


ANCESTRAL LEGACY · History of Mexico · Volume 4

The Mexica Pantheon
and Sacrifice

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 2



Investigación exhaustiva académica

Investigación: Esteban Gutiérrez A.

Editado por EGA

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 3



Series Prologue

The  history  of  the  Indigenous  peoples  of  Mesoamerica  has  been
told, for far too long, through the eyes of the conqueror. This series
is born of the conviction that only by understanding the worldview,
science, art, and social organization of the Mexica from within their
own  internal  logic  can  we  come  close  to  their  greatness  and  the
tragedy of their fall.

Ancestral  Legacy:  History  of  Mexico  is  the  result  of  exhaustive
academic research drawing on primary sources —the codices— and
on  the  foundational  works  of  Mexican  anthropology  and
archaeology:  Jacques  Soustelle,  Miguel  León-Portilla,  Alfredo  López
Austin,  and Ross  Hassig,  among others.  This  is  not  another  tale  of
sacrifices and wars, but a deep immersion in the civilizational fabric
that built the Empire of Anáhuac.

The  thesis  holding  these  twelve  volumes  together  is  clear:  the
greatness  of  Mexica  culture  did  not  lie  solely  in  its  military  might,
but in its exceptional capacity to create a civilizational synthesis. In
barely  two  centuries,  the  Mexica  forged  a  complex  imperial  state
that  articulated  a  structured  religious  worldview,  a  social
engineering  of  castes  and  guilds,  a  meticulously  recorded  tribute
economy, and a deeply ritualized everyday life —all of it in the lake
environment of Tenochtitlan. Its fall was not the end of a barbarian
culture, but the abrupt murder of a civilization in full development,

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 4



whose legacy endures in Mexican identity today.

Each  volume  of  the  series  explores  one  chapter  of  that  story  in
depth:  the  origin  and  founding,  the  prodigious  city,  religious
thought, the pantheon and sacrifice, the state, society, tribute, daily
life,  science  and  war,  the  codices,  the  conquest,  and  finally  the
legacy. Each book includes its own index, illustrations, a glossary of
Nahuatl terms, a timeline, and an annotated bibliography, so it can
be read on its own or as part of the whole.

May this work help vindicate the memory of  a people murdered in
the fullness of  their  development,  and may new generations come
to know —with rigor and with pride— the roots of Mexico.

Research: Esteban Gutiérrez A.

Edited by EGA
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Introduction

There is  one image that  sums up the religion of  the Mexica better
than  any  other:  the  Templo  Mayor  of  Tenochtitlan  with  its  twin
shrines at  the summit,  one dedicated to Huitzilopochtli,  god of  the
sun and of war, and the other to Tlaloc, god of rain and fertility. Two
gods, two temples, a single pyramid. That architectural duality was
no  builder's  whim:  it  was  the  most  eloquent  expression  of  a
worldview in which the world rests on complementary pairs — sun
and  rain,  light  and  water,  war  and  agriculture  — and  in  which  the
sacred is  not  far  away,  in  an inaccessible heaven,  but  here,  in  the
mountain, in the cornfield, in the hearth of the home.

This  volume  is  devoted  to  the  Mexica  pantheon:  the  multitude  of
gods  and  goddesses  who  populated  the  universe  of  Tenochtitlan,
from the great creator gods to the patrons of the humblest trades. It
is  also  devoted  to  the  most  difficult  and  most  distorted  subject  in
Mexica religion: human sacrifice, which we will examine in the final
chapter  with  the  analytical  rigor  and  sobriety  it  deserves,  without
sensationalism and without prejudice.

Let us clarify from the outset the approach of this book. We do not
intend  to  judge  the  Mexica  by  present-day  values,  nor  to  excuse
them with the easy relativism that absolves everything. We intend
to understand them with respect, from within their own inner logic:
to reconstruct, with the help of the sources and of modern research,
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how they saw the world, why they did what they did, what meaning
their worship held for them. Only from that understanding is honest
judgment  possible,  and  only  from  honest  judgment  is  respect
possible.

The sources for this study are of three kinds. There are the codices,
the pre-Hispanic and early colonial pictographic manuscripts, which
show us the gods with their insignia, their feasts, their myths, in the
visual language of the Mexica themselves. There are the chronicles
of  the  conquerors  and  the  writings  of  the  evangelizing  friars  —
Sahagun, Duran, Motolinia — who documented Mexica religion with
admirable  ethnographic  detail,  though  from  a  hostile  perspective
we must take into account. And there is modern archaeology, which
since  the  discovery  of  the  Coyolxauhqui  stone  in  1978  has  never
stopped  revealing  the  material  remains  of  the  cult:  offerings,
temples,  tzompantlis,  sculptures.  Each  of  these  sources  has  its
biases  and  limits;  together,  they  allow  a  reasonably  faithful
reconstruction.

The  book  is  organized  in  five  chapters,  preceded  by  this
introduction. The first four are devoted to the gods: Huitzilopochtli,
the warrior sun and tutelary god of the Mexica; Tlaloc,  the ancient
god  of  rain  and  agricultural  fertility;  Quetzalcoatl,  the  Feathered
Serpent of wisdom, with his creation myths and his promised return;
and  Tezcatlipoca  with  the  rest  of  the  pantheon,  from  fearsome
Coatlicue to the gods of fire, trade, and time, with an explanation of
how  that  divine  multitude  was  organized.  The  fifth  chapter
addresses sacrifice: its cosmic logic of reciprocity with the gods, its
political function as theater of imperial power, its military function in
the  war  of  capture,  the  phenomenon  of  the  Flower  Wars,  and  the
current scholarly debate over its meaning and scale.
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A note on language: we will  use the Nahuatl  names of the gods —
Huitzilopochtli,  Tlaloc,  Quetzalcoatl,  Tezcatlipoca  —  because  they
are  the  names  they  themselves  used,  and  translating  them would
lose  part  of  their  meaning.  The  glossary  at  the  end  of  the  volume
offers  translations and explanations of  the principal  terms.  We will
also use the term "Mexica" rather than "Aztec": it was the name this
people  proudly  gave  themselves,  and  "Aztec"  is  a  later  invention
that obscures more than it clarifies.

Finally,  a  note  on  tone.  Mexica  religion  includes  practices  we  find
disturbing, and it would be dishonest to hide or sugarcoat them. But
it also includes a poetry, a philosophy, and a spiritual depth worthy
of our admiration, and it would be equally dishonest to reduce it to
its most lurid aspects. We have tried to maintain, throughout these
pages,  a  balance  between  honesty  and  respect:  telling  the  truth
about what was, without morbidity and without fear, recognizing the
greatness of a civilization that, in barely two centuries, built one of
the  most  complex  and  coherent  religious  systems  of  the  ancient
world.

Each  chapter  includes  illustrations  inspired  by  Mesoamerican
codices, created for this volume with respect and rigor, to help the
reader  visualize  the  gods,  their  insignia,  their  temples,  and  their
rituals.  They  are  not  exact  archaeological  reconstructions  but
artistic  interpretations  based  on  the  sources,  meant  to  bring  the
modern  reader  closer  to  a  visual  world  of  extraordinary  richness.
May the images, like the words, serve the purpose of this book: to
understand in order to honor, and to honor in order not to forget.

May  this  book  serve  to  look  the  Mexica  gods  in  the  face,  as  what
they  were:  the  sacred  faces  of  a  people  who  fed  the  sun  so  the
world would keep turning.
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Chapter 1. Huitzilopochtli —
the Warrior Sun

At the summit of the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan, more than forty
meters  above  the  plaza,  stood  twin  shrines.  The  one  on  the  north
side belonged to  Tlaloc,  god of  rain;  the one on the south side,  to
Huitzilopochtli, god of the sun and of war. That architecture was no
whim: it was the most eloquent statement of the Mexica worldview.
The empire rested on two inseparable pillars, the water that makes
corn grow and the sun that gives it life, and the god who embodied
the second was also the particular  protector  of  the Mexica people,
the  one  who  had  guided  them  from  their  land  of  origin  to  the
founding  of  their  city.  No  other  god  in  the  pantheon  was  as
intimately bound to Mexica identity as Huitzilopochtli,  whose name
has been translated as "Hummingbird of the South" or "Left-Handed
Hummingbird,"  though  its  exact  meaning  is  still  debated  among
specialists.

Huitzilopochtli  was  not  a  universal  god  inherited  from  earlier
civilizations,  like  Tlaloc  or  Quetzalcoatl.  He  was,  in  essence,  a
Mexica  god:  young,  warlike,  solar,  born  of  the  very  history  of  the
people  who  worshipped  him.  His  cult  grew alongside  the  power  of
Tenochtitlan, and his temple became the ritual heart of the empire.
To understand Huitzilopochtli is to understand how the Mexica saw
themselves:  as  the  people  chosen  by  the  sun  to  feed  it,  as  the
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sacred  warriors  without  whom  the  heavenly  body  would  stop  and
the world would fall into darkness.

The god who guided a people

The history of the Mexica, as they themselves told it, begins with a
pilgrimage.  Centuries  before  the  founding  of  Tenochtitlan,  a  group
of  Nahua  tribes  left  Aztlan,  the  mythical  land  of  origin,  guided  by
their tutelary god. That god was Huitzilopochtli, who traveled not as
a distant abstraction but as a concrete presence: the priests carried
his sacred bundle, his wrapped image, and the god "spoke" through
them, ordering when to advance and when to halt, which peoples to
face and which lands  to  occupy.  The migration was not,  in  Mexica
memory,  a  mere  movement  of  population:  it  was  a  sacred  march
led by the sun in person.

During  that  long  pilgrimage,  which  the  sources  place  over  more
than two centuries, Huitzilopochtli revealed himself as a demanding
and  bellicose  god.  At  Culhuacan,  for  example,  he  ordered  the
Mexica  to  ask  its  ruler  for  a  daughter  to  make  her  the  god's  wife;
when  the  young  woman  was  sacrificed  and  flayed,  and  the  father
was  invited  to  worship  the  new  goddess  without  knowing  that
beneath  the  victim's  skin  was  his  own  daughter,  the  scandal
provoked  the  expulsion  of  the  Mexica.  The  episode,  narrated  by
several chronicles, shows the tutelary god as a force that separated
his  people  from  the  rest,  marking  them  as  different  and  pushing
them  to  follow  their  own  path,  even  though  that  path  was  strewn
with conflict.

The  culminating  moment  of  divine  guidance  came  with  the
promised sign: the eagle on the cactus, devouring a serpent, on an
islet  in  Lake  Texcoco.  There,  in  1325  according  to  traditional
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chronology, Tenochtitlan was founded. And at the center of the city
that would rise from that islet, the Mexica would raise the temple of
their  guiding  god,  which  in  time  became  the  Templo  Mayor.  The
entire city was, in a sense, a monument to Huitzilopochtli: its layout,
its causeways, its neighborhoods were organized around the sacred
precinct where the warrior sun received worship.

It is important to understand that Huitzilopochtli was not simply "the
god of war" in the sense of a patron of armies. He was the sun itself
in its warrior aspect: the heavenly body that each morning is born in
the east and must battle the forces of darkness to cross the sky and
be  born  again  the  next  day.  Human  war,  for  the  Mexica,  was  the
earthly  reflection  of  that  cosmic  battle.  When  a  Mexica  warrior
captured  an  enemy  on  the  battlefield,  he  was  not  merely  serving
the  empire:  he  was  participating  in  the  sun's  war,  contributing
prisoners who, offered in sacrifice, would feed the heavenly body in
its  eternal  struggle.  This  identification  between  sacred  war  and
imperial  war  is  one  of  the  keys  to  understanding  everything  that
follows in this book.

The birth on Coatepec

The most important myth of Huitzilopochtli is that of his birth, which
the Mexica placed on the hill of Coatepec, the "Hill of the Serpent."
The  protagonist  of  the  tale  is  Coatlicue,  goddess  of  the  earth,
mother of the gods. Coatlicue was sweeping the temple atop the hill
one  day  when  a  ball  of  fine  feathers,  hummingbird  feathers,  fell
from  the  sky.  The  goddess  picked  it  up  and  tucked  it  into  her
bosom; when she finished her task and reached for it, the ball had
vanished: Coatlicue had conceived without contact with any man.

The  news  scandalized  her  children.  Coatlicue  was  mother  of  the
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Centzon  Huitznahua,  the  "Four  Hundred  of  the  South,"  who
represent the stars, and of Coyolxauhqui, goddess of the moon, her
daughter.  Filled  with  shame  and  fury,  the  brothers  decided  to  kill
their  mother  to  wash  away  the  dishonor.  Coyolxauhqui  led  them,
adorned for  war.  But  one of  the Centzon Huitznahua,  repentant  or
compassionate, secretly warned Coatlicue of each movement of the
attackers as they climbed the hillside.

When  the  aggressors  reached  the  summit,  Coatlicue  gave  birth.
Huitzilopochtli  was  born,  and  born  already  grown  and  armed:  he
wore  the  warrior's  insignia,  his  face  painted,  and  wielded  the
xiuhcoatl,  the  fire  serpent,  his  characteristic  weapon.  Without
hesitation,  the  newborn  attacked  his  sister  Coyolxauhqui:  he
beheaded  her,  dismembered  her,  and  cast  her  body  down  the
hillside, where it lay shattered at the foot of the mountain. Then he
pursued  the  Centzon  Huitznahua,  who  fled  in  terror  toward  the
south;  many  he  overtook  and  destroyed.  The  few  who  survived
scattered  across  the  sky:  they  are  the  stars  that  flee  each  night
before the coming of the sun.

This  myth  was  not  a  mere  tale  for  entertainment.  It  was  the
explanation of dawn. Each morning, the sun (Huitzilopochtli) is born
armed  to  combat  the  moon  (Coyolxauhqui)  and  the  stars  (the
Centzon Huitznahua), defeats them, and crosses the sky victorious.
Each dusk, however, the sun dies in the west and descends to the
underworld,  where  it  must  fight  all  night  to  be  born  again.  The
battle  never  ends:  it  is  daily,  eternal,  and  its  outcome  is  not
guaranteed. That cosmic uncertainty — the real possibility that one
day the sun might not rise — is the foundation of all Mexica religion
and, as we shall see, of human sacrifice.

