuato and Guerrero, México; therefore, the archaeological sites near them can be
related to the place names mentioned in the document and, accordingly, it is possible to
link the ethnohistorical information with current archaeological data.

In an effort to provide a fast and efficient means of accessing both of these types of
information, | have created a database which gathers the data given by the Relacién de
Michoacan about each of the 312 places mentioned, the geographical information that
makes it possible to locate them, the references found in other documentary sources
from the 16th century, and the information from the archaeological sites that can be
related to them. The diversity of queries that can be made in the database allows the
user to locate immediately the minimum information needed to plan and start both
archaeological and historical research at given places or regions in the Tarascan area. |
hope that the database described in this report will promote the study of Tarascan
culture and, in the long term, contribute to a better understanding of its Prehispanic
past.

Resumen

La historia del imperio tarasco, rival del imperio mexica en la Mesoamérica del
postclasico tardio, se conoce fundamentalmente a través de la Relacion de Michoacan
(1540) y de los datos arqueoldgicos. En la Relacion de Michoacan se mencionan 312
topénimos diferentes, muchos de los cuales se pueden identificar con localidades
actuales de los estados de Michoacan, Jalisco, Guanajuato y Guerrero, México, por lo
cual los sitios arqueoldgicos cercanos a ellas se pueden asociar con los topdnimos
mencionados en el documento y en consecuencia se puede vincular la informacién
etnohistorica con los datos arqueoldgicos existentes.

Con la finalidad de crear un instrumento de consulta que permita acceder facil y
rapidamente a ambos tipos de informacién, elaboré una base de datos que reune los
datos que proporciona la Relacion de Michoacan sobre cada uno de los 312 lugares
mencionados, la informaciéon geografica que permite ubicarlos, las referencias que se
encuentran en otras fuentes documentales del siglo XVI y la informacion sobre los sitios
arqueolégicos que pueden asociarse a ellos. Las diversas consultas que pueden
ejecutarse en la base de datos permiten conocer de inmediato la informacion minima
necesaria para planear e iniciar investigaciones, tanto arqueolégicas como historicas,
en determinados lugares o regiones del area tarasca. Espero que la base de datos
descrita en el presente informe promueva el estudio de la cultura tarasca y contribuya a
largo plazo a una mejor comprension de su pasado prehispanico.



Introduction

At the time of the Spanish conquest the Tarascan kingdom or empire was the most
powerful independent political entity in Mesoamerica after the Aztec empire. Formed in
the Late Postclassic period (ca. 1450), the Tarascan empire came to rule over most of
the area now covered by the state of Michoacan and part of the states of Jalisco,
Guanajuato, and Guerrero in Western Mexico (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Michoacan within the Mexican Repubilic.

Our current knowledge about the Tarascan kingdom comes mainly from the
combination of two kinds of information: archaeological and ethnohistorical. In fact, one
of the salient characteristics of the studies about the Tarascans is the disproportionate
weight given to historical documents to explain and interpret their Prehispanic past.
Foremost among these sources is the Relacién de Michoacan, a document written by a
Franciscan friar in 1540, which describes several aspects of Tarascan society in
Prehispanic times.

In recent years, however, the Relacion de Michoacan has been read in a more critical
way. The historical validity of its accounts has been questioned, particularly the second
half of the document, which deals with the formation of the Tarascan kingdom. Likewise,
doubt has been cast upon the fidelity of descriptions made by the friar who compiled the
book, who in applying his own concepts and ideas portrayed a society which is very
similar to the Castilian monarchy. On the other hand, the geographical information



contained in the Relacion de Michoacan seems to be quite accurate. The survival of
many Tarascan toponyms in Michoacan and adjacent states allows us to identify
several places mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan and to link them with modern
localities, while several others can be approximately located thanks to the information in
the Relacion de Michoacan and other written sources. This allows us to locate
archaeological sites linked with these places and, therefore, to directly link
archaeological information with historical and ethnohistorical data.

