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A R T  A N D  C U L T U R E

Vicenzo Sanfo*

Quetzalcóatl Equinox,
39 x 19 x 19 cm, 1993 (bronze).

Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.
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W
hen I first saw Sebastián’s work on one
of my trips to Mexico, I immediately
understood that he was a very impor-

tant artist and that the search he was making went
far beyond the purely local: he spoke to the entire
world in an extremely personal language with uni -
 versal scope. The first work I saw was Horse
Head, masterfully placed and, perhaps, one of the
twentieth century’s most important monumental
sculp tures.1

Some years have passed since then, but I con-
tinued to want to meet the artist —I was already
familiar with his work thanks to books I had bought
to study it more closely— and finally, unexpected-
ly, the opportunity to meet him came, contrived
together with a far off country with thousands of
years of history behind it: China.

When I was curator of the first Beijing Bien -
nial, a very important historic event, Sebastián
was proposed to represent Mexico; obviously, I
approved the idea enthusiastically, happy to be able
to meet a master whose work had fascinated me
for so long. For me, then, it was a pleasant sur prise
to discover that the artist, capable of competing with
the monumental stature of skyscrapers and with the
imperiousness of great contemporary architecture,
capable of dominating iron and steel, of bending
to his will forms of unthin kable size, was amenable,
extremely courteous and unassuming.

Over the days in China, the pleasure of that
meeting became a friendship of great intellec-

tual intensity, reinforced by a common vision of
contemporary art and, particularly, the great un -
expressed potential of contemporary Mexican art
that is, in my opinion, worth of a great deal of atten -
tion. This common conception of the contemporary
art world became the glue of a friendship, strength-
ened by my successive visits to his studies and my
more and more profound understanding of his quest.

Today, Sebastián’s course seems clearer to me,
his place in the contemporary art world more cer-
tain and his identity more secure. I place him
among the great sculptors of our time, among those
whose work is destined to give the art world to come
new ways forward. However, Sebastián’s work
could not be understood without taking into ac -
count a vision of sculpture derived from logic and
mathematical reflection, from the im pact of quan-
tum theories, of the fundamental laws of geome-
try, of the rules of balance in composition and of the
use of new instruments for research and calcula-
tion, capable of causing that feeling of grandeur
and stupefaction innate in human beings when
standing before a work of genius.

For the sculptor, aspiring to the monumental
is necessary to make the greatest possible number
of people feel amazement at perfection, in which
the work of art is the closest thing to di vine won-
ders. For Sebastián, the Brancusian aspiration to
the essence of the sublime, which finds in this
essence the road of asceticism and, as a result, of
absolute spirituality, is valid. 

Resorting to mathematical models to create his
compositions is a way of channeling the search* Art critic. Curator of the Beijing Biennal.

Blue Sphere, 8 m in diameter, 2002 (iron with acrylic enamel). Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.
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for that Brancusian perfection of the essential,
that clearly defines his limits and perspectives.
Equally, there is no doubt of the nearness of cer-
tain searches à la Calder that, through the use of
new forms, of materials from industry and of color,
offer new perspectives to contemporary sculp-
ture. At the same time, the similarity of attempts
and searches is indicative of another great actor:
Vaserely, of course, seen not only as a great mas-
ter of optical art, but rather as the researcher of
those balances in composition I mentioned before.
However, it seems to me to be appropriate to sit-
uate Sebastián’s quest in the common trajectory of
Chillida who has partly followed the same road,
though with other media and other prerogatives.

I think that whoever wants to systematically
and profoundly face the history of the sculpture
of our time cannot help but take into consideration
Sebastián’s work and the value of his quest, recog niz -
ing in him the stigmata of the great artist be cause
of his courage, inventiveness, and the mo dernity of
his course.

The numerous public sculptures exhibited not
only in Mexico but almost all around the world
speak of him with continual appreciation for his
work, work that should be an unquestionable reason
for pride for Mexico and, for him, for internatio nal

consolidation, even though he is barely starting and
still has far to go in the future.

A visit to his studios and direct contact with his
sculpting career make it clear how easy it is to un -
 derstand and appreciate his language internatio n -
al ly and how his large sculptures do not lose the
feeling of the monumental even when they are ren -
 dered in small formats using materials like silver,
wood or plastic. Sebastián’s surprising reality is that,
through the use of mathematics and the laws of
geometry, he manages to condense in small pro por -
 tions all the monumental feeling of his largest pieces;
thus, our minds can read the DNA that they carry with
them and that is ready to expand in space where
they will be turned into Phoenix Arch, Door of Mon -
terrey, Large Spider, Door of Chihua hua or other
forms in becoming, unique and auto nomous, but
generated by the same matrix.

Thus, to speak of Sebastián is to speak of scul p -
 ture that looks to the future, of sculpture capable
of allowing us to get a glimpse at new visual fron-
tiers and with which the force of Man’s ima gi na tion
manages to surpass the narrow limits of fi gu ra tion
and step into a world between science and techno -
logy, so highly valued by the new generations.

Sebastián’s sculpture is related to Stanley Ku b -
rick’s avant garde cinema, to John Cage’s sound re -

“These sculptures embody great paradoxes. They are fragile, fun 
and volatile and they weigh tons. They remind you of the folds in origami 

that move with the slightest puff of wind, yet enormous technical difficulties 
have to be overcome to put them in place.”2

BEATRIZ ESPEJO

The Golfer, 13 m, 2002 (iron with acrylic enamel). Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.
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Baroque Altar, 550 x 750 x 50 cm, 2004 (iron with acrylic enamel). Photo: Gianfranco Dal Bianco.

“Abstraction allows Sebastián to pay homage 
not to a version of Paradise, but to the human ability 

to create the sacred on Earth.”
BRUCE NOVOA

search, to Frank O’Ghery’s daring architecture. It
is, in summary, avant garde à la Leonardo, to the
extent that it is scientifically poetical and, there -
fore, the antithesis of traditional sculpture. His
monumental sculpture does not celebrate a man,
whether he be leader or condottiero, but rather
celebrates humankind and its intelligence. It cel-
ebrates everything that humankind in its earthly
history has managed to conquer through collec-
tive efforts in a continual quest for itself. Herein
lies the greatness of Sebastián’s work, in the aware -
ness that the revelation of art is to celebrate hu -
mankind as such, as an intelligent being, capable
of thinking and seeing what are often unknown
spaces and worlds.

Sebastián’s work, in its quest for the grandiose
in a perfect, scientifically coordinated order, is capa-

ble of making us glimpse those horizons, new spaces
in which we can co-exist with the cosmic universe,
overcoming the barriers of space and time. Se bas -
tián’s work is all of this, a harmonic whole, timeless;
it is work that gives itself over to the fu ture, a great
future.

NOTES

1 This article was taken from Geometría Emocional, Se -
bastián, the catalogue of the exhibition of the same name
(Mexico City: Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso, UNAM-
CONACULTA, Mexico City Government, Fundación Sebastián,
March, 2004). Published here by permission of the author.

2 All quotes taken from the books Sebastián ante la crítica.
Antología de textos (Mexico City: Taller Sebas tián/Edi cio nes
del Equilibrista, 1996); and Sebastián ante la crítica. Anto lo -
gía de Textos II (Madrid: Taller Sebastián/Turner, 2004).

All photos are courtesy of Fundación Sebastián.
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The Way of the Cross (15 pieces), 200 x 200 x 20 cm each, 2004 (iron with acrylic enamel). Digital Illustrations.
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Hypercube, 100 x 100 x 100 cm, 2002 (cardboard model).
Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.