But  the  Coatepec  myth  also  had  an  architectural  and  ritual
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dimension that made it present in the daily life of Tenochtitlan. The
Templo Mayor was, symbolically, Coatepec: its stairway represented
the  slope  of  the  sacred  hill,  the  shrine  of  Huitzilopochtli  at  the
summit  was  the  place  of  birth  and  combat,  and  at  the  foot  of  the
stairway, in the plaza, lay the great circular stone of Coyolxauhqui,
discovered  by  archaeologists  in  1978,  showing  the  dismembered
moon goddess, head severed and limbs bound. Each time a prisoner
was  sacrificed  atop  the  temple  and  his  body  tumbled  down  the
steps, the founding myth was repeated: it was Coyolxauhqui falling
once  more,  the  sun  defeating  the  night  once  again.  Myth,  temple,
and ritual formed a single system of meaning.
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The  Coyolxauhqui  stone  deserves  a  pause.  It  is  a  monolith  more
than three meters in diameter,  carved with extraordinary mastery,
depicting  the  goddess  with  arms  and  legs  outstretched,  the
decapitated head bound with a band, serpents tied at her wrists and
ankles, the body marked with the signs of dismemberment. It is not
an  image  of  gratuitous  horror:  it  is  a  theological  image.  The
dismembered moon at the foot of the temple proclaimed, day after
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day,  the  victory  of  the  sun  and  of  the  people  who  fed  it.  When
archaeologists  found  it,  face  up  at  the  foot  of  the  Templo  Mayor
stairway, they confirmed at a stroke the precision of the chronicles
and the centrality of the myth in the life of the city.

The sun at war against the night

To  understand  Huitzilopochtli  one  must  understand  the  cosmic
anguish of the Mexica. Their universe was not stable or guaranteed:
it was a precarious balance that had to be constantly renewed. The
sun  crossing  the  sky  does  so  not  by  physical  inertia,  as  modern
astronomy would say, but by effort, by combat, by will. Each day is
a  military  campaign  the  heavenly  body  must  win;  each  night,  a
descent to the underworld where the forces of darkness try to stop
it. The Mexica watched the dawn not as a certainty but as a victory
to be celebrated and, above all, to be deserved.

In  this  vision,  human  beings  are  not  passive  spectators  of  the
cosmic drama: they are allies of the sun, its soldiers on earth. The
energy  the  heavenly  body  spends  in  its  daily  battle  must  be
replenished,  and  the  sun's  food  is  the  vital  energy  contained  in
human  blood,  the  chalchihuatl,  the  "precious  water."  To  offer  that
energy to Huitzilopochtli  was not, in Mexica logic, an act of cruelty
but  of  cosmic  collaboration:  without  that  food,  the  sun  would
weaken, night would triumph, and the Fifth Sun — the present era
of the world, the era of the Mexica — would come to its end, as the
four previous eras had ended, destroyed by cataclysms.

This  conception  explains  why  Huitzilopochtli,  being  the  god  of  the
sun,  was also and necessarily  the god of  war.  Mexica war was not
only an instrument of imperial expansion, though it was that too; it
was a sacred duty. Warriors who went on campaign did so with the
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conviction  that  their  captives  fed  the  sun.  The  most  prestigious
military orders, those of the eagle warriors (cuauhtli) and the jaguar
warriors  (ocelotl),  were  in  reality  religious  brotherhoods  in  the
service of the heavenly body. The eagle, which flies toward the sun,
and the jaguar, which roams the night, represented the two halves
of  the  cosmic  combat,  and  their  members  were  the  warrior  and
priestly elite of the empire.

The  iconography  of  Huitzilopochtli  reflects  this  dual  nature,  solar
and  warlike.  He  is  depicted  as  a  hummingbird  —  the  bird  that,  in
Mesoamerican belief, dies in the dry season and is resurrected with
the  rains,  symbol  of  resurrection  —  or  as  a  warrior  with
hummingbird  attributes:  the  bird's  beak  on  the  face,  iridescent
feathers in the headdress. He bears the xiuhcoatl, the fire serpent,
and the chimalli, the round shield decorated with feathers. His color
is the turquoise blue of the daytime sky, the color of the sun at its
fullness.  In  the  Templo  Mayor,  his  shrine  occupied  the  south  side,
the  side  of  the  sun,  of  light,  of  war;  the  north  side,  by  contrast,
belonged  to  Tlaloc,  water,  the  fertile  darkness  of  the  earth.  The
duality of the temple expressed the duality of the world.

One  important  nuance  should  be  stressed,  which  specialists  have
highlighted:  Huitzilopochtli  was  a  relatively  new  god  in  the
Mesoamerican  pantheon.  Tlaloc  had  been  worshipped  since
Teotihuacan,  a  thousand  years  earlier;  Quetzalcoatl  had  equally
deep  roots.  Huitzilopochtli,  by  contrast,  seems  to  have  been  an
essentially  Mexica  creation,  a  tribal  god  elevated  to  the  rank  of
universal  sun  as  his  people  became  an  empire.  This  theological
ascent  accompanied  the  political  ascent:  when  the  Mexica  were  a
humble,  despised  people,  Huitzilopochtli  was  a  minor  god  of  a
migrant  tribe;  when  Tenochtitlan  dominated  the  Anahuac,  its
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tutelary god had become the sun itself, the engine of the universe.
Theology and imperial  history advanced hand in hand,  legitimizing
each other.

Panquetzaliztli: the feast of the solstice

The worship of  Huitzilopochtli  reached its  climax in  Panquetzaliztli,
the "raising of banners," the feast of the fifteenth month of the solar
calendar,  which  coincided  approximately  with  the  winter  solstice,
the moment when the sun is weakest and lowest in the sky, when it
most  needs  help  to  be  reborn.  It  was,  significantly,  the  most
important  feast  of  the  year  for  the  Mexica,  and its  description  has
come  down  to  us  in  detail  thanks  to  the  informants  of  Friar
Bernardino de Sahagun.

Preparations began with fasts and penances.  Priests and youths of
the  schools  bled  themselves  with  maguey  thorns,  bathed  in  cold
water at midnight, climbed the hills to offer copal. Nine days before
the  feast,  the  image  of  the  god  was  fashioned:  a  statue  made  of
amaranth  dough  kneaded  with  honey,  given  human  form  and
dressed  with  the  insignia  of  Huitzilopochtli.  This  amaranth  image,
called  teocualo  when  ritually  consumed,  was  treated  as  the  god
himself during the celebration.

On the feast day, the statue was carried in procession, and finally a
sacrifice  was  performed  atop  the  Templo  Mayor.  Afterward,  the
amaranth  image  was  divided  and  distributed  among  the
participants, who ate it in an act of sacred communion with the god.
The  Spanish  chroniclers  inevitably  saw  in  this  rite  a  disturbing
parallel  with  the  Christian  Eucharist,  interpreting  it  as  a  diabolical
parody.  For  the  Mexica,  by  contrast,  it  was  the  most  intimate
expression of their alliance with the sun: by eating the god's body,
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they  united  with  him,  partook  of  his  substance,  renewed  the  pact
that made them his chosen people.

Panquetzaliztli  also  included  ritual  races,  mock  combats  among
youths, and the kindling of the new fire in miniature. It was a feast
of renewal: the sun was reborn, the ritual year reaffirmed, and the
Mexica  people  renewed  their  commitment  to  feed  the  heavenly
body. The coincidence with the winter solstice is no accident: at the
moment of greatest darkness in the year, when the night is longest,
the  worship  of  the  warrior  sun  reached  its  maximum  intensity.
Mexica  religion  was,  in  this  sense,  profoundly  astronomical:  its
feasts followed the rhythm of the sky because its god was the sky
itself in motion.

The xiuhcoatl and the insignia of the god

Every  Mexica  god  was  recognized  by  his  insignia,  and  those  of
Huitzilopochtli  formed  a  visual  vocabulary  of  great  eloquence.  His
characteristic  weapon  was  the  xiuhcoatl,  the  "fire  serpent"  or
"turquoise  serpent":  a  fantastic  serpent  with  a  segmented  body,
square snout, and flames or rays issuing from its mouth, which the
god  brandished  like  a  thunderbolt  or  a  fiery  lance.  The  xiuhcoatl
was  no  ordinary  weapon:  it  was  the  personified  solar  ray,  the
celestial  fire  with  which  Huitzilopochtli  had  defeated  Coyolxauhqui
and the Centzon Huitznahua. In depictions,  the serpent sometimes
appears  with  coiled  body  and  rearing  head,  ready  to  strike,  and
sometimes as a scepter the god wields with authority.

Alongside the xiuhcoatl, Huitzilopochtli bore the chimalli, the round
warrior's  shield,  decorated  with  precious  feathers  arranged  in
radiant  designs  evoking  the  sun.  The  chimalli  was  not  merely  a
defense:  it  was  an  emblem  of  military  identity,  and  each  warrior
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order  had  its  own  designs.  The  god's,  naturally,  was  the  most
splendid.  His  attire  was  completed  by  the  quetzalapanecayotl,  the
quetzal-feather  headdress,  and  the  gold  and  turquoise  earspools,
nose ornaments, and bracelets marking his divine rank.

The  most  distinctive  attribute,  however,  was  the  hummingbird.
Huitzilopochtli  was  sometimes  depicted  as  the  bird  itself  —  a
hummingbird  of  iridescent  plumage,  with  long  curved  beak  — and
sometimes as  a  warrior  with  hummingbird  features:  the beak over
the face like a mask, feathers in the headdress, folded wings on the
back.  The  choice  of  the  hummingbird  was  no  accident.  In
Mesoamerican  belief,  the  hummingbird  was  a  solar  bird  par
excellence: it was said that in the dry season it hung from branches
and died,  and that with the coming of  the rains it  was resurrected
and  flew  again.  It  was,  therefore,  a  symbol  of  resurrection,  of  life
conquering  death,  of  the  sun  reborn  each  day.  Moreover,  the
hummingbird  was  a  warrior  in  miniature:  it  fiercely  defends  its
territory,  attacks  birds  far  larger  than  itself,  never  retreats.  It  was
the perfect model for the god of sacred war.

The  colors  of  Huitzilopochtli  were  turquoise  blue  and  gold:  the
turquoise of the daytime sky, of the sun at its zenith, and the gold
of solar radiance. Turquoise — chalchihuitl — was the most precious
stone  for  the  Mexica,  more  valuable  than  gold,  because  its  color
was  that  of  the  sky,  of  water,  of  life.  The  god's  face  was  painted
blue, his body adorned with turquoise mosaics, and his shrine in the
Templo  Mayor  decorated  in  these  colors.  When the  Spaniards  first
saw  the  image  of  Huitzilopochtli,  they  were  impressed  by  its
splendor: it was not the grotesque idol they expected, but a work of
goldsmithery and featherwork of extraordinary beauty.

These insignia were not mere ornaments: they were a language. A
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Mexica  who  saw  the  xiuhcoatl  knew  he  stood  before  solar  power;
one  who  saw  the  hummingbird,  before  warrior  resurrection;  one
who saw turquoise, before the most valuable thing in the universe.
Mexica religion was profoundly visual, and the gods communicated
with  their  people  through  a  system  of  symbols  as  precise  as  a
spoken tongue.  Learning  to  read  those  insignia  is  learning  to  read
the mind of a civilization.

Huitzilopochtli and the tlatoani: the god of the
State

The elevation of Huitzilopochtli to the rank of universal sun was not
a  spontaneous  process:  it  was,  in  large  measure,  a  work  of  State,
driven  by  one  of  the  most  fascinating  figures  in  Mexica  history,
Tlacaelel,  counselor  to  four  tlatoque who is  usually  considered the
ideological  architect  of  the  empire.  According  to  the  tradition
recorded by Duran, it was Tlacaelel who, after the formation of the
Triple  Alliance  in  1428,  promoted  the  religious  reform  that  placed
Huitzilopochtli  at  the  apex  of  the  pantheon  and  systematized
human sacrifice as imperial duty.

Tlacaelel's reform — whose exact historicity is debated, but whose
coherence  as  an  ideological  project  is  undeniable  —  had  a  clear
political  logic.  An  expanding  empire  needed  an  expanding  god:  a
tribal  god  was  not  enough  to  legitimize  dominion  over  dozens  of
peoples. Huitzilopochtli  was raised from tutelary god of the Mexica
to universal sun, the heavenly body without which the world would
stop,  and  the  Mexica  were  raised  from  migrant  tribe  to  chosen
people, the only ones capable of feeding the sun and therefore the
only ones with the right to rule. Theology became imperial ideology:
whoever opposed Tenochtitlan opposed not merely an army but the
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cosmic order.

The  tlatoani,  the  "he  who  speaks,"  the  supreme  ruler,  was  the
principal  representative  of  Huitzilopochtli  on  earth.  At  his
coronation,  the  new  ruler  performed  penances,  bled  himself,  kept
vigil  in  the  temple,  and  received  the  insignia  of  power  in  a
ceremony that bound him directly to the god. He was not himself a
god — the Mexica did not deify their rulers in life, unlike the Inca —
but he was the indispensable intermediary between the people and
the sun, the one who guaranteed through his ritual conduct that the
cosmic alliance would hold.

This  bond  between  god  and  State  was  expressed  in  architecture.
The Templo Mayor was not merely a temple: it was the center of the
empire,  the  axis  mundi  where  sky,  earth,  and  underworld  met.  Its
successive  enlargements  —  each  tlatoani  added  a  layer,  a
construction  stage  —  were  a  way  of  inscribing  imperial  history  in
stone:  each  ruler  left  his  mark  on  the  god's  house,  and  the  god's
house  grew  with  the  empire.  The  seven  construction  stages
archaeologists  have identified  are  seven chapters  in  the  history  of
Tenochtitlan, seven affirmations that the power of the tlatoani and
the power of Huitzilopochtli were one.