With the objective of systematizing this body of data and of creating a research
instrument which would permit easy access to the data, | put together a database which
gathers information on each of 312 places mentioned in the Relaciéon de Michoacan,
including the necessary information to locate them on the landscape (Espejel 2004).
Thanks to funds provided by FAMSI | was able to compile for each one of these places
the references found within other colonial documents, as well as information about
presently known archaeological sites which could be related to them.

Place names mentioned by the Relacién de Michoacan

There are 312 different toponyms in the Relacién de Michoacan, most of which are
mentioned in the second half of the document, more specifically in the 30 chapters
which contain the long account narrated annually by the high priest or petamuti during a
feast known as Equataconsquaro. For instance, just in chapter 31, which mentions the
conquests through which the kingdom was formed by Tariacuri's (the principal
protagonist) nephews, there are 130 mentions of distinct places.

The complete list of toponyms mentioned in the Relacién de Michoacan includes the
names of whole regions, such as the Province of Michoacan or New Spain; of particular
regions within and outside the Tarascan territory, such as the border with Mexico (i.e.
Aztec territory), the Hot Lands, Panuco or "Las Higueras" (i.e. Honduras), and specific
places outside of the Tarascan territory, such as Toluca, Texcoco, Colima or Mexico
(Tenochtitlan). Most of the toponyms mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan,
however, refer to settlements within the Tarascan domain, most of them in the state of
Michoacan, although there also are names of hills (Tariaqueri, Arizizinda, Tupen,
among others), of water springs and streams (Carupuvta in Patzcuaro or Curinguen,
near Upapo Hoato), of caves (Patuquen, near Tzintzuntzan), of temples (Puruaten and
Quacari Xangatien in Jaracuaro) and of sites or fields within a settlement (Puque
Huringuequa, where the baths of the goddess Xaratanga were or had previously been
located in Tzintzuntzan; Arataquaro, a field near Zuangua’s house in Tzintzuntzan; or
Uanaquaro, a field near the temple of the god Querenda Angapeti, in Zacapu).

Of the 312 toponyms mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan, | have been able to
identify only 145 with present localities, and therefore | have been able to locate them
on the map. But the approximate location for virtually all places can be inferred from
information provided by the Relacion, as well as other documents. For example, 37 of
the places not identified were around Lake Patzcuaro, and seven of them were on or



near Tzintzuntzan, while 20 were south of the lake. Of those places identified with
present localities, seven are in the state of Guerrero, six in Guanajuato, and three in
Jalisco (apart from the cluster of towns collectively known as Pueblos de Avalos or
Pueblos Dabalos in the colonial era) (see Table 1).

Table 1. Identified and Unidentified Places Mentioned in the Relaciéon de
Michoacan

Places: Amount Percentage
Mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan 312 100.0 %
g:lr;té?g:génh/%sﬁé);ec;? of the second part of the 130 416 %
|dentified 145 46.5 %

in Guerrero 7 22 %

in Guanajuato 6 1.9 %

in Jalisco 3 1.0 %
Unidentified 167 53.5 %
Located approximately 282 90.3 %
With associated archaeological sites ro312 253 %

79/145 54.5 %

The map made using these data clearly shows the limits of Tarascan territory (Figure 2).
To the north, the Lerma River appears to have been a natural barrier which was not
broached; to the south, the Balsas and Tepalcatepec Rivers likewise seem to have
been a natural limit, as well as the Cutzamala River to the southeast. The places
identified in the eastern end coincide with the sites recognized in the Relacion de
Michoacan and other sources as border sites between Tarascan and Mexica territories
(Tuzantla, Taximaroa, and Maravatio, among others). The western limits are less clear,
but the extension toward Jalisco represented by Tuspa (Tuxpan), Capotlan (Zapotlan)
and Tamazula, together with the Pueblos Dabalos which were found in the western end
of Lake Chapala, suggest that the intermediate area between these places in Jalisco
and those in the western end of Michoacan were also part of the Tarascan realm.
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Figure 2. Map 1, sites mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan.