Guardian Angel, no measurements available, 2003 (bronze). 
Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.

Nagoya Palm, 92 x 62 x 39 cm, 1993 (bronze). Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.

“This man is a modern 
alchemist who knows 

more than anyone else understands, 
amalgamating it in a series 

of objects that cross our minds, 
sometimes entering through the eyes, 

sometimes through the 
stomach.”

MATÍAS CARVAJAL
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“Sebastián’s artistic adventure accepts 
all the terms of poetic creation, all the risks of the imagination; it thus redeems 

us from the perfection of ‘pure’ forms.”
ALFREDO GRACIA VICENTE

Crazy Chair, no measurements 
available,1995 (mahogany). 
Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.

Nezahualcóyotl’s Throne, 
no measurements available, 1978

(iron painted with acrylic). 
Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.

Simplicial, 74 x 67 x 63 cm, 2001 (iron with acrylic enamel). 
Photo: Jesús Sánchez Uribe.

[Olmec] Head, 65 x 50 x 55 cm, 1992 (iron with acrylic enamel).  
Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.



“Sebastián’s geometric forms shift in continual movement, always the same and 
always different. His discourse parallels the discourse of life.”

JORGE ALBERTO MANRIQUE

Tzompantli, 115 x 115 x 35 cm, 1995 (iron with
acrylic enamel). Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.
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Door of Colima’s Royal Highway, 20 m, 2001 (iron with acrylic enamel). Photo: Enrique Bostelmann.

“The doors he has conceived for different cities can be gone through; 
their open arms are welcoming, their good-byes, warm; they exalt the city

but never make it prohibitive or hermetic.”
EMILIO CARBALLIDO



42

María Tello
Sensing Matter

Rebeca Maldonado*

Untitled, 54 x 45 cm (mixed media on paper).
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It is as though [the free spirit] 
has somehow opened its eyes for 

the first time to see nearby things.
Nietzsche

B
arcelona is the city where María Tello’s
painting comes alive. She lived there in a
small apartment on Mallorca Street in

Ensanche after finishing her studies in philoso-
phy. She would soon find a place in painting and
sketching workshops in the Leonardo da Vinci Aca -
demy and the Barcelona Artistic Circle (1986-
1991), which led to two exhibitions in the Cartoon

Gallery, one called “Diversity of the Natural.” In
the works of this first period, day-to-day objects
appear in their silence, surrounded by an aura
and mystery, after having moved through the far-
off spheres of metaphysics and philosophy, sub-
stance and the absolute: slippers, a coffee pot, a
table, a lamp or a chair manifest themselves as
a perpetually moving syntax. On her return to
Mex  ico City, the surroundings have to become
recognizable, as do the landscapes during her trips
back and forth to the city of Tulancingo. The re -
sult of this re-vision of things was the exhibition
“No Place Left.”

In 1998, María prepared the exhibition “Fla -
vored” at Casa Lamm’s Pegasus Bookstore. The* Mexican philosopher and art critic.

In an initial sense, our feelings have no form, and this is what Ma ría Tello 
underlines visually with the power of the materials. These works abandon us to 

the uncertainty of emotion and of feeling as primary data of reality. 

Chair, 120 x 70 cm, 2002 (acrylic on canvas). Still Life with Limes, 120 x 100 cm, 1992 (acrylic on canvas).



Crossed Roads 1, 12 x 15 cm, 2004 
(mixed media on wood).

Crossed Roads 2, 12 x 15 cm, 2004 
(mixed media on wood).

Crossed Roads 3, 12 x 15 cm, 2004 
(mixed media on wood).
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center of attention was no longer objects from her
study or home, but things from the plant world:
figs, pomegranates, peas, pears. The primordial
tendency to present one and the same object in
an ever new syntax transformed itself. The vari-
ety of intimate, day-to-day objects is re duced to
a single thing. In the manner of Mo ran di, María
would learn to see multiple, movable perspectives
in a single object, for example, a pomegranate. In the
1998 collective exhibition “Nothing Like Home,”
Tello makes this work perspective into an obses-
sion. In this group of works, the constant, predo m -
inant object of study are scissors with different
outlines, forms, backgrounds, tones, focuses and
contours. This tendency to repeat an object will
remain. In the exhi bition in Xalapa, Veracruz’s Ágo -

ra and Mex ico City’s Café La Selva (2001), the
protagonists would be chairs, but now the painter
would focus on them in parts (seat and back, the
angle of the back or the seat) and would present
the object in a normal and inverted position alter -
nately in a series of canvases. Amidst this new
attempt, something new would happen. The object
began to lose its contours and was lost in the back -
ground until it revealed a blurry entity, a human
figure, that would progressively take on the char-
acter of a specter until it became just a living stain.
Thus, María Tello’s painting went through a pro-
gressive process of dissolving the reference point.
Tello frees her painting of references and of the
syntax of ever recognizable forms. She abandons
figurativeness. In the history of twentieth-century

Scissors 3, 16 x 25 cm, 2001 (acrylic on paper). Shoes, 100 x 80 cm, 2001 (acrylic on canvas).
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Red Painting 1, 72 x 42 cm, 2004 (oil on wood). Red Painting 2, 72 x 42 cm, 2004 (oil on wood).

There’s No Place, 120 x 90 cm, 1997 (acrylic on canvas).

White Triptych, 90 x 60 cm, 2004 (acrylic on wood).

If in Tello color takes 
a place in each cell of her
consciousness, and on 
the canvas, the whole 
of these works is a living
pro cess of becoming.
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painting, this art was called informal (non-formal)
art, abstract expressionism or gesture abstraction.

The idea is to accede to the origin of matter, of
undoing form to sense matter, pure materialism.
Matter itself becomes the extreme of words and
things in an act of absolution of forms, of limits
and of precise contours. It is as if María Tello made
what Dickinson said her own: “The things to see/by
Ear unheard/Unscrutinized Eye.” There is a de -
formation that limits any vision: seeking corres -
pondence with something that pre-exists in the
world, when what happens and is taking place is
pure creation. And that something is self-refer-
ential; it places itself; it is immediately there. The
relationship that takes place between painting and
paper through the hands in Tello’s recent work
(2003-2004) is of this kind. In it, we do not dis-
cover pre-existing forms to which atten tion has
been paid one way or another. Rather, there is a
forgetfulness and erasure of everything preceding
it, to be able to pay attention to the world in cre-

ation. It is not that form stops existing, but rather
that it is a non-identifiable form, born now of the
pure feeling for matter. This should not come as a
surprise; in an initial sense, our feelings have no
form either, and this is what Ma ría Tello un der -
lines visually with the power of the materials. These
works abandon us to the uncertainty of emotion
and of feeling as primary data of reality. Human
beings, up front, see the collision of emo tions and
extremely powerful feelings and not a structured,
connected work. “Shout out a cry of pain! A red cry!”
says Clarice Lispector. This new cycle of María
Tello’s work begins with red.

It is not the blood that we all know flows
through the human body giving life from mo ment
to moment; it is the blood that has come out of
veins and arteries. It is the world-become-blood,
inundated with blood, that clots, thickens, con-
centrates; the red dribbles off the wood, holds
onto the paper, filters through the canvas. In this
context of creation in red, an unconnected, frag-

School For
Foreign
Students
In Taxco

Language, Art, And Mexican Culture Courses

• You can improve your Spanish and learn about Latin American culture in
Taxco, a colonial jewel set high amid the mountains.