The feast  of  Panquetzaliztli,  already described,  was  also  a  feast  of
the  State:  in  it  the  imperial  hierarchy  was  reaffirmed,  honors
distributed  to  warriors,  ambassadors  received.  God  and  empire
celebrated  together  the  rebirth  of  the  sun,  and  the  people
participated  in  that  celebration  as  beneficiaries  and  guarantors.
Huitzilopochtli was, in the fullest sense, the god of the Mexica State:
his theology was the ideology of the empire, his worship the liturgy
of power, and his temple the palace of the cosmos.
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The warrior hummingbirds: the myth of the solar
bird

The  hummingbird,  the  signature  bird  of  Huitzilopochtli,  deserves
closer  examination,  for  it  condenses  in  its  tiny  body  the  entire
theology of the god. The Mexica observed the hummingbird with a
naturalist's  attention:  they  saw  how  in  the  dry  season  the  bird
seemed to die — hanging from branches, motionless, as if asleep —
and  how  with  the  first  rains  it  was  resurrected  and  flew  again
among  the  flowers.  This  observation  became  myth:  the
hummingbird dies and is resurrected, as the sun dies each dusk and
is resurrected each dawn, as Huitzilopochtli dies in the west and is
reborn in the east.

But the hummingbird was not only a symbol of resurrection: it was a
warrior.  The  Mexica  admired  its  territorial  ferocity:  the
hummingbird,  diminutive,  fearlessly  attacks  birds  far  larger  than
itself that invade its space, pursuing them with its beak like a lance,
never  retreating.  It  was  the  model  of  the  Mexica  warrior:  small
before the cosmos, but brave to the point of recklessness, willing to
face  the  entire  night  to  defend  the  sun.  Warriors  wore
hummingbird-shaped  amulets,  and  it  was  said  that  warriors  who
died  in  battle  or  in  sacrifice  were  transformed  into  hummingbirds
accompanying the sun on its morning journey, sipping the flowers of
the sky.

This belief — the transformation of dead warriors into hummingbirds
— is one of the most poetic in Mexica religion. The warrior who died
for the sun did not vanish: he became the bird of the sun, a being of
light and perpetual motion, freed from the weight of the earth. Each
morning, when the sun was born, an army of warrior hummingbirds
accompanied it in the first hours of its journey, until midday, when
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they  were  relieved  by  the  women  dead  in  childbirth,  transformed
into butterflies. It was an image of extraordinary beauty: the dawn
sky populated by the luminous souls of the brave.

The hummingbird also appears in  Mexica jewelry and featherwork:
tiny  hummingbirds  of  gold,  turquoise,  and  feathers  adorning  the
attire of nobles and gods. To wear a hummingbird was to wear the
protection  of  Huitzilopochtli,  to  declare  one's  allegiance  to  the
warrior  ideal.  And  in  palace  gardens,  nobles  raised  hummingbirds
among  the  flowers,  contemplating  in  their  ceaseless  flight  the
mystery of daily resurrection. The god was in the bird, and the bird
was everywhere: in the sky, in the garden, on the warrior's chest.

The Templo Mayor: the house of the sun

One cannot speak of  Huitzilopochtli  without speaking of  his  house:
the  Templo  Mayor  of  Tenochtitlan,  the  most  important  building  in
the Mexica world.  It  was a  pyramid with  a  rectangular  base,  some
eighty meters on a side, with two parallel  stairways on its western
face  climbing  to  the  twin  shrines  at  the  summit:  Tlaloc's  on  the
north,  Huitzilopochtli's  on  the  south.  With  its  successive
enlargements  it  reached  more  than  forty  meters  in  height,
dominating  the  plaza  of  the  sacred  precinct  and,  beyond  it,  the
entire city.

What makes the Templo Mayor unique is precisely its duality. Most
Mesoamerican temples had a single shrine; Tenochtitlan's had two,
and  that  doubling  was  a  theological  statement:  the  empire  rested
on two complementary principles, sun and rain, war and agriculture.
The pyramid itself,  with  its  mass of  stone and stucco,  represented
Coatepec, the sacred mountain of Huitzilopochtli's birth; to climb its
stairways was to repeat the ascent of the Centzon Huitznahua, and
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to reach the summit was to witness the sun's daily victory.

Archaeologists  have  identified  seven  principal  construction  stages,
each  corresponding  to  a  period  in  the  history  of  Tenochtitlan.  The
first, humble, from the days of the founding; the last, monumental,
from  the  years  before  the  conquest,  the  one  the  Spaniards  saw.
Each  enlargement  encased  the  previous  one,  like  the  layers  of  an
onion,  preserving  the  ancient  temples  within.  This  building
technique had a ritual meaning: the god's house was not destroyed
but  enlarged,  dressed  in  a  new  skin,  like  the  serpent  shedding  its
skin  in  spring.  The  temple  grew  with  the  empire,  and  the  empire
was measured by its temple.

The  offerings  deposited  in  the  Templo  Mayor  —  more  than  one
hundred thirty discovered so far — are an extraordinary archive of
Mexica  religion.  On  Huitzilopochtli's  side  predominate  the  remains
of  solar,  warrior  animals:  royal  eagles,  jaguars,  wolves,  pumas,
rattlesnakes,  along  with  obsidian  knives,  miniature  shields,  and
figures  of  the  god.  On  Tlaloc's  side,  as  we  have  seen,  aquatic
animals and seeds predominate. Each offering was a "meal" for the
god, a payment of the debt, carefully arranged according to a ritual
protocol archaeologists are still deciphering.

The sacred precinct surrounding the Templo Mayor was a city within
the  city:  it  contained  the  ball  court,  the  tzompantli,  the  calmecac,
the  temples  of  Quetzalcoatl,  Tezcatlipoca,  Xipe  Totec,  the  earth
gods, priestly palaces, gardens. It was the ritual heart of the empire,
the  place  where  the  cosmos  became  present  on  earth.  And  at  its
center,  at  the  very  top,  Huitzilopochtli  received  the  sun  of  each
morning, the first to see it born over the volcanoes of the east.

Sacred war: the sun needs warriors
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Let  us  close  the chapter  on Huitzilopochtli  with  a  reflection  on the
relationship  between  the  god  and  war,  which  is  the  core  of  his
theology.  For  the  Mexica,  war  was  not  a  profane  activity  the  god
blessed from afar: it was worship itself, the highest form of serving
the  sun.  The  warrior  who  captured  an  enemy  was  not  merely
obeying  a  military  order:  he  was  feeding  the  heavenly  body,
participating in its cosmic combat, securing the next day's dawn.

This  sacralization  of  war  had  practical  consequences  for  military
organization. Before each campaign, ceremonies were held in honor
of  Huitzilopochtli:  auguries  consulted,  sacrifices  offered,  the  god
asked  for  victory.  During  the  campaign,  priests  accompanied  the
army, carrying the god's images and officiating rituals in the camp.
After victory,  prisoners were taken to Tenochtitlan to be offered in
the  Templo  Mayor,  and  distinguished  warriors  received  their
rewards in public ceremonies. War was a liturgy with armies.

The  ideal  of  the  Mexica  warrior  was  the  cuauhtli-ocelotl,  the
eagle-jaguar  warrior,  member  of  the  elite  military  orders.  These
warriors  wore  costumes  that  transformed  them  into  the  sacred
animals:  the  eagle,  which  flies  toward  the  sun,  and  the  jaguar,
which  roams  the  night.  They  were,  literally,  the  soldiers  of  the
cosmic  combat,  fighting  on  earth  the  same  battle  Huitzilopochtli
fought  in  the  sky.  Their  training  began  in  childhood,  in  the
telpochcalli,  and  continued  all  their  lives:  they  were  athletes,
ascetics, and priests at once.

But  sacred war  also  had its  reverse:  defeat.  What  happened when
the Mexica lost a battle? Theology offered an answer:  the sun had
been temporarily  vanquished,  the  gods  were  displeased,  sacrifices
and penances must be redoubled. Defeat did not refute the system:
it confirmed it, showing what happened when the alliance with the
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god weakened. It was a belief system proof against falsification, like
all  religious  systems:  every  event,  favorable  or  adverse,  found  its
explanation within the logic of the cult.

The  figure  of  Huitzilopochtli  thus  reveals  the  heart  of  Mexica
imperialism: a people who believed themselves indispensable to the
cosmos,  and  who  turned  that  belief  into  a  program  of  conquest.
Feeding  the  sun  required  prisoners;  prisoners  required  wars;  wars
required  an  empire.  Theology  and  geopolitics  fed  each  other,  in  a
cycle only the Spanish conquest managed to interrupt.

The Twin Stairways: Architecture of Duality

The Templo Mayor's most eloquent architectural feature was its pair
of  parallel  stairways  ascending  the  pyramid's  western  face  to  the
two  shrines  at  the  summit.  This  duality  was  no  mere  decorative
symmetry: it  was the building's theological thesis, carved in stone.
Each  stairway  led  to  a  different  god  —  the  southern  to
Huitzilopochtli,  the  northern  to  Tlaloc  —  and  each  ascent  was  a
different pilgrimage, a different path up the sacred mountain.

Archaeology  has  revealed  a  significant  detail:  the  duality  was  not
perfectly  symmetrical.  The  shrine  of  Tlaloc  was  slightly  larger  and
older in the earlier construction stages, a material trace of the rain
god's  antiquity  over  the  tribal  god  elevated  to  state  deity.  As  the
empire grew, Huitzilopochtli's side gained prominence, until the two
shrines reached visual equilibrium. The temple thus recorded, in its
stones,  the  political  theology  of  the  empire:  an  ancient,  inherited
god and a new, Mexica god, balanced at the summit of power.

The  twin  stairways  were  flanked  by  balustrades  ending  in  colossal
serpent heads,  stone jaws open toward the plaza.  To climb was to
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pass  between  serpents,  to  enter  the  mountain's  body,  to  ascend
toward  the  sky.  The  ritual  ascent  was  itself  an  act  of  worship:
priests,  victims,  and  offerings  climbed  step  by  step,  leaving  the
profane  city  below  and  approaching  the  divine  summit.  The
architecture choreographed the encounter between men and gods.

Beneath  the  visible  temple,  excavations  have  uncovered  seven
major construction stages, each new temple built over the previous
one,  enlarging  it.  Each  tlatoani,  on  taking  power,  undertook  the
expansion  of  the  sacred  precinct:  to  rebuild  the  temple  was  to
renew  the  cosmic  order,  to  demonstrate  that  the  new  reign
sustained  the  world.  The  Templo  Mayor  was  thus  a  palimpsest,  a
mountain  of  superimposed  temples,  each  layer  a  generation's
offering. When the Spaniards demolished it, they destroyed not one
temple but seven centuries of accumulated devotion.

###

The New Fire: Huitzilopochtli and the Fifty-Two
Years

Every  fifty-two  years  —  the  completion  of  a  full  cycle  of  the  two
Mexica  calendars  — the  empire  held  its  most  solemn and  anxious
ceremony: the Binding of the Years, the New Fire. On the last night
of the cycle, all fires in Tenochtitlan were extinguished: in temples,
palaces, and homes. The city plunged into darkness, and the people
climbed  to  the  rooftops  to  watch  the  Hill  of  the  Star,  Huixachtlan,
where priests waited in silence.

At midnight, the priests sacrificed a captive on the hill's summit and
kindled a new fire on his opened chest, drilling flame from wood as
the world's first fire had been drilled. The new flame was carried by
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runners  to  the  Templo  Mayor,  to  Huitzilopochtli's  shrine,  and  from
there distributed to every temple and home in the valley.  The sun
had  been  renewed;  the  world  would  continue  for  another  fifty-two
years.

The  ceremony's  anguish  was  real.  The  Mexica  believed  that  if  the
new  fire  failed  to  ignite,  the  sun  would  not  rise,  the  tzitzimime  —
the  star  demons  —  would  descend,  and  the  world  would  end.
Pregnant women were masked and locked away, lest they turn into
monsters;  children  were  kept  awake,  lest  they  turn  into  mice  in
their  sleep.  It  was  the  empire's  collective  night  of  fear,  and
Huitzilopochtli's fire was the dawn that dispelled it.

The New Fire reveals the solar god's ultimate function: he was not
only  the  warrior  of  the  daily  battle  but  the  guarantor  of  cosmic
continuity  across  the  ages.  Each  fifty-two-year  cycle  was  a  small
death and rebirth of the world, and Huitzilopochtli presided over the
resurrection. The last New Fire celebrated before the conquest was
in 1507, under Moctezuma II;  the next,  due in 1559, was never lit.
The Spaniards had extinguished more than fires.

###
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Chapter 2. Tlaloc — the
Bringer of Rain

If  Huitzilopochtli  was  the  young  god  of  the  Mexica  people,  Tlaloc
was  the  ancient  god  of  all  Mesoamerica.  His  round-eyed,
serpent-fanged  face  appears  in  the  murals  of  Teotihuacan,
centuries  before  Tenochtitlan  existed;  he  was  worshipped  in  the
mountains, in the caves, in the springs of the entire Altiplano. When
the  Mexica  built  their  Templo  Mayor,  they  did  not  hesitate  to
dedicate  one  of  its  twin  shrines  to  him:  without  Tlaloc  there  is  no
rain,  without  rain  there  is  no  corn,  and  without  corn  there  is  no
people. If Huitzilopochtli was the god of Mexica identity, Tlaloc was
the god of their material survival.

The  contrast  between  the  two  gods  is  instructive.  Huitzilopochtli
looks  toward  the  south,  toward  the  midday  sun,  toward  war  and
light;  Tlaloc  looks  toward  the  north,  toward  the  clouds  gathering
over  the  mountains,  toward  water  and  the  fertile  darkness  of  the
earth.  Huitzilopochtli  feeds  on  the  energy  of  warriors;  Tlaloc  feeds
on the offerings of farmers and, in times of drought, on the tears of
children. Together they form the fundamental duality of the Mexica
sacred  economy:  sun  and  rain,  war  and  agriculture,  blood  and
water. No empire can stand on only one of the two.