Most sites mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan were concentrated around Lake
Patzcuaro, to a great extent because that is where most of the story narrated by the
Relacion transpired. However, it is possible that this situation is a result of the fact that
this zone indeed had a greater population concentration. The distribution of settlements
around lakes in the highlands (Michoacan’s northern sector) and along the rivers of the
Tierra Caliente (the "hot lands," or southern Michoacan) is also evident in the map.

Procedure for identification and location of places mentioned in the Relacion de
Michoacan

In order to identify and locate the places mentioned in the Relaciéon de Michoacan |
combined two basic criteria: (1) the coincidence of a place name in the Relacion with
the name of a present-day place, using as reference localities registered in the extant
topographic charts (of 1:50,000 scale; Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, Geografia e



Informatica, or INEGI); and (2) the sites’ approximate location, inferred from the context
in which they are mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan.

The importance of the second criterion (above) is crucial, because we virtually never
find an unequivocal relationship between the names mentioned in the Relacion de
Michoacan and present-day nomenclature. Sometimes the variation between ancient
and modern names is minimal (e.g. Pazquaro= Patzcuaro; Erongariquaro=
Erongaricuaro; Charu= Charo; Aranzan= Aranza) or both are identical (Characharando,
Zacapu, Cheran). The context of the narrative is the only factor that allows us to be
certain that the present-day place is in fact the same as the one mentioned in the
Relacion. This criterion is even more necessary in those instances in which differences
between both old and new names are considerable (for instance Curupu hucazio=
Curucupatzeo; Curinguaro= Quiringuaro; Purechu hoato= Purechucho), or when we find
(as is often the case) more than one present-day town with the same name, or when the
Relacion de Michoacan mentions two or more different places that bear the same
name. Lastly, in several instances | was able to confirm the identification of places
thanks to information provided by other written sources (Table 2). Such was the case of
Hetoquaro, one of the most complex examples of this situation (see below).

The toponym Hetoquaro (or Hetuquaro) is mentioned in six distinct passages within the
Relacion de Michoacan. In four of these instances the name seems to refer to a single
place which was, according to data provided by the Relacién, to the east of Lake
Patzcuaro, between Morelia and Araré. At present there is no place known as
Hetoquaro or Hetuquaro in the surrounding areas of Morelia and Arard, however, other
colonial sources mention a place called Yztapa, which in Nahuatl means the same as
Hetoquaro, "place of salt," and has been identified with Tarimbaro (Suma de Visitas,
Libro de las Tasaciones, among others; see Herrejon 2000 and Warren 1989).
Therefore, it is highly likely that the Hetoquaro mentioned in the four passages of the
Relacion had been in or near the present-day Tarimbaro, north of Morelia.

The other two passages of the Relacion where the toponym Hetoquaro is mentioned
seem to refer to two other places which had the same name. Both are mentioned in the
long list of towns that were conquered by Tariacuri’s nephews, and one of them can be
provisionally identified with the town of Etucuaro, in the municipality of Madero. The
main criterion for establishing such association is the relationship between this
Hetoquaro and a cluster of towns which are located relatively near the aforementioned
Etucuaro, to the south of Lake Patzcuaro: Tacanbaro (Tacambaro); Paracho (Parocho,
south of Tacambaro); Hurapa (Urapa, south of Tacambaro); and Curupu hucazio
(Curucupatzeo?). However, the identification of all these places is problematical
because there is another cluster of towns with similar names west of Lake Patzcuaro
(Etdcuaro, in the municipality of Tangancicuaro, Uruapan, Paracho, and Corupo).
Nevertheless, considering that conquest campaigns toward the Balsas River were
launched from some of these places, it is more likely that the first identification is the
correct one.



The other town known as Hetuquaro in the Relacion seems to have been located in the
same region where the following towns are located today: Hapérendan (Aparandan),
Zacango, Cuseo (Cutzio), and Quayameo, that is to say in the corner formed by the
Balsas and Cutzamala Rivers. At present there is no place known as Hetoquaro in this
region, but several colonial documents mention places with this name: San José
Etuquaro, a subject or barrio (quarter) of Sirandaro located on the margins of the Balsas
River (according to the Relacién Geografica de Sirandaro; see Acuia 1987), San Juan
Etucuaro, related to Zirandaro and Guayameo (De la Torre Villar 1984), and lastly San
Miguel Etucuaro, a town that was subject to Pungarabato, present-day Ciudad
Altamirano, Guerrero (De la Torre Villar 1984).

