Preface

Fagnano Olona, Lombardia, Italy, May 15, 1915
In the name of God I, being sound of mind, declare that I am issuing the
following testament. I request that my funeral be celebrated by ten priests, and
that a decent tombstone be placed at the cemetery, where the ground has al-
ready been assigned and paid for, and that a requiem mass be said. I want no
music, flowers, or coach, but only that those who carry me be paid well. I leave
to my nephews Giovanni and Enea Macchi my bed with two mattresses, three
pillows, a duvet, a blanket, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a bedside table, four
chairs, a coffee table, and a mirror. I leave to the poor of Fagnano 49 lire, and
to the poor of Bergoro 10 lire. As for my savings in the bank of Gallarate, in
the amount of 300 live, I leave it to my grandniece Francesca, daughter of my
nephew Giovanni Macchi, on the condition that it be used for her education in
a religious institution. As for the painting of the Holy Family at the head of my

bed, Ileave it to my nephew Odoardo Fontana.
Cristina Fontana
Widow of Gagliardi

This testament lay there for decades, in the bottom shelf of a wardrobe, for-

gotten in the buzz of a crowded household. A tin box, and in it a small piece of

paper yellowed with time, with the handwriting and seals still visible. That’s

all that is left of Cristina Fontana. Gone is the tombstone at the cemetery,

gone are the pillows and furniture of her bedroom, which had witnessed so

much of life. And where is the painting of the Holy Family? And the people

she mentioned? They are all gone, some unexpectedly, before their time, like
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Francesca, in whom she placed so much hope for a better future, a proper edu-
cation. Francesca’s father Giovanni Macchi died after her, his heart broken by
the loss of two wives and a daughter in a few years, and he too left a piece of

paper behind:

Fagnano Olona, September 23, 1939
With a serene mind I dispose of all I own; I name my children Fausto and
Enrica equally as residual heirs. To my son Fausto I leave the business, to my
daughter Enrica the furniture that was her deceased mother’s, with the mat-
tresses, blankets, linen, and all she brought as her dowry. My son Fausto is not
to claim anything else, since he has already received a great deal with the res-
taurant and hotel.
Giovanni Macchi - Hotel Garibaldi

Giovanni knew he could trust Fausto, for he had already proven himself in
the business. As for Enrica, well, she had always been a bit special. She lived
in her own world, not much interested in the one she was passing through, so
Giovanni was sure that she wouldn’t mind not being put in charge of the hotel
and restaurant, but she would never lack material support and shelter.

What would you leave to your children and relatives? What can you? And
how would you like your last steps in this world to be? Fausto could not tell his
daughter, my mother, about his intentions, nor leave behind a piece of paper
that would turn yellow over time. He died of Alzheimer’s twenty years ago.

The rooms, the objects, the bits of paper at the bottom of a tin box. It is the
stufl of life, speaking to us of the lives of the dead, so closely connected with
those of the living. From tangible fragments like these a whole world arises.
That, ultimately, is what this book is about. As the reader will see, it revolves
around testaments of indigenous people written in central Mexico hundreds
of years ago in a language unfamiliar to most of us. Yet I cannot help being
struck by how much those people were like us today, and that atiinity has mo-

tivated me and helped me along the way.

The living have been behind this book as much as the dead, and quite a few of
them, as a matter of fact, so I would like to thank them here. First of all, I thank
Jim Lockhart, with whom I started to think of this project some years ago and
without whom I would have never finished it. The road has been incredibly
exciting, if bumpy at times, and I have learned so much from him and from his

generosity. My gratitude and affection are not enough. Thank you, Jim.
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Stephanie Wood has shared a great deal of her knowledge about the Toluca
Valley and indigenous history and culture that is now reflected in my work,
besides providing me with a great mass of invaluable notes and photocopies,
in addition to her unwavering support. Camilla Townsend has certainly made
the book better with her critical and supportive comments. I am deeply in-
debted to both for their help and friendship. And I am also indebted to Mark
Mairot for giving me access to some most useful Nahuatl testaments he had
collected for his dissertation.