A god older than the empire
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Tlaloc  belongs  to  the  deepest  layer  of  Mesoamerican  religion.  His
name in Nahuatl has been interpreted in various ways — "he who is
made of earth," "the liquor of the earth" — but beyond etymology,
what  matters  is  his  antiquity.  In  Teotihuacan,  the great  metropolis
that  dominated  the  Altiplano  between  the  second  and  seventh
centuries of our era, Tlaloc was already one of the principal deities,
depicted  with  his  characteristic  goggle  eyes  and  serpentine
mustache  in  murals,  ceramics,  and  sculpture.  The  Mexica,  who
considered themselves heirs of the Toltec tradition and, through it,
of Teotihuacan, adopted Tlaloc as a god of their own, but never lost
awareness of his antiquity: he was a god who had been there before
them, a god of the very earth.

This antiquity is reflected in the geography of his worship. Tlaloc did
not  dwell  only  in  the  city  temples:  his  home  was  the  mountains,
especially  the  hill  that  bears  his  name,  Mount  Tlaloc,  east  of  the
Valley  of  Mexico,  where  a  sanctuary  stood  to  which  people
pilgrimaged  from  the  whole  region.  He  also  dwelled  in  caves,  in
springs,  in  the  whirlpools  of  the  lake.  He  was  a  god  of  the
landscape,  of  the  places  where  water  is  born  or  gathers.  Farmers
worshipped him in small rural chapels, far from the splendor of the
Templo Mayor, because rain does not fall by imperial decree: it falls
where  the  god  wills,  and  his  favor  must  be  earned  on  his  own
territory.

The  iconography  of  Tlaloc  is  one  of  the  most  recognizable  in
Mesoamerican art. His eyes are two concentric circles, like goggles
or water drops; his mouth a fang with serpentine fangs, from which
a forked tongue sometimes emerges;  over  his  face coils  a  serpent
forming his "mustache." He carries in his hands a kind of scepter or
axe representing lightning, and a jar from which he pours water. His
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colors  are  the blue and green of  water,  the  black  of  storm clouds.
He is  a  god at  once fearsome and generous:  he can send the rain
that  makes  corn  grow  or  the  storm  that  destroys  it,  hail,  flood,
lightning. Like every god of nature, Tlaloc is not good or evil in the
moral  sense:  he  is  powerful,  and  power  demands  respect  and
offerings.

In  the  Templo  Mayor,  Tlaloc's  shrine  occupied  the  north  side.
Archaeological  excavations  have  revealed  that  the  offerings
deposited  on  that  side  are  predominantly  aquatic  and  terrestrial:
fish  skeletons,  shells,  snails,  corals,  turtles,  crocodiles,  along  with
seeds,  corn  cobs,  and  figures  of  the  tlaloques,  his  helpers.  On  the
south  side,  Huitzilopochtli's,  predominate  instead  the  remains  of
eagles,  jaguars,  wolves,  and  other  predators,  symbols  of  war  and
the sun. Archaeology thus confirms, with the eloquence of objects,
the  theological  duality  the  chronicles  described:  two  gods,  two
halves of the world, a single temple.

The Tlalocan: the paradise of water

One  of  the  most  beautiful  creations  of  the  Mexica  religious
imagination is the Tlalocan, the "place of Tlaloc," the paradise of the
rain  god.  Unlike  Mictlan,  the  shadowy,  dusty  underworld  to  which
most  of  the  dead  went  after  a  painful  four-year  journey,  the
Tlalocan  was  a  place  of  abundance  and  joy:  ever-green  gardens,
gigantic corn cobs, flowers of every color, rivers of crystalline water,
a climate of eternal spring. It was the destination of those dead by
water: the drowned, those struck by lightning, the dropsical, lepers
and, very significantly, small children who died before reaching the
age of reason.

The  most  famous  image  of  the  Tlalocan  is  not  Mexica  but
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Teotihuacan:  the  Tepantitla  mural,  in  Teotihuacan,  showing  Tlaloc
presiding over an aquatic paradise where small figures play among
water,  flowers,  and butterflies.  But the conception survived among
the Mexica, who depicted it in codices such as the Vaticanus B. The
Tlalocan  was,  in  a  sense,  the  eschatological  projection  of  the
agricultural economy: the place where water never fails, where corn
grows  without  effort,  where  drought  —  the  deepest  terror  of  the
Mesoamerican farmer — does not exist.

There  is  a  theological  detail  of  great  beauty  in  this  conception.
Children who died went to the Tlalocan because they were, like rain,
beings  of  water:  pure,  uncontaminated  by  adult  life,  close  to  the
gods of fertility. And when priests offered children to Tlaloc in times
of drought — a practice the sources document and which we must
examine  with  the  same  sobriety  as  the  rest  of  Mexica  sacrifice  —
they  did  so  with  the  conviction  that  the  little  ones'  tears  would
attract rain, that children's weeping was sympathetically equivalent
to  water  falling  from  the  sky.  It  was  not  gratuitous  cruelty  but
sympathetic  magic  taken  to  its  logical  extreme:  like  attracts  like,
tears call rain.

We  must  pause  here  for  an  important  methodological  precision,
which  we  will  apply  to  the  entire  subject  of  sacrifice  in  this  book.
Our task is  not to justify or condemn from present-day values,  but
to understand the inner logic of an alien worldview. The sacrifice of
children  to  Tlaloc  is,  rightly,  profoundly  disturbing  to  us.  But  to
understand  it  historically  we  must  place  it  in  its  context:  an
agricultural  society  without  mechanized  irrigation,  for  which  a
prolonged  drought  meant  famine  and  the  death  of  thousands;  a
worldview in which the gods were not omnipotent but needy, and in
which rain was not a meteorological phenomenon but the result of
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negotiation with personal powers. From that logic, to offer the most
valuable thing — a child's life — to save the entire community was
not an act of barbarism but of desperate coherence. To understand
is  not  to  absolve;  but  without  understanding,  judgment  is  only
ignorance disguised as morality.

The tlaloques and the sacred hills

Tlaloc did not act alone. Like every great Mesoamerican lord, he had
his  helpers,  his  servants,  his  court:  the  tlaloques,  small  beings
dwelling  in  the  mountains  who  were  charged  with  pouring  water
upon the  earth.  Each tlaloque kept  in  his  hill  a  jar  with  a  different
kind  of  water:  some  had  good  water,  which  made  plants  grow;
others  had  water  with  hail,  with  frosts,  with  destructive  storms.
When Tlaloc ordered, the tlaloques broke their  jars with sticks and
the  water  fell  as  rain;  the  sound  of  the  jar  breaking  was  thunder,
and the flash, lightning.

This "meteorological" mythology is of admirable poetic naivety, but
it  also  reveals  close  observation  of  nature.  The  Mexica  knew  that
rain comes from the mountains, where clouds form; they knew that
not  all  rain  is  beneficial;  they  knew  that  thunder  precedes  the
storm.  The  tlaloques  are  the  personification  of  that  empirical
knowledge,  dressed  in  the  finery  of  myth.  And  the  sacred  hills  —
Mount  Tlaloc,  Tepetzintli,  Cocotl  —  were  the  natural  observatories
from which the coming of clouds was watched, the altars where rain
was  requested  with  offerings  of  copal,  flowers,  cut  paper,  and,  on
extreme occasions, human victims.

Worship  on  the  hills  had  a  communal  dimension  that  the  urban
worship of the Templo Mayor could not offer. Pilgrimages to Mount
Tlaloc gathered people from diverse towns, who climbed with their
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offerings,  kept  vigil  through  the  night,  sang  and  danced.  It  was  a
religion  lived  in  the  landscape,  with  the  body,  in  community.  The
city priests could officiate in the north shrine of the Templo Mayor,
but the farmer of a valley town knew that Tlaloc was, above all, up
there,  on the mountain visible from his  cornfield,  the one crowned
with clouds before the storm.

One of the most important feasts of Tlaloc was Etzalcualiztli, in the
sixth month of the year, at the start of the rainy season. During this
feast  the  water  gods  were  honored  with  dances,  songs,  and  food
offerings  —  the  etzalli,  a  corn  and  bean  stew  that  gave  the
celebration its name. Priests immersed themselves in the lake in a
kind of ritual baptism, and victims were sacrificed in honor of Tlaloc
and  Chalchiuhtlicue,  goddess  of  terrestrial  water.  It  was  a  feast  of
joy and abundance, the celebration that the water had returned and
the agricultural cycle could begin anew.
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Agriculture and corn

None  of  this  is  understood  without  corn.  Corn  was  not  for  the
Mexica a mere crop: it was the center of their economy, their diet,
their  identity,  and  their  religion.  The  myth  tells  that  Quetzalcoatl
stole corn from Mount Tonacatepetl to give it to men; the corn gods,
Centeotl  and  Chicomecoatl,  presided  over  its  growth;  and  Tlaloc,
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with  his  rain,  made  it  possible  year  after  year.  A  people  that
depends on corn to survive depends on Tlaloc, and that dependence
translated into intense, constant, anxious worship.

Mexica  agriculture  was  among  the  most  productive  in  the
preindustrial  world.  The  chinampas,  those  artificial  islands  built  in
the  lake,  allowed  up  to  seven  harvests  a  year  in  some  cases;
irrigation systems, hillside terraces, and seed selection had reached
extraordinary  refinement.  But  all  that  technology  rested  on  an
uncontrollable base: the summer rains. Without the seasonal rains,
there  was  no  harvest;  without  harvest,  famine.  The  Mexica  knew
famine  well:  tradition  recalled  years  of  catastrophic  drought,  such
as  that  of  1454,  which  according  to  the  chronicles  forced  many
families to sell themselves into slavery to survive. Tlaloc held in his
hands the life and death of the empire, and he knew it.

That is why the rain god received worship at every level of society:
the State dedicated to him one of the shrines of the Templo Mayor
and  offered  him  the  most  solemn  ceremonies;  nobles  built  him
chapels  in  their  palaces;  farmers  carried  offerings  to  the  hills  and
springs.  He  was,  perhaps,  the  most  "democratic"  god  of  the
pantheon: all, from the tlatoani to the humblest commoner, needed
rain  equally.  And  he  was  also  the  most  unpredictable  god:
Huitzilopochtli rose each morning with astronomical punctuality, but
Tlaloc could take weeks to send his  clouds,  and each day of  delay
was a day of collective anguish.

The  wife  —  or  sister,  according  to  the  versions  —  of  Tlaloc  was
Chalchiuhtlicue, "she of the jade skirt," goddess of terrestrial water:
rivers, lakes, springs, waters that flow and waters that pool. If Tlaloc
was  the  water  falling  from  the  sky,  Chalchiuhtlicue  was  the  water
flowing through the earth.  Together they formed the divine couple
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of water,  and their  worship was intimately linked to Lake Texcoco,
the  aquatic  heart  of  Tenochtitlan.  It  is  no  accident  the  city  was
founded on an islet: the Mexica were a lake people, and their water
gods were the guardians of their livelihood.

Atlcahualo: the opening of the year of waters

The  Mexica  ritual  calendar  began,  significantly,  with  a  feast
dedicated  to  the  water  gods.  Atlcahualo,  "the  waters  are  left"  or
"the  waters  cease,"  was  the  first  month  of  the  xiuhpohualli,  the
365-day  solar  year,  and  in  it  Tlaloc,  Chalchiuhtlicue,  and  the
tlaloques were honored. It was the moment to ask for the rains that
would  make  planting  possible,  to  prepare  ritually  the  agricultural
cycle that sustained the empire's life.

The  ceremonies  of  Atlcahualo  were  held  in  the  mountain  shrines
and  on  the  lakeshore.  Priests  and  representatives  of  the  calpullis
climbed the sacred hills with offerings of copal, flowers, paper, and
food; they sang the hymns of Tlaloc, danced, kept vigil through the
night.  On  the  lake,  processions  were  held  in  adorned  canoes,  and
offerings  were  cast  into  the  waters.  It  was  a  feast  of  petition  and
hope:  the  year  began  by  placing  the  fate  of  the  harvests  in  the
hands of the water gods.

The sources describe that in Atlcahualo, and in other feasts of Tlaloc
through the year, children were offered to the rain god, especially in
times of drought. We have already noted the logic of this practice —
children's  tears  as  sympathetic  magic  to  attract  rain  —  and  the
need to understand it in context without justifying or minimizing it.
One important nuance should be added: the sources indicate these
children  were  treated  with  care  and  honor  before  the  sacrifice,
dressed  in  precious  clothes,  adorned  with  jewels,  mourned  by  the

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 37



community. They were not despised victims but valuable offerings,
the  most  valuable  thing  the  community  possessed.  That  valuation
does not make the practice less terrible in our eyes, but it does help
us  understand  that,  in  Mexica  logic,  it  was  not  gratuitous  violence
but  a  desperate  exchange:  the  most  precious  for  the  most
necessary.

The cycle of Tlaloc's feasts continued through the year: Tozoztontli,
the third month, with offerings to the corn goddess; Huey Tozoztli,
the fourth, the great feast of Chicomecoatl; Etzalcualiztli, the sixth,
at the start of the rains, already described; and so on to year's end.
Each  month  had  its  feast,  each  feast  its  gods,  its  offerings,  its
rituals. The Mexica calendar was not a mere measure of time: it was
a  ritual  program,  a  sacred  choreography  organizing  collective  life
month  by  month,  ensuring  no  god  was  forgotten  and  no  need
lacked its corresponding ceremony.

Chalchiuhtlicue: she of the jade skirt

If Tlaloc was the water falling from the sky, Chalchiuhtlicue, "she of
the  jade  skirt,"  was  the  water  flowing  through  the  earth:  rivers,
lakes,  springs,  pooled  and  running  waters.  Her  name  evokes  the
preciousness of water — the jade skirt, the most valuable garment
—  and  her  domain  was  the  terrestrial  aquatic  world,  the
environment in which the Mexica lived, the lake people.

Chalchiuhtlicue was depicted as a young, beautiful woman, her skirt
adorned with water symbols — snails, drops, whirlpools — with jade
earspools  and  the  headdress  of  the  goddesses.  She  was  an
essentially  beneficent  goddess:  she  gave  water  for  drinking,  for
irrigation, for navigation; she protected lake travelers; she presided
over ritual baths and purifications. But like every natural power, she
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had her fearsome aspect: she could cause floods, drown navigators,
bring destructive waters. The Mexica respected her as one respects
the lake: with love and fear, for the lake gives life and also takes it.