In summary, the Relacion de Michoacan mentions three places named Hetoquaro, only
one of which can be identified with one of two towns currently known as Etucuaro in
Michoacan, while the second one can be identified with enough certainty to the present-
day Tarimbaro. About the third place all we can say is that it was found in the Tierra
Caliente of Michoacan, probably near the Balsas River.

Other documentary sources

Several historical documents confirm the existence of places mentioned in the Relacion
de Michoacan, and in some cases provide important information to locate them at least
approximately. The most useful sources up to now have been five fragments of the
visita (i.e. official survey) made by Antonio de Caravajal to the province of Michoacan
between 1523 and 1524 in order to get information which would be the basis for
distributing encomiendas or land grants (Warren 1989), and the Relaciones geogréaficas
compiled between 1579 and 1581 on orders of the Spanish crown (Acufia 1987, 1988).
The data recorded by Caravajal in Espopyuta (Comanja), for instance, allow us to infer
the approximate location of Zichaxuquaro in the general area of the current Cerro
Tipicato, which therefore permits to link this place with the archaeological sites that
have been located on that hill's lower slopes. Likewise, in the relacion pertaining to
Turicato several places are named which are also mentioned in the Relacion de
Michoacan (Chupingo parapeo, Casinda angapeo, Papazio hoata, and Tetengueo).
This source also specifies the distance between these sites and Turicato (a place that is
not mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan, but which is currently found in the area),
allowing to determine the area where these sites must have been located.

Apart from the documents mentioned above | consulted the tasacion or tax survey
made by the Bachiller Ortega in 1528 (Warren 1989), as well as the report on copper
mines carried out by Vasco de Quiroga in 1533 (Warren 1968), the Suma de visitas
compiled between 1547 and 1550 (Paso y Troncoso 1905), the Libro de las tasaciones
that pertains to the second half of the 16th century (Gonzalez de Cossio 1952), the
diary of the journey made by father Alonso Ponce in 1586-1587 around Michoacan,
Jalisco, and Colima (Ciudad Real 1993), the documents published by Ernesto de la
Torre Villar (1984) on the Indian congregations in Michoacan, and lastly the Lienzo de



Jucutacato, a pictographic document made in the 16th century but dealing with events
that took place in Prehispanic times (Roskamp 1998).

In some cases | noted the reference to specific documents mentioned in the
bibliography. For instance, a document about Zacapu cited by Cayetano Reyes (1991)
contains information about several places mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan
whose exact location is not known, but that were near Zacapu (i.e. Uiriguarapexo,
Quaruno, Querequaro).

| have also checked documents from the 17th and 18th centuries, but have not
integrated them into the database. As a complement | refer the reader to Peter
Gerhard’s book (1986), where one can find references to other useful historical
documents, both published and unpublished. Lastly, | have also checked some old
maps, primarily Beaumont’'s (1932), but | still have to integrate to the database in a
systematic way the information from several colonial maps.

Association between places mentioned in the Relaciéon de Michoacan and
archaeological sites

Once | identified the places mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan, | could gather the
archaeological information pertaining to each one of them. The main instrument used to
compile this information was the catalog of archaeological sites found in the Direccion
de Registro Publico de Monumentos y Zonas Arqueoldgicas del Instituto Nacional de
Antropologia e Historia (Direction of Public Registry of Archaeological Monuments and
Zones of the National Anthropology and History Institute), which consists of almost
1,800 entries. However, because the archaeological information available for each site
in the catalog is rather limited (basically the UTM coordinates for each recorded site, the
number and height of architectonic structures, and occupation dates if known), it was
necessary to also check the technical reports for several archaeological projects, which
are on file in the Archivo Técnico de la Coordinacion Nacional de Arqueologia del INAH
(Technical Archive of the National Archaeological Coordination, INAH) (Sapio y Lépez
1983; DIAENAH n.d.; Pefa 1983; Michelet 1984; Fernandez 1992; Cardenas 1992,
1993; Pulido et al. 1997; Grave 1998; Silverstein 1999; Pollard 2000, 2005, among
many others). | also had to check several publications (Moedano 1946; Gorenstein
1985; Michelet 1992; Cabrera 1995; Pulido et al. 1996; Healan 2004; Esparza 2004,
among others). In order to further broaden the information about each one of the sites, it
would be necessary to also go through the complete information produced by several
archaeological projects, which in several cases includes longer descriptions,
photographs and sketches made in the field, among other things that were not
integrated into the final report.