I thank my Latin Americanist colleagues and friends here at Columbia,
Pablo Piccato, John Coatsworth, Claudio Lomnitz, Nara Milanich, José Moya,
and in New York, Amy Chazkel, Federico Finchelstein, Paul Gootenberg, and
Sinclair Thomson, for the fruitful conversations and the companionship, 1
keep learning a great deal from them; I am particularly grateful to Pablo for his
precious advice, feedback, and friendship since I arrived at Columbia. And I
thank Mick Taussig for the insights on interiors, the High Falls retreat, and the
constant inspiration. I also thank Adam McKeown for reading my work and
Pamela Smith and Neslihan Senocak for the encouragement and support. And
special thanks goes to Gergd Baics for helping me with the tables, the map, the
broader implications of this project, and more than he probably imagines.

My writing group, Christine Philliou, Amanda Wunder, and Chuck
Wooldridge, went patiently through dense versions of the first chapters and
reminded me of why it was important to write this book. lan Robertson was
incredibly helpful with the archaeological material, and Michael Smith kindly
received me in situ and showed me some of the results of his Calixtlahuaca
project. Louise Burkhart, Bob Haskett, and Susan Schroeder have contributed
with ideas and encouragement over the years.

I had many conversations with James Dunkerley, on both sides of the At-
lantic, and his friendship and faith in me have been invaluable. Linda Newson
was always ready to listen to my progress as well as complaints and offered
sound advice. Maxine Molyneux received me many times at home and at the
Institute for the Study of the Americas. They have been and remain my dear
London support group. And I thank José Herndandez Palomo for opening his
house and the Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos to me and for mak-
ing my Seville experience such a jov.

I am grateful to Yesenia Barragin for sharing “Dear 47 Pink Street” and
for her enthusiasm about the household approach, to Ariel Lambe for her help
with the index and proofreading, and to the other graduate students at Co-
lumbia who created a lively support group: Alfonso 8., Carlos G., Carlos Z.,
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Carolyn A., Constanza C., Elizabeth S., Eric F., Julia del P., Meha P., and
Romeo G. And I thank the colleagues and students who gave me a lot of con-
structive feedback at Yale University, Oxford University, and the Escuela Na-
cional de Antropologia e Historia in Mexico, when I presented my worl.

Berenice Bravo and Marco Iturbe were with me when I found the first testa-
ment of Toluca, and they have been ever since, with extremely helpful advice
and friendship any time [ work in the archives. And I thank the director and
staff of the Archivo Histérico del Arzobispado de México for the work space
they always reserve for me. Pilar Gonzalbo and Guillermo Palacios have made
available the resources of El Colegio de México so many times, for which [ am
very grateful indeed. Teresa Rojas and Rodrigo Martinez Baracs have supported
and commented on my work in insightful ways. John Sullivan and the native
speakers at the Instituto de docencia e investigacion etnologica de Zacatecas
have helped greatly. And Xavier Noguez and Raimundo Martinez received me
at El Colegio Mexiquense and into their group of Toluca Valley experts.

Finally, I would like to thank Norris Pope of Stanford University Press for
his dedication and good spirits, not forgetting John Feneron and Emma Harper;
Margaret Pinette for precise and sensible copyediting, as well as her enthusiasm
for my bools; and the Institute of Latin American Studies and the Department of
History at Columbia University for supporting my work through various grants.

All through these years, in various places, my friends made sure that I was
never lonely. In Oxford and London, Rosa Arias and Diego Sanchez, Cristina
Refolo, Anna Dorant-Hayes, and Caterina Perrone have given me a sense of
home. In Mexico City, Anna and Carlos Ledesma Reid and Gracia Gémez
are always readv to host me, and to Carlos Sedefio and Sergio Rivera 1 owe
much more than the time we have shared. The “Mexican years” would not
have been the same without Alessandra Pecci, and Annette McLeod has ac-
companied me through Nahuatl learning and more. In Italy, Monica Amato,
Manuela Bottan, Silvia Colombo, Elena Meraviglia, Matteo Caironi, Stefano
Pusterla, and Giorgio Treno welcome me as if time had never gone by, and to
Monica and Manuela I owe an incredible escape to Vienna and the discovery
of Hundertwasser. Mariarosa Moia and Gigi Valtorta always remind me of
the essential in life. To all of you: gracias, grazie.

No words would ever be enough to describe what Giovanna and Giuseppe,
my parents, and Mauro, my brother, have given me; and certainly, without
my dad there would be no bibliography for this book! The consequences of my
choices might have been difficult for them to accept at times, but they are al-
ways behind me. They have been my inspiration and my strength, well beyond

my work.