Her  relationship  with  Tlaloc  is  described  variously  in  the  sources:
sometimes  as  wife,  sometimes  as  sister,  sometimes  as  female
counterpart.  What  matters  is  not  genealogical  precision  but
complementarity:  together  they  formed  the  water  couple,  sky  and
earth,  rain and lake. In the Templo Mayor,  Chalchiuhtlicue had her
own altar in the north shrine, beside Tlaloc, and received offerings
of jade, shells, and water figures. Excavations have found numerous
depictions of the goddess in that sector, confirming her importance
in official worship.

Chalchiuhtlicue  also  had  an  interesting  social  dimension:  she  was
patroness of those who worked on the water — fishermen, rowers,
chinampa  builders,  merchants  navigating  by  canoe.  These  trades,
fundamental  to  the  lake  economy  of  Tenochtitlan,  had  in  the
goddess their protectress, and offered her worship in small chapels
on the lakeshore.  She was,  like Tlaloc,  a  goddess close to  working
people, less imperial than Huitzilopochtli, more rooted in daily life.

The  principal  feast  of  Chalchiuhtlicue  was  held  in  Etzalcualiztli,
together  with  Tlaloc,  but  she  also  appeared  in  other  water
ceremonies  through  the  year.  In  these  feasts,  priests  immersed
themselves in the lake in a ritual bath symbolizing purification, and
jades, feathers, and flowers were offered to the goddess. Water, in
Mexica  religion,  did  not  only  nourish:  it  also  purified.  And
Chalchiuhtlicue  was  the  guardian  of  that  purity,  she  who  washed
away  guilt  as  she  washed  bodies,  she  who  returned  man  to  his
original state of ritual cleanliness.
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The rites of water in daily life

The  worship  of  Tlaloc  was  not  limited  to  the  great  feasts  of  the
calendar:  it  permeated daily  life  in  intimate,  constant  ways.  Water
was  too  important  to  leave  its  worship  solely  in  the  hands  of  the
Templo  Mayor  priests;  every  family,  every  neighborhood,  every
water-related trade had its own rites, its own offerings, its own ways
of negotiating with the rain god.

At dawn, women going to fetch water at springs or canals greeted
Chalchiuhtlicue with a brief  prayer,  asking that  the water  be clean
and  abundant.  Fishermen,  before  casting  their  nets  into  the  lake,
offered a tortilla or a bit of copal to the goddess, asking for a good
catch.  Chinampa  builders,  on  opening  a  new  canal,  buried  an
offering  on  the  bank:  seeds,  jade,  a  clay  figure  of  the  god.  They
were  small,  almost  automatic  gestures,  but  they  kept  alive  the
awareness that water was a divine gift, not a guaranteed resource.

Ritual baths were another daily form of water worship. The Mexica
were a notably clean people — the Spanish chroniclers noted it with
astonishment — and bathing had a sacred dimension: to wash was
to purify oneself, and to purify oneself was to draw near the water
gods.  The  temazcales,  the  steam  baths,  were  places  of  ritual
purification where one sweated to expel impurities of body and soul,
under  the  protection  of  the  water  and  medicine  goddesses.  The
woman  in  childbirth  bathed  ritually  after  delivery;  the  warrior,  on
returning  from  campaign;  the  penitent,  before  an  important
sacrifice. Water washed, and in washing, renewed.

In  times  of  drought,  the  water  rites  intensified  and  became
collective.  Neighborhoods  organized  processions  to  the  hills,  with
songs  and  offerings;  priests  performed  special  ceremonies  in  the
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Templo  Mayor;  the  tlatoani  himself  took  part  in  public  rogations.
Drought was a cosmic and political crisis: if Tlaloc did not send rain,
it  was a sign the gods were displeased,  and the ruler  had to show
he  was  taking  ritual  measures  to  appease  them.  The  tlatoani's
legitimacy  depended,  ultimately,  on  the  rain:  a  king  under  whose
rule harvests failed was a king who had lost divine favor.

Children had a special role in the water rites, not only as victims in
extreme  cases  but  as  regular  participants.  It  was  believed  that
children,  by  their  purity,  were  closer  to  the  tlaloques,  and  their
songs  and  games  were  a  way  of  attracting  rain.  In  some
ceremonies,  children  dressed  as  tlaloques  danced  with  small  jars,
pouring  water  in  a  ritual  game  imitating  rain.  It  was  a  sacred
pedagogy: from childhood, the Mexica learned that water was a gift
of the gods and must be requested with respect and joy.

The drowned and the lightning-struck: Tlaloc's
chosen

One of  the most  characteristic  beliefs  in  the worship  of  Tlaloc  was
the  special  destiny  of  those  dead  by  water.  Those  who  died
drowned,  those  struck  by  lightning,  those  suffering  dropsy  or
leprosy  —  water-associated  illnesses  —  did  not  go  to  Mictlan  like
most of the dead, but to the Tlalocan, the paradise of the rain god.
It  was a privileged destiny, a reward for having been "touched" by
the god.

This belief had practical consequences in the treatment of corpses.
The  drowned  were  not  buried  in  the  common  manner  but  with
special  rites preparing them for  their  journey to the Tlalocan:  they
were dressed in the attire of the tlaloques, given offerings of water
and seeds, sung the hymns of the aquatic paradise. Those struck by
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lightning  were  considered  doubly  sacred:  lightning  was  Tlaloc's
weapon, and to die by it was to be chosen by the god. Their houses
became minor places of worship, and their families received special
status.

Dropsy  and leprosy,  illnesses  that  swell  the  body with  fluids,  were
interpreted  as  "possession"  by  divine  water:  the  sick  person  was
filled  with  Tlaloc's  water,  and  death  was  a  liberation  toward  the
god's paradise. Sufferers of these ailments were treated with a mix
of  fear  and  respect:  cared  for,  but  kept  at  a  certain  distance,  like
persons marked by the sacred.  Their  death was not  mourned as a
misfortune but celebrated as a happy transit.

This  theology  of  the  water-dead  reveals  an  important  aspect  of
Mexica religion: its capacity to give meaning to misfortunes. Death
by  drowning,  so  frequent  among  a  lake  people,  was  not  a  tragic
absurdity  but  a  destiny  with  meaning;  illness  was  not  only  a
physical evil  but a divine sign. Religion did not eliminate suffering,
but gave it a frame, a narrative, a place in the order of the cosmos.
And that frame, for those who believed in it, was real consolation.

Mount Tlaloc: the sacred mountain

If the Templo Mayor was Tlaloc's urban home, Mount Tlaloc was his
home in nature. This peak, over four thousand meters high, east of
the Valley of  Mexico on the borders with Puebla and Tlaxcala,  was
one  of  the  most  important  sacred  places  in  Mesoamerica.  On  its
summit  stood  a  sanctuary  to  which  people  pilgrimaged  from  the
whole region, and its slopes were sown with offerings and shrines.

What  is  extraordinary  about  Mount  Tlaloc  is  its  astronomical
orientation.  From  the  summit,  on  certain  dates  of  the  year,  the
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sunrise can be observed between the volcanoes, and archaeologists
have  shown the  sanctuary  was  aligned  with  solar  phenomena and
the  agricultural  cycle.  It  was  no  ordinary  mountain:  a  natural
observatory,  a  stone  calendar,  a  temple  built  by  geography  itself.
The priests officiating at its summit read in the horizon the time for
planting, the time for rain, the time for harvest.

Pilgrimages  to  Mount  Tlaloc  were  community  events  of  great
importance.  Participants  climbed  through  the  night,  with  torches
and songs, carrying offerings of copal, flowers, food, and figures of
the  tlaloques.  At  dawn,  on  the  summit,  priests  officiated  the
rain-petition  ritual,  and  the  community  joined  with  dances  and
prayers. It was a total religious experience: the physical effort of the
climb, the cold of the altitude, the beauty of dawn over the valley,
communion with fellow pilgrims. Mexica religion was not only belief:
it was experience, body, landscape.

On  Mount  Tlaloc's  summit,  archaeologists  have  found  the  remains
of  the  sanctuary:  a  platform  with  a  shrine,  fragments  of  ritual
pottery,  greenstone  offerings.  And  they  have  found  something
revealing:  the  sanctuary  was  used for  centuries,  from Teotihuacan
times to the conquest, confirming the continuity of Tlaloc's worship
across  eras  and  cultures.  The  Mexica  did  not  invent  the  sacred
mountain:  they  inherited  it,  adopted  it,  integrated  it  into  their
empire.  It  was  a  god  and  a  place  older  than  they  were,  and  that
antiquity was part of its prestige.

Today,  Mount  Tlaloc  remains  a  sacred  place  for  the  region's
communities, who climb in pilgrimage on dates close to those of the
old ritual calendar, though now with crosses and saints. Syncretism
has  not  erased  the  memory  of  the  place:  the  mountain  is  still  the
home of water, and farmers still ask for rain on its summit. Tlaloc, in
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a  way,  is  still  there,  in  the  cloud  crowning  the  peak  before  the
storm.

Let  us  retain  the  lesson  of  Tlaloc  as  we  close  this  chapter:  the
Mexica pantheon was not an arbitrary collection of gods but a map
of  society's  vital  needs.  Each  god  corresponded  to  a  fundamental
dependence — sun, rain, corn, earth — and worship was the way of
ritually  managing  those  dependencies.  Tlaloc  teaches  us  that
Mexica  religion,  before  being  an  abstract  theology,  was  a  sacred
ecology: a system for living with the forces of nature on which life
depended.

An Older God: Tlaloc Before the Mexica

Tlaloc  is  far  older  than  the  Mexica.  His  goggle  eyes  and  fanged
mouth appear in the murals of Teotihuacan, the great Classic-period
metropolis,  a  thousand  years  before  Tenochtitlan's  founding.  In
Teotihuacan's "Tlalocan" murals — named after his paradise — the
god  presides  over  a  watery  afterlife  of  joy,  surrounded  by  souls
playing,  singing,  and  gathering  flowers.  The  same  iconographic
traits  recur  in  Toltec  art  and  in  the  codices  of  the  Postclassic:  the
rain god was Mesoamerica's most enduring deity.

This  antiquity  carries  a  profound  implication:  the  Mexica  did  not
invent  their  pantheon;  they  inherited  it  and  re-centered  it.
Huitzilopochtli was their genuine innovation — a tribal god elevated
to  the  rank  of  state  deity,  placed  beside  the  ancient  Tlaloc  as  his
equal.  Every  other  major  god — Tlaloc,  Quetzalcoatl,  Tezcatlipoca,
Xipe  Totec,  the  earth  goddesses  —  came  from  the  deep
Mesoamerican  past,  shared  with  peoples  the  Mexica  would  later
conquer or ally with.
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Placing Tlaloc beside Huitzilopochtli atop the Great Temple was thus
an  act  of  political  theology  of  great  sophistication.  The  Mexica
claimed continuity with the ancient, prestigious religious tradition of
Teotihuacan and Tollan, while asserting their own god's equal rank.
The  message  to  subject  peoples  was  clear:  we  do  not  impose
foreign  gods;  we  share  your  ancient  gods,  and  ours  stands  beside
them. It was a theology of legitimacy, designed to make empire feel
like restoration rather than imposition.

The deep history  of  Tlaloc  also  explains  his  cult's  resilience.  When
the  conquest  toppled  the  idols,  the  ancient  rain  god  did  not
disappear: he survived in the mountain sanctuaries, in the farmers'
prayers,  in  the  syncretic  feasts,  because  he  had  survived  a
thousand  years  of  political  changes  before.  Gods  with  deep  roots
outlast  empires;  Huitzilopochtli,  the  empire's  god,  fell  with  the
empire,  but  Tlaloc,  the  people's  god,  endures  wherever  rain  is
awaited.

###
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Chapter 3. Quetzalcoatl —
the Feathered Serpent

Of  all  Mesoamerican  gods,  none  has  fascinated  posterity  as  much
as  Quetzalcoatl,  the  "Feathered  Serpent."  His  image  —  a  serpent
covered  in  the  feathers  of  the  quetzal,  the  most  beautiful  bird  of
Mesoamerica  —  condenses  a  paradox:  the  serpent,  which  crawls
upon the earth, joined to the bird, which flies through the sky; the
terrestrial  and the celestial  in  a single being.  Quetzalcoatl  was the
god of wisdom, of wind, of the priesthood, of life; the inventor of the
calendar, the thief of corn, the creator of present humanity. And he
was also,  according to tradition,  a  human priest-king of  the city  of
Tollan  who,  after  a  tragic  fall,  became  the  morning  star  and
promised  to  return.  That  promised  return,  fulfilled  or  not  in  1519
with  the  arrival  of  the  Spaniards,  is  one  of  the  most  debated
episodes in Mexican history.

The god of wind and wisdom

Quetzalcoatl  belongs,  like  Tlaloc,  to  the  oldest  layer  of
Mesoamerican  religion.  His  worship  goes  back  to  Teotihuacan,
where the Temple of the Feathered Serpent is one of the city's most
impressive  monuments,  and  flourished  among  the  Toltecs  of  Tula,
who  held  him  as  their  patron  god.  The  Mexica  inherited  him  and
integrated him into their pantheon, though with a particular nuance:
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for  them,  Quetzalcoatl  was  a  venerable  but  in  a  sense  "bygone"
god,  associated  with  Toltec  wisdom,  the  golden  age  of  Tollan,  a
moral order contrasting with the warrior present of the empire.

As  god  of  wind,  Quetzalcoatl  manifested  under  the  advocacy  of
Ehecatl,  "the  Wind,"  depicted with  a  duck-bill  mask — the beak of
the wind bird — and with the chest adorned by a cut-shell jewel, the
ehecailacacozcatl, symbol of vital breath. Wind was, for the Mexica,
the  breath  that  moves  the  clouds,  brings  rain,  sweeps  the  roads
before  the  water  gods.  It  was  also  the  breath  of  life  itself:  the
newborn's first breath, the dying person's last sigh. The temples of
Ehecatl were circular in plan, to offer no resistance to the wind, and
stood at various points in the city.