• Intensive courses in Spanish (1,2,3,6 weeks)
• New Special Immersion Classes: Basic Spanish for Executives Spanish in

International Relations Spanish for Latin Americans (or for Spanish speakers)
• Language and Latin American Culture: Art, History, Literature.
• Workshops: Silverwork, Sculpture, Jewelry, Drawing, Engraving, Photography

Centro de Enseñanza para Extranjeros Taxco Apartado Postal 70
40200 Taxco Gro. México. Phone/Fax (762) 622-0124

email: guspe@servidor.unam.mx
espino@servidor.unam.mx

Quijinicuil, 60 x 15 cm, 1998 (acrylic on paper).
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mented heart puzzle appears. Or a series of red
lines no longer than 18 centimeters long in differ-
ent combinations from which red drops burst onto
little white papers. Scars? Wounds?

With the pure power of color and of the mate-
rial, expression is achieved.

Painting is transformed into being in the world
amidst the black, the red or the nothing. The co l -
or has a meaning that comes from the language of
the matter itself. The color is the language rea -
lizing itself in the act of painting, discovering itself
in the moment of painting (action painting). The
color knows exactly where to be; it takes its place
and, on creating spaces and hollows, creates a
form.

The canvas takes the place of consciousness
and now the artist also shows us life in its laby -
rinths, with its more or less intricate knots, with
roads of whites, blacks or of reds, oranges, yellows,
and once in a while, de-knottings. In them, the
painter tries out new points of departure and arrival.
The colors become bolder, agitated; they move,
as though the trajectory of life were being cap-
tured in all its turbulence, quivering like water in
the flow of a river.

We could think that if in Tello color takes a
place in each cell of her consciousness and on the
canvas, the whole of these works is a living pro -
cess of becoming. The series of palettes in blues,
reds, golds or blacks tells us that color is life, that
it is transfigured and turns around a vacuum that
nonetheless can never be filled. Perhaps that is
why the colors on the palettes come alive, be come
more intense. Life is forged on the palettes. And
from the perspective of the artist’s palette, noth-
ing will be able to achieve a finished form.

Tello shows signs of an open becoming, never
finished or formed. The artist, in this creative be -
coming, needs all the colors and all the shades, the
blacks, reds and whites, those whites that with
the help of scrapings wash out the very in tense
pain, the very painful past, until it turns it into
shadow, specter and forgetfulness. In the series
of whites, the artist completes an exercise of de -
nuding and de-knotting until she achieves life in
its silence: empty.





















































































T
amaulipas is a privileged land, located in
Me x ico’s extreme Northeast, with the Gulf
of Mexico on one side and the U.S. border

on the other. Its magnificent geographical location
—the Tropic of Cancer cuts the state in two— gives
it a variety of climates and ecosystems that go from
jungle in the far south, cold mountain forests, to
warm deserts in the north; from the immense lake
mirrors and deep cenote sinkholes in the Huas teca
region, to the beach fronts and sandy salt lagoons
surrounding it.

With a history of millions of years, Tamaulipas
bears noteworthy testimony of the continent’s first
land mammals and birds, as well as the millennia-
old presence of human hunting and gathering clans,
who gradually became farmers in the rocky shade

of the mountains and, thousands of years later,
forged the first civilizations that have left behind
the legacy of the ruins of their impres sive architec -
ture in the Huasteca region and the mountains.

During the colonial period, the state’s rich na t -
ural resources prompted early attempts to control
it, but the fierceness of the northern indigenous
tribes made that impossible until the mid-eigh-
teenth century. Once Mexico gained its indepen-
dence, oil, cattle ranching and sea traffic sparked
visible economic progress in the expansion of cities
like Tampico, Matamoros, Tula and Nuevo Lare -
do, which also benefited by the U.S. border being
established along the Rio Grande.

Voices of Mexico invites our readers to explore
the pathways that reveal part of the history and
riches of Tamaulipas.

89

Tamaulipas

T H E   S P L E N D O R   O F   M E X I C O

Ph
ot

os
 b

y 
El

sie
 M

on
tie

l



90

Focusing on Tamaulipas’s 
Vertebrate Fossils

Marisol Montellano Ballesteros*

90

Fossils are a testimony to life in the past. Their
study, together with the study of rocks, permit us
to understand how life on Earth has changed.
The state of Tamaulipas is rich in biological, 
climatic and geological formations. 
It has regions bathed by the waters 
of the Gulf of Mexico, and others at great 
altitudes in the Eastern Sierra Madre, 
thus creating an endless 
number of ecological niches. Although few 
paleontological projects have been 
systematically carried out in the state, 
the study and analysis of mainly terrestrial 
vertebrates have contributed important 
information to the understanding of 
different aspects of organisms’ evolution and
diversity. Huizachal Canyon is Mexico’s oldest
site for land vertebrate fossils, and fauna this
ancient is scarce in the world as a whole. 
The study of fauna from the Pleistocene like 
that found in the San Lázaro Ejido
and the El Abra Cave aids in 
discovering how climatic conditions 
have changed over the last tens of 
thousands of years.

Location of some vertebrate fossil remains found in Tamaulipas. 
Map: Marisol Montellano.
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F
ew systematic paleontological studies have
been made of the state of Tamau lipas. Never -
theless, the state’s geology is complex and

diverse, since it includes rocks from the pre-Cam -
brian period (more than 600 million years old) to
very recent rocks. This geological record is rich
and diverse, including invertebrates, mi cro fossils,
plants, pollen and vertebrates.

The remains of vertebrate fossils have usually
been discovered by chance during highway con-
struction or the drilling of wells. Therefore, know -
l edge about vertebrate fossils discovered in the
state until now is scant (see map). In this article,
I will briefly enumerate some of the state’s fossil-
rich areas and describe in certain detail some im -
portant examples that confirm Tamaulipas’s fossil
wealth. They are worth studying since this puts
in perspective the region’s climatic changes and the
current distribution of organisms. Never theless,

more systematic studies should be carried out in
order to expand knowledge and design poli cies to
preserve this patrimony.

THE FAUNA OF THE HUIZACHAL CANYON

In the Huizachal Canyon, located 20 kilometers
south of Ciudad Victoria, remains of fauna from
the early Jurassic Period (approximately 180 mil-
lion years ago) have been found; to date, this is the
oldest site in Mexico where land vertebrates have
been discovered. Its existence was first an nounced
in a publication in which Clark and Hopson des -
cribed a Trytilodontid (a mammal-like reptile),
called Bocatherium mexicanum.1 This sparked the
start of a research project that after several years
resulted in the gathering of a signi ficant collection
of vertebrate remains, some of which are still under
study. The fauna includes two types of sphenodon -
tian (a kind of reptile), Cynosphenodon huizacha -
lensis,2 the more common variety, and Zapatodon
ejidoensis, a dwarf sphenodontian;3 a burrowing

* Researcher at the Geology Institute and professor at
the Faculty of Sciences, UNAM. 
marmont@servidor.unam.mx

The remains of vertebrate fossils 
have usually been discovered by chance during highway 

construction or the drilling of wells. Therefore, knowl edge about vertebrate 
fossils discovered in the state is scant.

View of a new species of turtle, collected in Ejido San Lázaro. 
Photo: René Hernández.
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reptile, Ta mauli pa saurus morenoi;4 crocodiles,
some dinosaurs and several types of mammals in
different stages of evolution that testify to the
diversity of the mammals present at the end of
the early Jurassic pe riod.5 Lastly, there is the so-
called Dimorphodon weintraubi, a flying reptile or
pterosaur,6 a uni quely well preserved specimen.
The preparation of this specimen took six years,
after it was found in 1985 and transferred to the
lab during the field seasons of 1986-1988, because
of the delicacy of its bones and the hardness of the
ma trix it was encased in. The specimen consists
of an articulated partial skeleton that includes
the back part of the cranium and the first four
cervical vertebrae, part of the right wing, the distal
portion of the right back leg and other postcranial
elements.