Archaeological sites have been recorded in 79 out of the 145 identified places (Figure
3). This doesn’t mean to say that the remaining places do not have archaeological
features, but rather that the regions where they are found have not been formally
explored by archaeologists. In fact, my experience shows that very likely archaeological



sites would be found in those regions, if archaeological investigations were undertaken.
There is a very high likelihood of finding archaeological sites near the places mentioned
by the Relacion de Michoacan.
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Figure 3. Map 2, archaeological sites linked with the places mentioned in the Relacién de
Michoacan.

The map in Figure 3 shows the archaeological sites associated with places identified
with current localities, but in the database | also included sites found in areas where
some unidentified places may have been. Altogether | have integrated into the database
the information for a total of 448 sites, 344 of which can be linked to some of the places
mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan.

Several striking blank areas in the map are due to the fact that | have not yet integrated
to the database all the available information, such as the known sites within the
Tamazula, Tuxpan, Zapotlan and Sayula areas of Jalisco. Also lacking are the data that
have recently been recorded for the Tepalcatepec River region, as well as the Zamora-
Jacona valley and the area around Tiripetio, which still are under analysis, and lastly
several sites mentioned in the bibliography whose geographical coordinates | have not



yet figured out. Another striking blank area in the map is due to the lack of
archaeological fieldwork, for example in the area around Tacanbaro (Tacambaro),
Hurapan (Urapa), Puruaran, Tetengueo (Tetenguio) and Cuzian, which was a very
important region according to ethnohistorical data. Another very important region still
waiting to be studied is the one around Curinguaro, Tupataro and Condembaro, east of
Lake Patzcuaro.

The database

The system of related databases | designed includes the following information for each
one of 312 places mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan:

1. General data

a.
b.
c.

Place name
Known variants for name
Possible meaning

2. Summary of information provided for each site by the Relacion de Michoacan

3. Geographical Data

co oo

General location

Current location

Geographic and UTM coordinates for present locality
Cartographic references (1:50,000 INEGI topographic chart)

4. Associated archaeological sites

oo

~ 000

@

Site name

Site reference in the catalog of the Direccion de Registro Publico de
Monumentos y Zonas Arqueoldgicas (INAH)

Archaeological project that first reported the site

Site number as provided by project

Site’s UTM coordinates

Period of occupation

Site description (number of structures, size, fieldwork done at the site, etc.)

5. References

a.

Folios of the document where the site is mentioned and page numbers for
the principal editions; part and chapter within the document; period, stage
and event within the account

Other documentary sources where the site is mentioned



c. Related bibliography

6. Graphic material (photos, sketches, plans, etc.(Table 3, Figures 4 and 5,
below, Figure 6, Figures 7 and 8, below).

1.‘I"d:aur:-:mi::l de Tapia .

Yacata La Virgen

Figure 4. Archaeological sites linked with Naranjan.



Vista de abajo.

Somaja antigua en forma de tortuga, con una
tortuguita sobre la espalda.  De Naranja,
cerca de Zacapu. Longitud, 9.4 cm.

Figure 5. Bells from Naranjan, drawn by Carl Lumholtz (1986 [1904]).



Figure 6. Sketch map of the La Virgen site, linked with Naranjan (map made during the Patzcuaro-
Cuitzeo Project, DIAENAH).

Figure 7. Recent photo of the La Virgen site, linked with Naranjan.