As god of wisdom, Quetzalcoatl was patron of priests, of sages (the
tlamatinime), of artisans, and of calendars. He was credited with the
invention of writing, of time reckoning, of the arts. He was the god
of  culture  against  nature,  of  knowledge against  brute  force.  In  the
calmecac,  the  nobles'  schools,  youths  learned  the  hymns  and
stories of  Quetzalcoatl  as the model  of  the wise ruler  and virtuous
priest. His figure represented an ethical ideal: intelligence placed at
the community's service, power moderated by wisdom.

This  ethical  dimension  of  Quetzalcoatl  is  expressed  in  a  trait
distinguishing him from the other gods of  the pantheon: according
to  several  sources,  Quetzalcoatl  opposed  human  sacrifice.  The
idealized  Toltec  tradition  told  that  in  the  days  of  the  priest-king
Quetzalcoatl  at  Tollan  only  animals  were  sacrificed  —  serpents,
butterflies,  birds  —  and  flowers,  copal,  and  bread  were  offered.  It
was  Tezcatlipoca,  his  rival,  who  introduced  human  sacrifice  and
corrupted  the  golden  age.  Modern  historians  debate  how  much  of
this  tradition  is  reality  and  how  much  retrospective  idealization  —
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the  Mexica  likely  projected  onto  the  Toltec  past  a  moral  "golden
age" contrasting with their own present — but what matters is that
there  existed,  within  Mexica  religion  itself,  a  current  critical  of
human sacrifice, embodied in its god of wisdom. The pantheon was
not monolithic: it contained its own tensions and debates.

Ehecatl: the breath of the world

Quetzalcoatl manifested in the world above all as Ehecatl, the Wind.
This advocacy was no secondary matter: wind was one of the most
important  forces  in  the  Mexica  cosmos,  and Ehecatl  was  its  divine
personification. Wind moves the clouds and brings rain; sweeps the
roads before the gods pass; is the breath of life, the newborn's first
breath  and  the  dying  person's  last.  Without  wind,  the  world
stagnates; with wind, the world breathes.

The  iconography  of  Ehecatl  is  unmistakable:  he  wears  a
duck-bill-shaped mask, representing the beak of the wind bird, and
on his chest the ehecailacacozcatl, the "wind jewel," a transversely
cut conch symbolizing vital breath, the exhalation from the mouth.
His  temple  was  circular  in  plan,  with  no  corners  for  the  wind  to
crash  against,  and  stood  at  several  points  in  Tenochtitlan,  always
oriented  so  wind  would  circulate  freely.  It  was  architecture  in  the
god's service: the building itself an offering to the wind.

The most important myth of Ehecatl presents him as the engine of
the  sun.  When  the  gods  sacrificed  themselves  at  Teotihuacan  and
the newborn sun did not move, it was Ehecatl who, with his mighty
breath, set it in motion, pushing it across the sky. Wind is thus what
makes the movement of  the cosmos possible:  without  it,  not  even
the sun would walk.  This  primacy of  wind over sun is  theologically
significant: it shows that, in the Mexica worldview, "subtle" forces —
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breath, blowing, spirit — are prior and superior to "dense" forces —
the  heavenly  body,  matter.  It  is  a  philosophical  intuition  of  great
depth,  bringing  Mexica  religion  close  to  the  world's  great  spiritual
traditions.

Ehecatl also had a fearsome aspect: wind brings not only beneficent
rain  but  hurricanes,  dust  storms,  destructive  whirlwinds.  In  his
advocacy  of  the  "evil  winds,"  Ehecatl  could  sicken  men,  ruin
harvests,  topple  houses.  The  Mexica  knew  this  and  honored  him
with the respect due all ambivalent power: with offerings to attract
his beneficent aspect and rituals to calm his fury.

The thief of bones and the origin of humanity

One  of  the  deepest  myths  associated  with  Quetzalcoatl  is  that  of
the  origin  of  present  humanity,  the  humanity  of  the  Fifth  Sun.
According to the tale, when the gods decided to create the men of
the  present  era,  Quetzalcoatl  offered  to  descend  to  Mictlan,  the
underworld, to recover the bones of previous humanities, destroyed
in the past suns. The lord of the underworld, Mictlantecuhtli, agreed
on  an  impossible  condition:  Quetzalcoatl  had  to  circle  the
underworld  four  times  blowing  an  unperforated  conch.  The  god,
cunning,  enlisted  the  worms,  which  perforated  the  conch,  and  the
bees,  which  made  it  sound  from  within;  thus  he  fulfilled  the
condition and obtained the bones.

But  Mictlantecuhtli,  regretting his  concession,  ordered his  servants
to  dig  a  pit  in  the  return  path.  Quetzalcoatl  fell  into  the  trap;  the
bones  broke  and  scattered.  The  god  gathered  them  as  best  he
could — which is why men are of different sizes, the myth explained
— and carried them to Tamoanchan, the place of origin. There, the
goddess  Cihuacoatl  ground  the  bones,  and  Quetzalcoatl  sprinkled
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them  with  blood  from  his  own  member,  in  an  act  of  divine
self-sacrifice.  From that  mixture  of  ground bones  and  divine  blood
was born the humanity of the Fifth Sun.

This  myth  is  fundamental  for  several  reasons.  First,  it  establishes
that humanity exists thanks to a god's sacrifice: Quetzalcoatl  gave
his  blood  to  create  men.  Second,  it  establishes  the  principle  of
reciprocity  governing  all  Mexica  religion:  if  the  gods  gave  their
blood for men, men owe blood to the gods. Human sacrifice is not,
in  this  logic,  an  arbitrary  tribute  but  the  payment  of  an  original
debt, the return of a primal gift. Third, the myth shows Quetzalcoatl
as  a  god  who  descends,  suffers,  sacrifices  himself:  a  god  close  to
men, not a celestial despot.

Quetzalcoatl's other great theft was that of corn. The precious grain
lay  hidden  inside  Mount  Tonacatepetl,  the  "hill  of  flesh"  or  "hill  of
sustenance,"  guarded  by  the  gods.  Quetzalcoatl  transformed
himself  into  a  black  ant  and,  in  company  with  the  red  ant,
penetrated  the  mountain  and  carried  out  a  grain  of  corn  to  men.
Then the gods, seeing the find, split the mountain with lightning and
freed  the  corn  for  humanity.  The  myth  explains  the  origin  of
agriculture  and,  again,  presents  Quetzalcoatl  as  humanity's
benefactor, the god who works and takes risks for men.
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Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli: lord of the dawn

Another  fundamental  advocacy  of  Quetzalcoatl  was
Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli,  "lord  of  the  house  of  dawn,"  the
personification of the planet Venus as morning star. The Mexica, like
all Mesoamerican peoples, were attentive observers of the sky, and
Venus — the brightest heavenly body after sun and moon — held a
central place in their astronomy and religion. Its 584-day cycle, with
its phases as evening and morning star and its periods of invisibility,
was followed precisely and charged with ritual meaning.

Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli  was  depicted  as  a  skeletal  warrior,  body
painted  white  and  red,  armed  with  darts  he  hurled  at  his  victims.
For  Venus,  in  its  morning  appearance,  was  a  dangerous  heavenly
body:  it  was  believed  its  rays  could  sicken  men,  especially  rulers,
and that its rising announced misfortunes. The days of Venus's first
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appearance  as  morning  star  were  days  of  fear  and  protective
rituals:  doors  were  shut,  going  out  avoided,  sacrifices  offered  to
appease the star.

This  fearsome  dimension  of  Venus  contrasts  with  the  beneficent
image of Quetzalcoatl, and the contrast is instructive: it shows that
a  single  god  could  have  contradictory  aspects,  that  the  divine
refused to be pigeonholed into simple categories. Quetzalcoatl was
at  once  the  beneficent  sage  and  the  fearsome star,  the  life-giving
wind and the sickening ray.  Mexica  religion did  not  demand moral
coherence of its gods: it demanded power, presence, efficacy. A god
was great not for being good but for being powerful in his domain.

The  myth  joining  Quetzalcoatl  to  Venus  is  that  of  his  death  and
transformation:  after  his  fall  at  Tollan and his  immolation at  Tlillan
Tlapallan,  his  heart  rose  to  the  sky  and  became the  morning  star.
Since then, each time Venus appears in the east before dawn, it is
Quetzalcoatl  announcing  the  sun's  rising,  preparing  the  way  for
Huitzilopochtli.  The  two  gods,  rivals  in  some  myths  and  allies  in
others,  collaborate  in  the great  drama of  dawn:  Venus announces,
the  sun  arrives,  night  withdraws.  It  is  a  celestial  choreography  of
extraordinary poetic beauty.

The priest-king of Tollan

The  figure  of  Quetzalcoatl  doubles  in  tradition:  besides  the  god,
there is the man, the priest-king of Tollan (Tula), the Toltec city the
Mexica  considered  the  summit  of  civilization.  This  human
Quetzalcoatl  —  called  Ce  Acatl  Topiltzin,  "1-Reed  Our  Prince"  —
ruled Tollan in  a  golden age of  wisdom, art,  and prosperity.  Under
his rule, the chronicles say, corn cobs were so large they had to be
carried on one's back, cotton grew already dyed in colors, and there
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were no human sacrifices but offerings of flowers and animals.

But  Tezcatlipoca,  the  eternal  rival,  envied  that  prosperity  and
decided to  destroy  it.  In  disguise,  he  presented himself  before  the
aged priest-king and showed him a mirror: Quetzalcoatl saw himself
old,  wrinkled,  decrepit,  and  was  anguished.  Tezcatlipoca  then
offered  him  a  drink,  pulque,  which  would  supposedly  rejuvenate
him.  Quetzalcoatl,  who had vowed abstinence,  resisted,  but  finally
drank,  became drunk,  and in his  drunkenness lay with a priestess,
breaking  his  vow of  chastity.  On  waking,  ashamed,  he  understood
he could no longer rule: his ritual purity was broken.

Then  Quetzalcoatl  abandoned  Tollan.  He  headed  east,  toward  the
Gulf  coast,  to  the  place  called  Tlillan  Tlapallan,  "the  black  and red
place," the place of wisdom and writing. There he bade his followers
farewell, dressed in his insignia, and immolated himself on a funeral
pyre.  From  his  ashes  rose  the  precious  birds,  and  his  heart  was
transformed  into  the  morning  star,  the  planet  Venus,  which  since
then announces the sun's rising. Before departing, he promised he
would return: in a Ce Acatl (1-Reed) year, the year of his calendrical
name, he would come back to reclaim his kingdom.

This myth is extraordinarily rich. On one level, it is the story of the
fall of Tula, the great Toltec city whose collapse, around the twelfth
century,  marked  the  end  of  an  era  in  Mesoamerica.  On  another
level,  it  is  a  meditation  on  power,  temptation,  and  guilt:  not  even
the wisest ruler is safe from human frailty. On a third level, it is an
astral  myth:  Venus's  disappearance  as  evening  star  and
reappearance  as  morning  star  narrated  as  the  god's  death  and
resurrection.  And  on  a  fourth  level,  it  is  a  political  prophecy  that
would have immense historical consequences.
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Tollan: the city of Quetzalcoatl

To  understand  Quetzalcoatl  one  must  understand  Tollan,  the  city
tradition  presents  as  his  earthly  kingdom.  Tollan  —  present-day
Tula,  in  the  state  of  Hidalgo  — was  the  capital  of  the  Toltecs,  the
people who dominated the Altiplano between the tenth and twelfth
centuries, whom the Mexica considered their cultural ancestors and
the model of civilization. Everything the Mexica admired — refined
art, wisdom, good governance — they attributed to the Toltecs, and
to Quetzalcoatl as their ideal priest-king.

Archaeological  Tula  partly  confirms  the  legend.  Its  ruins  show  a
planned city, with pyramids, palaces, ball courts and, above all, the
famous atlantes: four columns sculpted as Toltec warriors, over four
meters  tall,  which  supported  the  roof  of  the  temple  of
Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli.  These  sculptures,  with  their  butterfly
pectorals, darts, and atlatls, are the very image of Toltec splendor:
monumental,  hieratic,  eternal  warriors.  The  Mexica,  who
pilgrimaged to Tula and gathered its sculptures and traditions, saw
in these ruins proof of the golden age their myths recounted.

But the real history of Tula was less idyllic than legend. The Toltecs
were  also  a  warrior,  expansionist  people,  dominating  their
neighbors by force. The image of a peaceful Tollan, ruled by a wise
priest offering only flowers, is a retrospective idealization, a "golden
age"  built  by  nostalgia.  Modern  historians  see  in  the
Quetzalcoatl-at-Tollan  myth  a  projection  of  the  values  the  Mexica
wished to  reclaim — wisdom over  force,  culture  over  barbarism —
more than a precise historical memory.

What matters, however, is not the myth's historical accuracy but its
cultural  function.  By  placing  the  golden  age  at  Tollan  with
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Quetzalcoatl  as  protagonist,  the  Mexica  created  an  ideal  past
against  which  to  measure  the  present,  a  model  of  the  wise  ruler
contrasting with the warrior tlatoque of their own history. The myth
was an implicit  critique of imperialism: it  recalled that there was a
time  when  power  was  exercised  with  wisdom  and  not  with  arms,
and that time could return with the god's coming. It was, in a sense,
the empire's moral conscience, embodied in a god.

The fall of Tula, around the twelfth century, was a cultural trauma of
the  first  magnitude  in  Mesoamerica.  Its  causes  are  debated  —
Chichimec invasions, internal crises, droughts — but the effect was
clear:  the  end  of  the  Toltec  order  and  the  start  of  a  period  of
political  fragmentation from which,  two centuries  later,  the Mexica
would  emerge.  The  myth  of  Quetzalcoatl's  fall  — his  drunkenness,
his  sin,  his  exile  —  is  the  legendary  version  of  that  historical
collapse: the perfect city falls through human frailty,  the wise king
succumbs  to  temptation,  the  golden  age  ends.  It  is  a  myth  about
the  impermanence  of  power,  as  relevant  to  the  Mexica  at  their
apogee as to us today.

Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca: the cosmic rivalry

The  relationship  between  Quetzalcoatl  and  Tezcatlipoca  is  the
dramatic  axis  of  Mexica  mythology,  and  deserves  close
examination,  for  it  condenses this  civilization's  vision of  the world.
They are not simply two rival  gods: they are two cosmic principles
in permanent tension, two ways of understanding power, order, and
life.

Quetzalcoatl  is  the  principle  of  luminous  order:  wisdom,  culture,
law, life, the wind that moves the world, the star announcing dawn.
He is the god who creates, teaches, sacrifices himself for men. His
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power is a civilizing power: he invents the calendar, steals the corn,
gives his blood to create humanity. He is the god of priests, sages,
artisans, all who build.

Tezcatlipoca  is  the  principle  of  nocturnal  power:  magic,  destiny,
discord,  death,  the  jaguar  roaming  the  darkness,  the  mirror  that
sees  all.  He  is  the  god  who  destroys,  tempts,  tests.  His  power  is
naked  power:  he  gives  and  takes  fortune,  raises  and  humbles,
protects and abandons. He is the god of warriors, rulers, sorcerers,
all who exercise power.

But — and this is the crucial point — neither is simply good or evil.
Quetzalcoatl,  the  sage,  falls  to  temptation  and  abandons  his
kingdom;  Tezcatlipoca,  the  fearsome,  collaborates  in  the  world's
creation  and receives  prayers  for  forgiveness.  Both  are  necessary:
without  Quetzalcoatl  there  would  be  no  culture,  without
Tezcatlipoca  no  power;  without  order  no  civilization,  without  force
no empire. Mexica mythology does not oppose good to evil but two
forms of power that need and combat each other eternally.

This  rivalry  was  dramatized  in  the  myths  —  the  fall  of  Tollan,  the
creation of the world,  the disputes over humanity — and ritualized
in  the  feasts:  Quetzalcoatl's  ceremonies  were  luminous  and
ordered,  Tezcatlipoca's  nocturnal  and  mysterious.  The  people  took
part  in  both,  for  both  were  true,  because  life  itself  is  a  tension
between  order  and  chaos,  wisdom and  power,  day  and  night.  The
greatness  of  Mexica  mythology  lies  in  having  turned  that  tension
into a divine drama, in having given faces — the Feathered Serpent
and the Smoking Mirror — to the contradictions of existence.

Quetzalcoatl in the codices
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The image of Quetzalcoatl bequeathed by the codices is among the
most beautiful in Mesoamerican art. In the Codex Borgia, one of the
most  important  of  the  pre-Hispanic  group,  the  Feathered  Serpent
appears in full splendor: the serpent body covered in green quetzal
feathers,  jaws  open  showing  the  forked  tongue,  attentive  eyes,
body coiled in spirals suggesting the movement of wind and water.
It  is  an image of serene power, not ferocity:  the feathered serpent
does not threaten, it presides.

In  the  Codex  Borbonicus,  of  early  colonial  date,  Quetzalcoatl
appears in his advocacy as Ehecatl, with the duck-bill mask and the
shell  jewel on his chest, taking part in the ceremonies of the ritual
calendar.  In  the  Codex  Vaticanus  B,  he  is  shown  in  scenes  of  the
Tlalocan  and  agricultural  rites.  Each  codex  presents  him  from  a
different angle, and the whole forms a polyhedral portrait:  the god
is many gods, and each image reveals a facet.

One  iconographic  detail  deserves  emphasis:  the  quetzal  feathers.
The quetzal, the sacred bird of the Maya forests, was the symbol of
preciousness and freedom: its  feathers,  of  incomparable iridescent
green,  were more valuable  than gold,  and the bird  itself  could not
live in captivity — it died if caged. To cover the serpent with quetzal
feathers was, therefore, a symbolic act of great density: joining the
terrestrial  (the  serpent)  with  the  celestial  (the  bird),  what  crawls
with  what  flies,  matter  with  spirit.  The  Feathered  Serpent  is,  in  its
very image, a synthesis of the cosmos.

The beard of Quetzalcoatl: myth and
misunderstanding

One of the most persistent legends about Quetzalcoatl is that of his
beard.  Several  colonial  sources  describe  the  god  —  and  the
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priest-king of Tollan — as a bearded man, of features different from
the  Mexica,  and  this  description  fed  centuries  of  speculation:  was
Quetzalcoatl  a  foreigner?  A  Viking,  an  Irishman,  a  visitor  from  the
Old World? Fantasy has run free, but the reality is more prosaic and
more interesting.

In pre-Hispanic art,  Quetzalcoatl  sometimes appears with a kind of
"beard" that is really Ehecatl's mask: the wind god's duck bill, which
colonial artists and early European interpreters mistook for a beard.
Other times, the "beard" is the locks of hair or the ornaments of the
divine  headdress.  There  is  no  evidence  the  Mexica  imagined
Quetzalcoatl as a bearded man of European type: it  is a projection
of the chroniclers, who needed to explain the return legend in a way
compatible with the Spaniards' arrival.

The  misunderstanding  of  the  beard  is  a  perfect  example  of  how
myths about myths are built. The Spaniards found a tradition about
a  god-king  who  had  left  and  promised  to  return;  found  images
which,  misinterpreted,  seemed  to  show  a  bearded  man;  and
concluded  Quetzalcoatl  had  been  a  Christian  apostle  —  Saint
Thomas,  according  to  some  —  or  an  ancestor  of  the  Spaniards
themselves.  It  was  a  way  of  appropriating  the  indigenous  past,  of
turning  conquest  into  a  legitimate  return,  of  erasing  the  other's
otherness.

Modern  scholars  have  patiently  dismantled  this  construction.  The
"beard" is misread iconography; the "return" a prophecy of dubious
historicity;  the  identification  with  Cortes  is,  at  best,  an  interested
interpretation  of  events.  But  the  episode  teaches  something
valuable about the history of Mexica religion: that it has been told,
for  five  centuries,  by  others,  with  other  interests,  in  other
languages.  Recovering  the  voice  of  the  Mexica  themselves  —

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 58



through  the  codices,  archaeology,  the  Nahuatl  language  —  is  the
pending task, and this book aims to contribute to that recovery.

The survival of Quetzalcoatl in Mexican culture is notable. His name
has been adopted by cultural movements, his image adorns murals
and banknotes,  his  myth inspires novels  and films.  He is,  perhaps,
the  Mexica  god  most  "alive"  in  the  contemporary  imagination,
precisely because he embodies the values modern Mexico wishes to
reclaim: wisdom, culture, spiritual resistance. Quetzalcoatl, the god
tradition remembers as opposed to human sacrifice, is the ancestor
present-day Mexico chooses to see in the mirror.

The promised return and the debate of 1519

The Ce Acatl year of the Mexica calendar corresponded, in the most
accepted  correlation,  to  1519  of  the  European  calendar.  It  was
precisely in that year that Hernán Cortes landed on the Gulf coast of
Mexico.  The Spanish chronicles — and some later  indigenous ones
—  tell  that  Moctezuma  II,  the  tlatoani  of  Tenochtitlan,  believed
Cortes  was  Quetzalcoatl  returning  to  reclaim  his  throne,  and
therefore  received  him with  honors  instead  of  facing  him,  sending
him  the  god's  attire  and  a  message  of  welcome.  This  version,
popularized  by  Bernal  Diaz  del  Castillo's  "True  History"  and  Friar
Diego Duran's chronicle, became one of the classic explanations for
the  fall  of  Tenochtitlan:  the  empire  collapsed  because  its  ruler
mistook the invaders for gods.

Modern  historians  have  subjected  this  version  to  severe  criticism.
Matthew  Restall,  in  his  work  on  the  "seven  myths  of  the  Spanish
conquest,"  argues  that  the  story  of  "Quetzalcoatl's  return"  was
largely  a  later  construction,  elaborated by  Spanish  chroniclers  and
Christianized indigenous informants to explain — and justify — the
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conquest.  David  Carrasco  and  other  specialists  have  nuanced:  a
tradition about Quetzalcoatl's return may have existed, but it is very
doubtful  that  Moctezuma,  an  experienced  and  well-informed  ruler,
mistook  a  group  of  greedy,  violent  foreigners  for  the  Feathered
Serpent.

What  does  seem  documented  is  that  Moctezuma  sent  Cortes  an
embassy with magnificent gifts, including the attire of Quetzalcoatl,
Tezcatlipoca,  and  Huitzilopochtli.  But  this  gesture  can  be
interpreted quite differently: not as welcoming a god, but as an act
of ritual diplomacy, or even as a way of "dressing" the foreigner in
divine insignia to  magically  neutralize him,  to  incorporate him into
the Mexica ritual system and control him. The delivery of the gods'
attire  was,  in  Mesoamerican  logic,  a  way  of  establishing  a
relationship, not necessarily one of submission.

The debate remains open, and it is an excellent example of how the
history  of  Mexica  religion  is  intertwined  with  the  history  of  the
conquest.  What  matters  for  our  purpose  is  to  retain  the  figure  of
Quetzalcoatl in all his complexity: god of wind and wisdom, creator
of  humanity,  benefactor  who  steals  the  corn,  fallen  priest-king,
morning  star,  promise  of  return.  No  other  god  in  the  pantheon
concentrates so many dimensions: he is at once nature and culture,
myth  and  history,  god  and  man.  That  is  why  he  has  fascinated
poets,  philosophers,  and  esotericists  of  every  age,  and  why  his
name still resonates in contemporary Mexico.

The Morning Star: Venus, War, and the Evening
Aspect

Quetzalcoatl had a celestial identity that complicates his image as a
god of wisdom and peace: he was also Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli, "Lord
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of  the  Dawn,"  the  planet  Venus  as  morning  star.  In  Mesoamerican
astronomy, Venus was no gentle luminary: its heliacal risings were
associated with war, danger, and the arrows the morning star shot
at  the  earth.  The  same  god  who  gave  men  corn  and  writing  also
announced, as a star, the season of combat.

The Venus cycle — 584 days, divided into phases as morning star,
evening star, and periods of invisibility — structured ritual warfare.
Military  campaigns  were  timed  to  the  star's  appearances,  and
warriors  carried  Venus  symbols  into  battle.  The  Codex  Borgia
depicts  Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli  hurling darts  at  temples  and fields,  a
cosmic  archer  whose  shots  brought  war  and  misfortune.
Quetzalcoatl's wisdom, it turns out, included the science of war.

This  stellar  duality  —  morning  star  and  evening  star,  one  planet
with  two  faces  —  mirrors  Quetzalcoatl's  own  duality:  creator  and
warrior, priest and star-slayer, the god who refused human sacrifice
in legend and the star that demanded blood in the sky. The Mexica
gods  rarely  fit  simple  moral  categories,  and  Quetzalcoatl  is  the
supreme example: he contains opposites without resolving them, as
the sky contains both dawn and dusk.

The  lesson  for  the  modern  reader  is  caution  against  idealization.
The  romantic  Quetzalcoatl  —  the  peaceful  sage,  the  bearded
apostle, the opponent of sacrifice — is only half the god. The other
half is the morning star's fire, the wind that precedes the storm, the
wisdom that includes the knowledge of violence. To understand the
Mexica  pantheon  is  to  accept  that  its  gods,  like  the  world  they
governed, held light and shadow in a single body.

###
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The Wind's Jewel: Music, Breath, and Ehecatl

Quetzalcoatl  as  Ehecatl,  the  wind,  wore  a  distinctive  insignia:  the
ehecailacacozcatl,  the  "wind  jewel,"  a  conch  shell  cut  in
cross-section  to  form  a  spiral.  Priests  of  the  wind  god  blew  these
conch trumpets at rituals,  and their deep, mournful sound was the
voice of Ehecatl himself sweeping across the world. The conch was
the wind made audible: breath turned into music.

The  association  of  wind,  breath,  and  music  ran  deep  in  Mexica
thought.  Breath  was  the  soul's  vehicle  —  the  teyolia,  one  of  the
animating entities, left the body with the last breath — and the wind
was the world's breath. To blow the conch was to lend the god one's
own  breath,  to  participate  in  the  cosmic  respiration.  Music  was
never mere decoration in Mexica ritual: it was a form of offering, of
communication, of magic.

The wind jewel's spiral also encoded a cosmology: the spiral is the
form of the whirlwind, the hurricane, the breath's vortex.  Ehecatl's
priests  wore  the  spiral  on  their  chests  as  a  diagram of  their  god's
nature.  When  the  wind  god's  conch  sounded  over  Tenochtitlan  at
the  feast's  opening,  the  city  heard  the  cosmos  breathing  —  and
breathed with it.

This musical dimension reminds us that Mexica religion engaged all
the  senses:  the  copal's  perfume,  the  drums'  thunder,  the  conch's
moan,  the  dancers'  movement,  the  flowers'  color.  The  gods  were
not  abstract  ideas  but  presences  felt  in  the  body.
Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl,  the  wind  that  carries  seeds  and  clouds,  was
perhaps  the  most  intimate  of  these  presences:  invisible,
everywhere, as close as the next breath.

###
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Chapter 4. Tezcatlipoca and
the Mexica Pantheon

If  Huitzilopochtli  was  the  warrior  sun,  Tlaloc  the  fertile  water,  and
Quetzalcoatl wisdom, Tezcatlipoca was power in its most unsettling
form:  night,  destiny,  magic,  discord.  His  name  means  "Smoking
Mirror,"  for  the  obsidian  mirror  he  wore  on  his  forehead  or  chest,
with  which he saw all  things,  and from which smoke rose.  He was
the  most  feared  god  of  the  pantheon,  omnipresent  and
unpredictable, capable of granting fortune and snatching it away, of
protecting  man  and  of  ruining  him.  If  Quetzalcoatl  represented
moral  order,  Tezcatlipoca  represented  naked  power,  prior  to
morality.

But  Tezcatlipoca  is  only  the  gateway  to  the  divine  multitude  that
populated  the  Mexica  universe.  The  pantheon  was  vast  and
organized with a logic that deserves careful examination: it was not
a mere accumulation of gods but a structured system reflecting the
structure of the cosmos and of society. In this chapter we will  tour
the principal figures of the pantheon and try to understand how that
sacred multitude was organized.