Thanks to the preservation of this specimen, it
has been possible to reconsider the hypothesis about
the way the basal pterosaurs moved. Pre viously, it
had been supposed that primitive ptero saurs walk ed
on their two hind legs, using their toes, and that they
were able to run. After analyzing the hind leg of the
Tamaulipas specimen, specialists came to the con-
clusion that they supported their weight on the
entire foot, and that the curved claws suggest ed that
they could climb and hold onto branches, which
contradicts the original hypothesis.

THE SAN LÁZARO EJIDO

In 1994, the discovery of elephant remains in one
of the streams at the San Lázaro Ejido Collective
Farm in Villagrán municipality was announced.
Among the vertebrate fossil remains found in the
area were the carapace of a glyptodont and turtles
from the end of the Pleistocene epoch.7

The remains of the glyptodont include an almost
intact carapace and postcranial elements like the
ulna, shoulder-blades and humerus, among others.
The glyptodonts were a group that originated in
South America and arrived in North America after
the Panamanian bridge was established almost
3.5 million years ago. Their bodies were covered
with bony, circular plates that formed a carapace;
on their heads they had a shield, and their tails
were covered with rings of bony plates and spikes,
giving them the appearance of a tank. In Mexico,
most of the extant glyptodont remains are isolated
plates, and very few carapaces have been recov-
ered and described.

However, one noteworthy fact is the number
of turtle remains found in this area. Three almost
complete carapaces of different ages have been
recovered, one of which preserves the cranium and
the forelegs. The study of this material concludes
that it was a new species of giant land turtle belong-

Carapace of a glyptodont found in the San Lázaro Ejido. 
Photo: René Hernández.
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ing to the Gopherus genus.8 The discovery of the
presence of this new species of turtle in the area
helped explain the far-flung distribution of land
turtles in northern Mexico.

THE EL ABRA CAVE

The El Abra Cave was frequently visited by sci-
entists studying bats in the 1940s. But, toward the
late 1960s, it began to be explored for vertebrate

fossil remains, thanks to which fragments of tra -
vertine were discovered containing animal re mains.
The fauna recovered was made up of small, night-
prowling mammals, reptiles and birds like mice,
bats, tlacuache marsupials, frogs and lizards. The
explanation of this very one-sided group of fauna
is that the remains come from the regurgitations
of the owls that lived in the cave, that is, the species
found there had been captured outside the cave
itself. Some of these species still live in the area;
others are extinct; and yet others are found hun-

Cranium of the Tamaulipasaurus morenoi found in Huizachal Canyon. 
Photo: James M. Clark.

Left: Cranium of a trytilodontid found in the fields of Huizachal Canyon. Photo: James M. Clark. Right: Forelegs of the pterosaur Dimorphodon weintraubi found 
in Huizachal Canyon. Photo: Michael Ellison.
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dreds of kilometers away. The study of this fauna
revealed that during the late Pleis to cene, the area
must have been much more humid than it is today.

OTHER SITES AND FAUNA

Research has shown that the Los Matutes Valley,
located in the municipality of Xicoténcatl, was very
rich in mega-fauna from the Pleistocene: mammoths,
bears, camels, bison and horses, among others. The
first reports of this region’s wealth date from the late
1950s. Unfortunately, however, the site has been
plundered.

Another interesting fossil find is a mosasaur (a
marine reptile) found in the town of Rayón in Gon -
zález municipality during exploration for oil in the
1920s. Aligned vertebrae were found, in addition
to pieces of cranium, ribs, parts of the ex tremities,
teeth and a section of mandible. The mosasaur lived
mainly in the sea during the Cre taceous Period.
These animals had long, thin bodies with a wide,
flat tail that they used to swim. Their feet were fin-
like and their powerful man dibles had wide, sharp
teeth. In Mexico, marine reptiles are practically un -
known and therein lies the importance of this find,
despite the fact that today, the whereabouts of this
specimen is unknown.

All these specimens and finds give an idea of
the paleontological wealth of the state of Tamau -

lipas. Their scientific value is unquestionable, which
is why it is important to contribute to their con-
servation and systematic study.
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T
amaulipas has a rich and varied range of na -
tural resources, which explains why it has
been inhabited by different human groups

from very ancient times. It has three contrasting
ecosystems: the semi-desert, the forest and the jun-
gle, the backdrops for the evolution of three cul -
tu res that, despite reaching different levels of tech-
nological development, co-existed without al tering
each others’ specific way of life for 1,500 years and
even exchanging products. With the arrival of the
Spaniards, first the Huastecs and then the hunter-
gatherers would suffer a common fate, the end of
their culture.

THE PEOPLES OF THE SEMI-DESERT

North of the Tropic of Cancer lie the immense
semi-desert plains of northeastern Mexico and
Texas, which were once home to groups of humans
adapted culturally and anatomically to surviving
in this hostile environment. To this place of arid
soil, thorny bushes and burning temperatures
arrived small bands of hunter-gatherers 12,000
years ago. These groups had inherited carved stone
technology, which allowed them to make simple
tools and weapons, from their predecessors, who
arrived via the Bering Straits. The first weapons
were used for hunting and slaughtering animals
like the mammoth and other giant species that
became extinct about 10,000 B.C. due to severe
climatic changes. This forced humans to change
the basis for their subsistence to collecting veg-
etables, supplemented by the meat of animals
like deer and other mammals, reptiles, birds and
insects.

* Archaeologist who worked five years in the state of
Tamaulipas’ National Institute of Anthropology and
History (INAH) Center. He is currently the coordinator
of research at the State of Mexico INAH Center.

All photos courtesy of Gustavo Ramírez.
Photos of archaeological sites reproduced by permission of the
National Institute of Anthopology and History, Conaculta-INAH-Mex.

From
Semi-Desert

To Jungle
The Ancient

Peoples of the
Tamaholipa

Gustavo A. Ramírez Castilla*
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Traditionally, these groups have been charac-
terized as being at a low cultural stage and are la -
beled as barbarians or savages; in reality they were
successful societies whose life style and im ple -
ments were perfectly adapted to the rigors of
their environment. For example, they lived in small
bands and moved cyclically throughout a specif-
ic territory to collect seasonal vegetables and hunt
local wildlife. They carved arrows and knives out
of stone for hunting or war, scrapers for curing
skins, punching tools for making clothing, etc. On
medium-sized stones rounded by flowing river
water, they made morters to grind seeds with which
they made flour, dough and atole (a beverage made
from ground seeds and water). Some groups lived
in the wild while others made temporary shelters
and even portable houses. They generally went

nude, covered only in skins or grass skirts. They
decorated their bodies from head to toe with thin
blue stripes.

One of their known ceremonies (handed down
to us by observers from the colonial period) was
the mitote, which consisted of a gathering of up
to 700 individuals who danced, drank peyote wine
and, on occasion, devoured the bodies of enemies
captured during wartime.

The fierceness of these tribes, plus the hostil-
ity of the semi-desert, inhibited the Spanish con-
quest of their lands for more than 200 years, until
1747, when José de Escandón developed a plan to
colonize them, which would end up by displacing
and re-grouping and, in the worst of cases, exter-
minating, all the indigenous in Ta mau lipas’s semi-
desert.