Figure 8. Recent photo of a partially destroyed yacata (mound) in the site of La Virgen, linked with
Naranjan.

One can make searches in the database (currently in Access and Filemaker format)
under different criteria. For example, one can search for the entry for a specific place
according to the name mentioned in the Relacion de Michoacan with its variants, or
according to the current name of the present-day locality. It is also possible to select
clusters of entries, for instance the places mentioned in specific passages of the
Relacion (according to the folio, the chapter or the event within the narrative in which
place names are mentioned), or the sites found in a specific region (according to their
general location, the INEGI chart where they appear, or by establishing specific ranges
for geographical coordinates). It is also possible to select the records of those places
that have been identified and those that have not been identified, as well as places that
can be linked to archaeological sites, or those that are mentioned by a specific
documentary source distinct from the Relacion de Michoacan (Table 4). The related
database that gathers information for the archaeological sites can also be searched
independently under several criteria (archaeological project, region, and so on).
However, it is important to bear in mind that this database does not include all extant or
available archaeological information.

Lastly, | should point out that the database’s design allows for adding information in a
systematic and orderly way, in order to expand it in various directions. The compilation
in related (or independent) databases of the information contained in other documents,
for instance, will allow us to integrate the geographical, economic, demographic,
linguistic, and political-administrative data contained in these records, not just for the
places mentioned in the Relacién de Michoacan, but also for many others that we will
be able to link with specific archaeological sites. All this will allow us to create a complex



geographic information system to generate diverse cartographic material, and to
analyze data with several perspectives and methods.

Conclusions

The use given by scholars to this search instrument, which | hope to make available to
the interested public in the near future, will be its ultimate proof of efficiency and
functionality. For the time being | can point out several advantages offered by the
possibility of accessing quickly and easily all the gathered archaeological and
ethnohistorical data.

For instance, the combination of both types of information immediately reveals certain
areas where it would be convenient to undertake archaeological research, such as the
already cited case of the region around Turicato, where apparently the caciques (i.e.
chiefs) who launched the conquest of the Tierra Caliente (i.e. the hot lands, or
Tepalcatepec River basin) were concentrated, and where the rich copper mines were
found. Likewise the area around Curinguaro, which according to the Relacién de
Michoacan was one of the most powerful chiefdoms prior to the formation of the
Tarascan kingdom. By the same token, it is evident that several places were linked with
each other, therefore the relationship between several archaeological sites could be
studied as a cluster, such as the places between Curinguaro and Arard, which were
conquered by Chapa (Tiripitio, Hoporo, Hetoquaro, Xenguaro), or the places southwest
of Uruapan where Nahuatlatos (i.e. Nahuatl speakers) lived (Hacauato, Zizupan,
Chumengo, Copuan). The study of these relationships would perhaps enable us to
detect subtle regional differences between clusters, reflected on architecture and other
archaeological materials. The investigation of the cluster of sites linked to the goddess
Xaratanga (Sipixo, Uricho, Uiramangarun, Santangel), together with the exploration of
the area south of Lake Zirahuén, for example, could help to locate the place where
Tariaran was found, one of the foremost characters in the account contained in the
Relacion de Michoacan, to which | have found no reference in other documents. On the
other hand, the dating of specific sites (for instance Uayameo, Zichaxuquaro, Hoataro
pexo or Yziparamucu) would probably allow us to establish a more detailed chronology
and to detect the great movements of population, if such was the case, described in the
accounts found within the Relacion. Lastly, the information gathered so far in the
database provides in an immediate and individualized fashion the minimal documentary
and bibliographical references to start the investigation of a specific site or region.

Until now the study of the Tarascans has been based primarily on the accounts and
descriptions found in the Relacion de Michoacan and in the information provided by
other documentary sources. Undoubtedly historical information will continue to play an
important role in this research, but archaeology still has a story to tell. | hope that the
diffusion of the search tool presented here will stimulate interest about the Tarascan
culture, one of the most important cultures of the Late Postclassic period of
Mesoamerica, as well as promote new research that in the long term will contribute to a
better understanding of the Tarascan people’s Prehispanic past.
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