About 300 mountain villages have been found 
in Tamaulipas, of which only two can be visited, Balcón 

de Montezuma and El Sabinito.

Balcón de Montezuma’s characteristic circular buildings, made up of great slabs of calcite.
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THE FOREST PEOPLES

The central part of the state is dominated by two
large mountain ranges: the Eastern Sierra Madre
and the Tamaulipas Mountains. There, amidst
pine and holm oak forests, a civilization emerged
around 1500 B.C. that spread an immense network
of stone villages possibly all the way to the Que -
rétaro Sierra Gorda mountains, 600 kilometers to
the southwest. Nothing is known about who these
ancient mountain inhabitants were or what lan-
guage they spoke, but it is believed that they were
descendants of the first farmers who inhabited the
La Perra and Diablo Caves 3,000 years before.

This civilization characteristically erected cir-
cular buildings with great slabs of calcite placed
on top of each other with nothing to cement them.

Some were as large as 15 meters in diameter and
4 meters high, with fan-shaped inset stairways.
Each one of these buildings was the foundation for
a circular house with walls of wooden staves and
cone-shaped, palm roofs. Other smaller, circular or
rectangular structures served as altars, while the
large circular or square buildings held temples.
Some eighteenth-century chronicles hint that the
Olive, Pasita or Mariguan indigenous may have erect -
 ed these magnificent mountain buildings.

Some towns reached considerable size, with as
many as 1,000 houses set around circular plazas
with walkways, passageways, water storage tanks
and steam baths in the shape of igloos. Their uten -
sils reveal a society based on agriculture and long-
distance trading of secondary goods such as shell,
semi-precious stone or ceramic ornaments. Out -

Of the many Huastec sites in Tamaulipas, 
only Las Flores, located on a hill overlooking the beau tiful 

Chairel Lagoon, remains open to the public.

The Las Flores pyramid is now part of the urban landscape of the city of Tampico.
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s tand ing among the remains are clay pipes, that in -
dicate that these people smoked. Represen ta tions
of their gods are unknown, however.

About 300 mountain villages have been found
in Tamaulipas, of which only two can be visited,
Bal cón de Montezuma and El Sabinito. The for-
mer is located 26 kilometers from Ciudad Victo ria,
the state capital. It is a small village with 90 cir-
cular foundations built around two plazas. In a
very fa vorable location, atop a hill surrounded by
Juan Capitán Canyon, it boasts a splendid land-
scape of palm trees and ancient holm oak groves.
El Sa bi ni to is located 95 kilometers from the ca p -
ital, in the northern foothills of the Ta maulipas
Moun tains, near the flowing Soto la Marina River.
Sabinito was a large village, possibly the center of
political control, with more than 600 foundations
built on te rra ces, corridors and plazas that testify
to urban planning. Out standing among its construc -
tions is its circular, eight-meter-high pyramid, with
slabs sticking out of its sides like the arms of a wind -
mill. Here, the terrain is practically a tropical jun -
gle, with suffocating heat and humidity.

For reasons unknown to us, but possibly be cause
of a severe drought and the arrival of hunter-gath-

erer tribes, the mountain villages were definitively
abandoned around A.D. 1200; with that, a civiliza -
tion that dominated the mountain tops for more
than 2,000 years disappeared forever.

THE JUNGLE PEOPLES

The extreme southern part of the state, called the
Huasteca, has a tropical climate and important
water systems made up of the Guayalejo-Ta mesí-
Pánuco Rivers and the Chairel-Cham pa yán-Pue blo
Viejo Lagoons. 

This rich environment gave sustenance and a
wide variety of raw materials to the pre-Hispanic
peoples who settled there from 1600 B.C. on.

From their very origins, the Huastec indige-
nous were a complex ethnic mosaic, in which dif -
ferent groups like the Teenek, Nahua, Totonac,
Pame, and Tepehua shared a single territory and a
single cultural tradition, the Huastec. The Teenek
or Huastec belonged to the Maya linguistic fam-
ily from which they separated about 3,600 years
ago, time enough for totally different languages
to evolve.

Amatlán sculpture. Semi-desert landscape.



99

The Huastec culture is characterized by its cut-
off, cone-shaped structures made of packed earth
and covered with a thick sand and lime plaster.
These buildings, together with long plat forms and
small earthen mounds made up their villages, dis -
 tributed around semi-circular or rec tan  gular plazas.
But, better known than their archi tecture are their
beau tiful creations made of such di verse materi-
als as stone, clay and shell. They carved
sublime representations of their
gods in thick and thin blocks of
sandstone: Teem, the fertility
goddess, with naked breasts,
hands over her belly and
a great semi-circular head-
dress on her head; Mam, or
“old god”, related to the sun
and fire, represented by a  crook -
 ed old man with a walk  ing stick;
Ajactictamzemlab, or Lord of Death,
represented by a man without flesh. They made
ceramic receptacles with expressive human, animal
and phytomorphic forms, decorated with com  plex
brown geometrical designs on a natural background
or combining red, maroon and black. They fash-
ioned magnificent shell jewelry such as earrings,
bracelets and pendants, and particularly great trian -
gular necklaces carved with mythical scenes like
the ehecacózcatl, or “jewel of the wind,” a sym bol
of Ehécatl-Quetzalcóatl, one of their main gods.

Of the many Huastec sites in Tamaulipas, only
Las Flores, located on a hill overlooking the beau -
 tiful Chairel Lagoon, remains open to the public.
More than 20 enormous mounds built be tween
A.D. 1000 and A.D. 1250 were originally discov-
ered, but they were over whelmed by the fearful
urbanization of the first half of the twentieth cen -
 tury. Today, the only remains of their greatness is the

so-called Las Flores Pyramid, locat ed
at Azahar Street and Chairel

Avenue in Tam pico’s Las Flo -
res neighbor hood. The

pyra mid has a great cir-
cular foundation, 36
me ters in diameter and
6 meters high. Super im -

posed on it are the bodies
and stairways that corre-

spond to six different stages of
construction. This is a magni ficent

example —and the only one on display— of Huas -
tec earthen, lime-plastered architecture.

In 1522, Hernán Cortés attacked the Huastec
peoples settled along the banks of the Chairel
Lagoon, conquering them in less than 20 days.
This brought about the end of the indigenous
Huastec culture, which would only re-emerge as
a mestizo culture, incorporating European and
African elements brought by the conquest and co l -
onization.

The mountain peoples’ civilization disappeared almost 3,000 years ago. El Sabinito may have been a center of political control.



100

Guerrero Viejo
History Suspended

In Time
Carlos Rugerio Cázares*

A
ntigua Ciudad Guerrero, better known as
Guerrero Viejo, is a ghost town. Built dur-
ing the colonial period on the border be -

tween what are now Tamaulipas and Texas, the
city was abandoned in the mid-twentieth century
and then submerged under the lake created by the
International Falcon Dam.

Guerrero Viejo (previously known as Revilla)
was founded as part of the colonization of Nuevo
Santander (today known as Tamaulipas) by José

de Escandón in the mid-eighteenth century. For
almost 200 years, the Spanish had not been able
to penetrate the northeastern part of the land
they conquered in 1521, a region inhabited by
warring-hunting tribes in the Huasteca region.
Even when they managed to create settlements in
northern territories like Nuevo Reyno de León,
Coahuila and Texas, most of Nuevo Santander
remained outside their control. In addition to the
problem of the local warring tribes, there was an
external risk factor: during the second half of the
eighteenth century, the French took over the Loui -
siana or Mobile territory, subjugating several indi -
genous tribes. This allowed them to penetrate

* Architec specializing in restoration and president of
the Antigua Ciudad Guerrero Restoration Trust.

Photos by Gustavo Ramírez.
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Texas, part of New Spain, where they confronted
the Spanish. This was of concern to the authorities
in Mexico, who clearly saw the risk of losing Texas
to the French. For this reason, the viceroy com -
mis sioned Colonel José de Escandón, the Count
of Sie rra Gor da, to “pacify and colonize” the Seno
Mexi ca no coast. Escan dón had distinguished him-
self in the military actions that procured the vice roy -
alty control over Querétaro’s Sierra Gorda region.

In 1748, accompanied by more than 2,500 co l -
onists from Querétaro, Nuevo Reyno de León and
elsewhere and 750 soldiers, Escandón un der took
one of the most fabulous colonizing efforts in the
last years of the colonial period. Revilla, founded
October 10, 1750, would be one of the six Villas
del Norte (or “towns of the North”), together with
Laredo, Hacienda de Do lores, Mier, Camargo and
Reynosa, which marked Nuevo Santander’s real

border. The town was named after the then-viceroy
of New Spain, Juan Fran cisco de Güemes y Hor -
casitas, the first Count of Revillagigedo. The town
would change location three times until it was de -
finitively esta blished in 1754 on the right bank of
the Salado River, very near to where it joined the
Rio Grande.

At the end of the eighteenth century, groups of
Indians from the North American plains, pushed
by the advance of white settlers, put an end to the
peaceful life of the Villas del Norte. Apaches and
Comanches kept the population in check for more
than a century, forcing the inhabitants to defend
themselves. Thus, some ranches like San Ignacio
(across from Revilla on the left bank of the Rio
Grande) built fortifications.

Its geographical location encouraged thoughts
of independence: far from the center of the vi ce -

One of the outstanding buildings is the Church of Our 
Lady of Refuge, which began construction in the last days of colonial times, 

and later incorporated elements from other periods and styles.
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royalty, with no ports for communication or com -
merce and overwhelmed by taxes imposed by the
regional criollo elites, the villas joined the national
unrest that led to independence from New Spain.
From that environment of unrest in Re vi lla emerged
figures of the stature of the brothers José Ber nar do
and José Antonio Gu tiérrez de Lara. The former was
commissioned by founding father Miguel Hidalgo
to negotiate with the United States for a loan to pur -
chase arms and munitions. He also distinguished

himself in the insurgency in Texas while serving
as the first constitutional gov ernor of Tamaulipas.
José Anto nio, for his part, represented Nuevo San -
tander province in the first National Constituent
Con gress and was pre sident of the Local Legislative
Assembly that met in Padilla, Tamaulipas, which
ordered the execution of the former emperor, Agus -
tín de Iturbide. José Antonio was Iturbide’s confessor.

After independence and the passing of the 1824
Constitution, Nuevo Santander became the Free,
Sovereign State of Las Tamaulipas. In 1827, in an
at tempt to leave behind its colonial past, Revilla was
renamed Guerrero and was recognized as a city.

When the country adopted a centralist re gime,
Tamaulipas and particularly the Villas del Norte
were the seat of profound federalist feelings. The
border towns saw the rise of a radical movement
from 1838 to 1840, based in Gue rrero. The north-
ern federalists headed by José María Carbajal,
Juan Nepomuceno Molano, Antonio Canales and
Antonio Zapata (originally from Guerrero) sought
support from Texas, giving rise to their movement
being called separatist and accused of wanting to
create a supposed Rio Grande Republic.

In 1839, federalist troops occupied Guerrero
and a year later, set up a “provisional government of
the eastern departments,” presided over by Jesús
Cárdenas, which published a government news -
paper, the Correo del Río Bravo Norte (North Río
Grande Courier). The northern federalists were
finally defeated; Antonio Zapata was shot and his
head exhibited outside his home as a warn ing to
Guerrero residents.

For Guerrero, like the rest of the Northern Dis -
trict, the war of 1846 was an intense experience
that included occupation by U.S. troops. The loss
of the Franja del Nueces and the establishment of
the new border along the Rio Grande had a pro-
found impact on the region. The disproportion be -
tween the Villas del Norte and the new Texan towns
on the left bank of the Rio Grande created a tense
climate.

Plagued by high tariffs, distance and lack of com   -
munication with the country’s center, residents insis -
tently demanded the creation of a free-trade zone,
which they achieved in 1858. This gave rise to heavy
trade and a boom for Matamoros; the Villas del Nor -
te were the natural inland area for the trade gen-
erated, while, at the other end, the city of Mon te rrey
became the zone’s marketplace.

Guerrero’s prosperity of that period, when steam -
boats went up the Rio Grande to Mier-Roma, ended
in the late nineteenth century when the railroad
that joined Mexico City to Nuevo La re do side -
step ped the rest of the border towns.

Once again the site of clashes between feder-
al and revolutionary forces, the town of Guerrero
joined the great armed movement of 1910. In
March 1914, General Gustavo Guardiola took over
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Ciudad Guerrero, but shortly thereafter was de -
feated by Constitutionalist Generals Jesús Ca rran -
za and Antonio I. Villarreal.

In 1944, the sign ing of the Treaty of Borders and
Waters by Mexico and the United States would seal
Guerrero’s fate: to regulate the Rio Grande, it was
agreed that the Falcon Inter national Dam would be
built, flooding the city.

ARCHITECTURE AND MONUMENTS

The great drought that has plagued Mexico’s North   -
east for just over 20 years lowered the dam’s waters
considerably, revealing the ruins of a city that still
preserves almost 1,000 extraordinary stone build -
ings. Isolated from Central Mexico, Gue rre ro de -
v eloped a characteristic architecture in sandstone,
anachronistically using eighteenth-century styles in
the middle of the nineteenth cen tury. Its fa cades are
splendidly decorated with lintels, cornices, frames
and carved stone sidewalks. Water fountains in the
shape of baptismal fonts are veritable works of art
and a contribution to Latin Amer ican architecture.
Wrought iron was used to cover win dows and bal -
conies, create railings and protect tombs in the old
graveyard. One of the outstanding buildings is the

Church of Our Lady of Refuge, which began con-
struction in the last days of colonial times, and later
incorporated elements from other periods and styles,
giving the building strength, beauty and person-
ality. Its 15 x 30-meter rectangular lay-out is like
a basilica with three naves separated by columns
linked by semi-circular arches above which rise the
walls crowning the central nave. It was covered with
a flat roof over wood beams, nine meters high in the
main nave and 5.5 meters high in the side naves.
Three doors crowned with semi-circular arches grace
its beau tiful facade. The central door is flanked by
smooth sandstone co lumns reaching up to a long
frieze de corated with triglyphs and a molded cor -
nice. Atop this is a large belfry with three windows
and sand stone voussoirs.

This church, originally dedicated to Saint Ig na -
tius of Loyola is considered Tamaulipas’s most im -
portant religious monument. In 1998 work was begun
to restore it, the first step in the recovery of one of
the most important areas of monuments in Mex ico’s
Northeast. Other important monuments are the old
market or parián, the graveyard, the home of the
Gutiérrez de Lara brothers, the customs house and
the Flores Hotel.

Today, Guerrero Viejo testifies to the greatness of
the architecture of a town suspended in time.

Guerrero developed 
a characteristic architecture in 

sandstone, anachronistically 
using eighteenth-century styles 

in the middle of 
the nineteenth century.
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F
or historical and geographical
reasons, Mexico’s Northeast, and
particularly Tamaulipas, have

dev eloped differently from the rest of
the country. The lack of dominant cul-
tures with monumental remains had
limited both archaeological research
and the dissemination of this state’s
cultural history. Nevertheless, recent
archaeological discoveries have sparked
the interest of a society that for years
has demanded cultural outlets, with the

resulting recent creation of museums,
theaters and galleries all over the state.
Outstanding among them is the Mu seo
de la Cultura Huaxteca (Huastec Cul -
ture Museum), housed in the mo d  e rn
Metropolitan Space Cultural Complex
on the shores of the Carpintero Lagoon,
a piece of tropical jungle in the very heart
of the cosmopolitan port of Tampico.

Tampico (meaning “place of otters”)
was one of the old seats of the Huastec
culture. In and around the city there
are still many remnants of the ancient
towns built on the shores of the la goons
and rivers like the Pánuco and the Ta me -
sí. In the Chairel Lagoon, and in the rest
of what is now the state of Ta mau lipas,
the battle that gave the Spaniards con-
trol over the Huasteca region took place.

The Huastec Culture Museum
Alejandra Sosa Florescano*

*Archaeologist, contributor to the Ta mau -
lipas Ins ti tu te for Culture and the Arts
and the National Institute of Anthro po lo -
gy and History (INAH).

Photos of the museum’s interiors and pieces are
reproduced by permission of the National Institute
of Anthropology and History, Conaculta-INAH-Mex.
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Reproduction of a Huastec priest. 
The original is currently at the Louvre. 

Photo: Elsie Montiel. The modern Metropolitan Space Cultural Complex on the shores of the Carpintero Lagoon houses the museum.
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Centuries later, at the time of the oil
boom in the mid-1900s, Tampico be -
came the center of attraction for the
entire region, including the states of Ve -
racruz, San Luis Potosí, Hidalgo, Pue bla,
Querétaro and Tamaulipas. With its
avant-garde spirit, this important port
attempted to offer a space that would
make possible the appreciation of the
millennia-old Huastec culture, showing
through its creations, traditions and cus -
toms that the original foundations con -
tinues to be alive and well. Also, despite
oppression and the changes it has suf-
fered historically, cultural continuity has
been maintained generation after gen-
eration, even though it is today threat-
ened by poverty, marginalization and the
migration of indigenous peoples seek-
ing a better way of life.

A TOUR OF THE MUSEUM

In 1,200 square meters, the Huastec
Culture Museum presents visitors with
a representative range of archaeological
and ethnographic pieces from Huastec
territory, dating from 500 B.C. until the
Spanish conquest and then from 1522
until today.

It offers the visitor a complete pa no -
rama of the entire region’s cultural de -
velopment, showing the area’s natural
diversity on a relief map, graphs and vi -
deos. Also outstanding is the variety of
ethnic groups that share the Huastec cul -
tural tradition, among them the Tee nek
or Huastecs, the Pames, Otomís, To to -
 nacs, Tepehuas and Nahuas. The mu -
seum’s different rooms combine ar chae -
 ology and ethnography to underline the
continuity of their traditions. The room
of the cult of life and fertility stresses
their religious activities. The sculptures
of Teem, the mother goddess, and Mam,

the old sun god, represent the cult of fer -
tility. A pitcher with flowers represents
Paya, the moon goddess; other objects
are part of phallic worship practiced in
Hidalgo state’s Huastec region until the
early twentieth century. Gigantic mojigan -
gas, enormous cardboard dolls, paraded
in the Huastec carnivals represent the
mixture of indigenous, Christian and pa -
gan religion celebrating the cult of fer-
tility in another way.

The art room displays creative and
finely honed works including stone scul p -
tures representing gods and ritual and
domestic ceramics, toys and musical in -
s truments. Two unique pieces stand out
among all the rest: a jointed, bone doll
representing a nude woman with a cone-
shaped hat, and the exact reproduction
of a Huastec sculpture of a priest, the
original of which is currently on display
in the Louvre after a French merchant
living in Tampico took it to France in
the late 1800s. Until only a few years

M U S E U M S

The art room displays creative 
and finely honed works including stone sculptures, domestic 

ceramics, toys and musical instruments.

Tancol anthropomorphic vessel.
Photo: Gustavo Ramírez.
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ago, this piece was unknown to spe-
cialists.

The room of death is dedicated to
the belief current in the pre-His pa nic
period that the dead make a jour ney

to the underworld where they finally
take up residence after un dergo ing sev -

eral different tests. Graphs and a model
show how the dead were buried at that
time and today: rolling them up in a straw
mat with their personal belong ings, ap par -
el and tools. The cen tral piece in this
room is the recreation of the high-ground

double interment, discovered in 1999 on
the outskirts of the city. This burial is
considered the most im portant example
of its kind from the Huasteca region both
be cause of its rarity and the richness of
its of fering. It is the burial of a woman
of exalted lineage accompanied by her
female slave or servant. The offering for
the woman includes valuable objects like
shell bra celets, a string of 56 copper bells
and a necklace of gold and jade bells. The
altar of the dead, a must in this museum,
is the means of communication be tween

The central piece in the room of death is
the recreation of the high-ground double interment, 

discovered in 1999.

Jointed bone doll.
Photo: Gustavo Ramírez.

Black on white anthropomorphic vessel.
Photo: Gustavo Ramírez.
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the world of the living and the world
of the dead; the dead come and share
with their relatives and friends for the
brief period of Xantolo, or the day of
the faithful dead, before returning to
their dwelling place. The room of daily
life exhibits the customs in food, cloth -
ing, personal ornament and day-to-day
activities. This section in cludes an ori gi -
nal Huastec house brought from San
Antonio Nogalar, 100 kilometers north
of Tampico, the last of its kind in the
state. It also displays a va riety of pre-
Hispanic utensils: bowls, pots, pla tes and
some surprising large clay spoons. The
follow ing room deals with labor, empha -
sizing pro ductive activities like fishing,
farming and commerce as the basis for
the local economy. Dif ferent pre-His -
panic and modern tools for making tex -
tiles and cera mics, the techniques for
making arrows and knives, clay weights
for a fishing net, the remains of 5000-
year-old basket-weaving and a nine-
teenth-century display case brought from
a Potosí indigenous community, as well
as a variety of modern crafts are all on
display.

The room of the sacred space ex plains
how the Huastecs transferred the cos-
mic planes to the earthly world, repro-
ducing the cosmic order through the
distribution of their buildings. Outs tand -
ing here is the life-sized reproduc tion
of the great altar of Tamuín, from San
Luis Potosí, decorated with stupen dous
murals depicting a procession of priests,
gods and prisoners.

The center of the museum is domi -
nated by a pole that represents the fun -
damental axis of the indigenous cosmos,
surrounded by four walls representing
the four directions of the uni verse. This
room, which invites the visitor to rest
and reflection, uses ad vanced technol-
ogy to reproduce the dance of the flier,

represented by the “Tamaletón fliers”
from San Luis Po tosí, the only place in
the Huasteca where it is still practiced
as a ceremony that summarizes the indi -
genous world view, the universal order
and the fertilization of Mother Earth,
to ensure the permanence of Man on
Earth.
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THE HUASTEC CULTURE MUSEUM

ESPACIO CULTURAL METROPOLITANO

BOULEVARD LÓPEZ MATEOS S/N

LAGUNA DE CARPINTERO

TAMPICO, TAMPS. C.P. 89169

OPEN TUESDAY TO SUNDAY, 

FROM 10 A.M. TO 6 P.M.

PHONE: (833) 210-2217.

Gold necklace.
Photo: Gustavo Ramírez.

Ehecacózcatl.
Photo: Gustavo Ramírez.
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C
onsidered an ecological area like few in
the world because of its bio-diversity, El
Cielo is one of Mexico’s main ecological

reserves due to its extraordinary abundance of
life and its still relatively undisturbed ecosystems.
Its conservation is a priority for national and in ter -
national bodies: the United Nations’ “Man and
the Biosphere” program has classified it as a World
Heritage Treasure. In Mexico, El Cielo is classified
as a protected natural area, under the heading of
biosphere reserve.

BRIEF HISTORY

The area that today makes up the reserve was
officially occupied in 1900 for private use: the
Mex ican government initially ceded 8,000 hec -
tares to Dr. M. Cameron. He sold it in 1939 to
Arturo Argüelles, who carried out intensive fo res -
try there until 1960, thus encouraging the immi-
gration of peasants from all over Mexico, who set
up collective ejidos and small holdings. By 1965,
the conservation of the area’s environmental wealth
began to be a concern. On July 6, 1965, Fran cis -
co Harrison, Juan Fidel Zorrilla and Francisco
García San Miguel created an institution, El Cie -
lo, S.A., with only 25 hectares of land, to study
and preserve this important ecological niche.

*Archaeologist and contributor to the Tamaulipas Ins -
titute for Culture and the Arts and the National
Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH).

El Cielo
A Reserve Teeming with Life

Alejandra Sosa Florescano*
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By 1975, the conservation efforts went public:
the government of Tamaulipas state established
a national park there, and in 1981, the Ecology In -
s titute proposed creating a protected natural area
classified as a biosphere reserve. Thus, after sev-
eral meetings and accords with local inhabitants,
finally on July 13, 1985, the Tamaulipas govern -
ment issued a decree creating the El Cielo Bio -
s phere Reserve.

THE ECOSYSTEMS

Several ecosystems can be found in a single geo-
graphical area, producing three different clima -
tes: 1) a semi-warm, sub-humid climate with sum-
mer rains on the eastern slopes of the Cucharas
Mountains with vegetation typical of medium
sub-caduceus jungle, jungle, mesophilic forest and
stands of oak in the south; 2) a sub-humid, tem-
perate climate with summer rains at the same level

as the previous climate, but at a higher altitude,
with vegetation typical of a me so philic forest, pines
and holm oaks in the north; 3) a semi-dry, semi-
warm climate in the northern part of the reserve,
with vegetation typical of xerophytic brambles on
the northwest slope.

FLORA AND FAUNA

El Cielo’s vegetation is unique in its variety and
the rare co-existence of contrasting species like tro -
pical palms and North American pines, ceder,
tropical orchids, acacias, willows, pink apple trees,
magnolia trees, all kinds of cacti, begonias, pineap -
ples, ferns, fungus, etc. There are several endemic
species like monk orchids, poplars or chamanillos,
as well as other trees less common in other parts
of the country like the beech, fir and cedrillo.

The animal species are as varied as the vege-
tation because they live in different ecological

E C O L O G Y
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The elephant rock, one of the several points of interest in the reserve.
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niches: jungle, forest and desert. Some species
already extinct or endangered in other parts of
the country still exist in the reserve, such as the
jaguar, the ocelot and the puma, white-tailed deer
and temazates or red brocket deer, the black bear and
gray foxes. Two hundred fifty-five species of birds
have been found permanently inhabiting the area,
as well as 175 species of mi gratory birds. Spe cia lists
say this represents half of all the species found in
the whole country.

As if this were not enough, there are 21 species
of amphibians, 60 kinds of reptiles and 40 vari-
eties of bats; and the reserve is an obligatory stop
for the Monarch butterfly on its long trip from the
frozen Canadian North to the temperate forests of
the State of Mexico and Michoacán.

ZONES

As with other reserves in the country, El Cielo is
divided into three zones, according to how restrict-
ed access is for local inhabitants and visitors alike:

1) Nucleus Zone 1 covers 28,674 hectares of
mesophilic mountain forest and pine and oak
forest.

2) Nucleus Zone 2 includes 7,844 hectares of
sub-caduceus tropical forests. These two zones
are closed to hunters and flora collec tors in
order to maintain optimum preservation of
ani mal and plant species.

3) A buffer zone covers the area surrounding
the other two zones, taking up 108,012 hec -
tares, where hunting, fishing and restricted
logging are permitted in order to maintain a
rational, balanced use of El Cielo.

PROBLEMS

Despite its recognized ecological importance, the
reserve faces serious threats due to the profound
economic interests at stake in the exploitation of
the timber, the hunting of species with quality or
exotic pelts, and even the collection of orchids,
cacti and other plant species. This means that
the state government is constantly collaborating
with municipal authorities and social organiza-
tions to improve regulations and management plans
to ensure the conservation of the reserve’s natural
wealth.

At the same time, universities and national and
foreign research institutions are carrying out impor-

The reserve faces serious threats due to economic interests.
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The animal species are as varied as the vegetation. 
Some species already extinct or endangered in other parts of 

the country still exist in the reserve.
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El Cielo is located in southern Tamaulipas on two

slopes of the part of the Eastern Sierra Madre

known as the Cucharas Mountains, an ecological

transition area between the southern jungles and

the northern temperate clime. It stretches for

144,530 hectares, occupying the municipalities 

of Gómez Farías, Juamave, Llera and Ocampo. 

It is accessible by two routes: the Jaumave-Ciudad

Vic toria Highway 101 and the Ciudad 

Mante-Ciudad Vic toria Highway 85. El Cielo

includes a series of small mountain ranges that

run north-south and parallel to the Eastern Sierra

Madre; among the most important of these are

the San Agustín Mountains, the Maroma

Mountains and the El Ota te, La Cuchilla de

San Pedro, Santa Fe, El Du raz ni llo and

El Magueyoso Mountains.

tant projects on the use of plant and animal species
for medicinal and nutritional purposes and gener-
al improvement of the quality of life.

A VISIT TO EL CIELO

Anyone can visit El Cielo’s buffer zone, since there
are roads and pathways for going up, as well as fa -
cilities for camping or staying overnight. No spe-
cial permit is required. The two nucleus zones can
only be visited by accredited researchers.

During the trip up, starting off from Gómez Fa -
rías, the visitor passes several points of interest:
1) Altas Cimas, where the change in plant life
begins; 2) Valle del Ovni (UFO Valley), which in -
cludes a pasture, located at the entrance to the
reserve, where unidentified flying objects have

been reported; 3) San José, where the remains of
trucks used in logging in the last century can still
be seen; 4) La Gloria, the point where the so-cal led
“fog forest” begins, and an ideal town for camp ing
since fewer visitors come here than to San José;
5) El Elefante, an enormous rock that looks like
an elephant; 6) Joya de Manantiales, the spot fur-
thest away, a little town where impressive water falls
can be seen at the end of the rainy season.

Natural underground chambers and caves can
be visited throughout the reserve, although these
excursions are risky, so they should not be under-
taken without a guide and the appropriate equip-
ment. The trips take the visitor to anywhere from
100 meters to 2,300 meters above sea level, mak-
ing it advisable to use a four-wheel-drive vehicle
and appropriate clothing since it rains constant-
ly in the upper regions.
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