The Smoking Mirror

Tezcatlipoca  was,  with  Quetzalcoatl,  one  of  the  creator  gods.
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According  to  the  creation  myth,  when  the  world  was  covered  by
primeval  waters,  Quetzalcoatl  and Tezcatlipoca — eternal  enemies
but  necessary  collaborators  —  transformed  into  giant  serpents,
seized the earth monster, Tlaltecuhtli, and split her in two: with one
half they made the sky and with the other the earth. In the struggle,
Tezcatlipoca  lost  a  foot,  devoured  by  the  monster,  and  since  then
he  is  depicted  with  a  serpent  foot  or  a  smoking  stump.  The  myth
expresses a profound theological truth: creation demands sacrifice,
even of the gods; the world's order is born of an original mutilation.

As  god of  night,  Tezcatlipoca was lord  of  the nocturnal  sky,  of  the
jaguar  roaming  the  darkness,  of  the  stars  that  are  his  eyes.  His
obsidian  mirror  —  the  tezcatl,  the  same  material  of  which  ritual
knives were made — was the instrument of his omniscience: in it he
saw all that happened in the world, public acts and secrets, virtues
and faults. He was, in a sense, the conscience of the universe, the
implacable witness before whom nothing is hidden. Men feared him
because  they  knew  he  knew  their  faults;  but  they  also  prayed  to
him, for only he could forgive them.

Tezcatlipoca  was  also  the  god  of  destiny  and  fortune,  in  the  most
capricious sense of the word. He gave riches and took them away,
raised the humble and humbled the mighty, protected warriors and
abandoned cowards.  He was  the  god of  contrasts,  of  the  essential
instability  of  human  life.  The  Mexica  invoked  him  with  a  mix  of
terror  and  hope:  terror  because  his  power  was  arbitrary,  hope
because his favor could change a man's luck. In the huehuetlatolli,
the  "discourses  of  the  elders"  collected  by  Sahagun,  there  are
prayers  to  Tezcatlipoca  of  admirable  philosophical  depth,  asking
him for mercy for the people, forgiveness for sinners, protection for
rulers.
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His rivalry with Quetzalcoatl structures much of Mexica mythology.
They  are  the  two  poles  of  divine  power:  Quetzalcoatl,  order,
wisdom,  light,  culture;  Tezcatlipoca,  chaos,  magic,  night,  untamed
nature. But they are not simply good and evil: both are necessary,
both created the world, both have their feasts and temples. Mexica
religion was not Manichaean; it did not divide the universe into good
and  bad  but  into  complementary  forces  in  permanent  tension.
Tezcatlipoca,  the  most  feared,  was  also  one  of  the  most
indispensable.
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Toxcatl: the man who was god for a year

The worship of Tezcatlipoca included one of the most extraordinary
rituals in Mexica religion: the feast of Toxcatl, in the fifth month of
the  year.  For  an  entire  year,  a  youth  chosen  for  his  physical
perfection  — without  bodily  defect,  of  fine  presence,  skilled  in  the
arts  of  war  and  music  —  embodied  the  god  on  earth.  He  was  the
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ixiptla,  the  living  "image"  of  Tezcatlipoca.  He  lived  like  a  prince:
dwelled  in  a  palace,  wore  the  god's  insignia,  was  attended  by
servants, strolled through the city playing the flute, and the people
knelt as he passed. For twenty days before the feast, four maidens
were given him as wives, and his life was continuous delight.

But on the day of Toxcatl, the god-youth climbed the temple, bade
his wives farewell, broke his flutes one by one on each step, and at
the summit was sacrificed. His heart was offered to the sun, and his
body treated with honors. The next day, another youth was chosen
to begin the cycle anew.

This ritual has been interpreted in many ways. For some specialists,
it  is  the  purest  expression  of  the  theology  of  the  ixiptla:  the  god
needs a  human "vessel"  to  manifest  in  the world,  and that  vessel,
after containing the divine for a year, must be returned to the gods.
For  others,  it  is  a  drama  about  the  fleetingness  of  power  and  life:
the  youth  today  adored  as  god  will  die  tomorrow,  as  mighty
Tezcatlipoca  can  raise  and  humble.  For  still  others,  it  is  a
mechanism  of  social  control:  showing  the  people  that  not  even
human perfection, raised to divinity, escapes destiny.

What  is  certain  is  that  Toxcatl  reveals  a  conception  of  the  divine
very  different  from  the  Western  one.  The  Mexica  gods  were  not
transcendent and unreachable: they could dwell in a man, walk the
streets  of  Tenochtitlan,  play  the  flute,  love  some  maidens.  The
sacred  was  immanent,  was  in  the  world,  and  the  ixiptla  was  its
vehicle.  This  immanence  explains  many  things  about  Mexica
religion:  why  the  gods'  images  were  treated  as  persons,  why  they
were dressed, fed, spoken to; why sacrifice was not an offering to a
distant god but an exchange with a present god.
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Coatlicue, Coyolxauhqui, and the divine family

The  Mexica  gods  were  not  isolated  figures:  they  formed  families,
had fathers, children, siblings, wives, rivals. This familial dimension
of  the  divine  is  one  of  the  most  human  characteristics  of  the
pantheon, and its center is Coatlicue, the "serpent skirt," goddess of
the earth, mother of Huitzilopochtli, Coyolxauhqui, and the Centzon
Huitznahua.

The  monumental  sculpture  of  Coatlicue,  discovered  in  1790  in  the
Plaza  Mayor  of  Mexico  City  and  today  in  the  National  Museum  of
Anthropology, is one of the masterpieces of world art. Nearly three
meters  tall,  it  depicts  the  goddess  with  a  skirt  of  intertwined
serpents,  a  necklace  of  human  hearts  and  hands,  claws  on  hands
and  feet,  and  a  head  formed  by  two  confronting  serpents,  from
whose  jaws  spurt  jets  of  blood.  At  her  feet,  a  skull.  It  is  an
overwhelming image, which struck the first  European observers as
monstrous.

But Coatlicue is not a monster: she is the earth. The earth that gives
life  and takes it,  that  nourishes with  its  fruits  and devours  with  its
jaws, that is mother and sepulcher at once. Her serpent skirt is the
creeping fertility of  the soil;  her necklace of  hearts and hands, the
life the earth demands and returns; her claws, the untamable force
of nature; her twin-serpent head, the duality of existence. The blood
spurting from her neck is not horror: it is the vital energy circulating
between  earth  and  its  creatures.  Coatlicue  is  the  terrible,  loving
mother, who births gods and men and receives them back into her
womb.

Her daughter Coyolxauhqui, "she adorned with bells," is the moon.
Her myth — rebellion against the mother, defeat by the brother sun
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— we have already told, and her dismembered stone at the foot of
the  Templo  Mayor  is  one  of  the  most  eloquent  archaeological
testimonies  of  Mexica  religion.  But  Coyolxauhqui  was  not  only
Huitzilopochtli's  antagonist:  she  was  also  a  goddess  with  her  own
worship,  associated  with  the  moon,  the  night,  menstrual  and
agricultural  cycles.  Her  daily  defeat  by  the  sun  did  not  annul  her:
the moon still rises each night, and her presence in the sky was as
necessary as the sun's.

The Centzon Huitznahua, the "Four Hundred of the South," are the
stars,  the  countless  brothers  of  the  sun  who  flee  before  him  each
dawn.  Their  number  —  four  hundred,  which  in  Nahuatl  means
"numberless"  —  expresses  the  multitude  of  the  night  sky.  And
beyond  this  solar  family,  the  pantheon  branches  into  dozens  of
figures: each natural phenomenon, each human activity, each stage
of life had its god or goddess.
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Xipe Totec and the gods of renewal

Among the most important gods of  the agricultural  cycle was Xipe
Totec,  "Our  Lord the Flayed,"  god of  spring,  of  vegetal  renewal,  of
germination.  His  name alludes  to  his  most  characteristic  attribute:
he was depicted wearing the skin of a flayed victim, symbolizing the
seed's  husk  breaking  for  the  plant  to  sprout,  or  the  old  skin  the
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serpent  sheds  in  spring.  He  was  the  god  of  rebirth,  of  life  arising
from  death,  and  his  feast,  Tlacaxipehualiztli,  "the  flaying  of  men,"
was held in the second month of the year, at spring's start.

Xipe Totec was also patron of goldsmiths, workers of metal, for gold
—  the  "excrement  of  the  sun,"  as  the  Mexica  called  it  —  is
associated  with  rebirth  and  perfection.  His  worship  extended
beyond Tenochtitlan: he was venerated throughout western Mexico,
and his figure appears in codices and sculptures of diverse regions.
Like  many  Mexica  gods,  Xipe  Totec  was  a  synthesis:  an  ancient
fertility god, adopted and reinterpreted by the empire.

Alongside Xipe Totec, the corn cycle had its own gods: Centeotl, god
of  mature  corn,  and  Chicomecoatl,  "Seven  Serpent,"  goddess  of
tender  corn  and  subsistence.  Chicomecoatl  was  one  of  the  most
beloved goddesses  of  the  pantheon:  she  was  depicted  as  a  young
mother with corn cobs in her hands, and her feast, Huey Tozoztli, in
the  fourth  month,  was  a  celebration  of  abundance.  In  farmers'
homes, an image of Chicomecoatl presided over the domestic altar,
and  she  was  offered  the  first  fruits  of  the  harvest.  She  was  the
goddess of the family table, of tortilla and atole, of daily life.

Maguey  had  its  goddess,  Mayahuel,  and  pulque,  the  fermented
maguey  drink,  had  the  Centzon  Totochtin,  the  "Four  Hundred
Rabbits,"  the  gods  of  drunkenness.  Each  rabbit  represented  a
different  way  of  getting  drunk:  there  were  merry  rabbits,  violent
rabbits,  sleepy  rabbits.  The  mythology  of  pulque  is  festive  and
moralizing at once: it celebrates pleasure but warns against excess.
The  principal  god  of  pulque  was  Patecatl,  discoverer  of
fermentation, and his feast included ritual consumption of the drink,
with strict rules about who could drink and how much.
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Tlazolteotl, "goddess of filth," was patroness of sexuality, childbirth,
confession, and forgiveness. Her name alludes to the tlazolli, moral
"garbage" or "filth": sins, especially sexual ones, that soil man. But
Tlazolteotl  not  only  caused  filth:  she  also  cleansed  it.  Before  her,
sins were confessed, once in a lifetime, in old age, and she forgave
them, "eating" the penitent's moral garbage. She is one of the most
complex  figures  of  the  pantheon:  goddess  of  desire  and
forgiveness,  guilt  and  purification,  the  lowest  and  highest  of  the
human soul.

The lords of death and the underworld

Death had its lords: Mictlantecuhtli, "lord of the place of the dead,"
and  his  wife  Mictecacihuatl,  "lady  of  the  place  of  the  dead."  They
were depicted as fleshless skeletons, jaws agape, adorned with cut
paper  and  sacrificial  banners.  They  presided  over  Mictlan,  the
underworld  to  which  most  of  the  dead  went:  not  a  place  of
punishment,  like  the  Christian  hell,  but  a  shadowy,  dusty
destination,  a  four-year  journey  through  nine  levels  —  rivers,
mountains,  obsidian deserts  — to  arrive  before  the  lords  of  death,
who received the deceased without moral judgment.

This  point  must  be  stressed:  in  Mexica  religion,  the  afterlife
destination  did  not  depend  on  moral  conduct  in  life  but  on  the
manner of dying. Those dead in battle or sacrifice went to the sun's
heaven,  to  accompany  Huitzilopochtli  on  his  daily  journey;  women
who  died  in  childbirth  —  the  cihuapipiltin,  considered  warriors  —
went to the western heaven, to accompany the sun in its descent;
those  dead  by  water  went  to  the  Tlalocan;  small  children,  to
Chichihuacuauhco,  the  place  of  the  nursing  tree,  where  they  were
suckled until  rebirth. Only those who died a "common" death went
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to  Mictlan.  Death  was,  thus,  the  final  social  classification:  the
beyond reproduced the hierarchies and values of this world.

Mictlantecuhtli was not an evil god: he was the necessary guardian
of  the  end  of  all  things.  His  feast,  in  the  ninth  month,  included
offerings of food, flowers, and paper, and solemn respect before the
mystery  of  death.  The  Mexica  did  not  deny  death  or  fear  it  with
panic:  they  integrated  it  into  their  worldview  as  a  phase  of  the
cycle, as winter is a phase of the year. The skull, so present in their
art, was not a symbol of terror but of truth: we all die, and death is
part of life.

Above  all  these  gods,  at  the  most  abstract  apex  of  the  pantheon,
stood Ometeotl, "the dual god," also called Omecihuatl in his female
aspect.  Ometeotl  was  the  supreme  creator  principle,  the  original
duality  from  which  all  things  are  born,  dwelling  in  Omeyocan,  the
"place  of  duality,"  the  thirteenth  heaven.  He  was  a  philosophical,
almost metaphysical god, to whom no temples were dedicated and
no sacrifices offered: he was beyond worship, in the realm of sages'
thought.  His  existence  reveals  that  Mexica  religion  also  had  a
speculative  dimension,  a  high-flying  theology  coexisting  with  the
popular worship of the rain and corn gods.

Ometeotl: the theology of duality

At  the  most  abstract  summit  of  Mexica  religious  thought  stands
Ometeotl,  "the  dual  god,"  the  supreme  principle  from  which  all
things are born. Ometeotl was not a god of popular worship: he had
no  temples,  received  no  sacrifices,  appeared  in  no  feasts.  He  was
the  god  of  sages,  of  the  tlamatinime,  the  object  of  the  loftiest
philosophical  reflection.  His  existence  reveals  that  Mexica  religion
had  a  metaphysical  dimension  going  beyond  the  narrative
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polytheism of the myths.

The name itself is a philosophical statement: ome, "two," and teotl,
"divinity."  Ometeotl  is  the  original  duality,  the  principle  containing
within itself the two poles of reality — masculine and feminine, light
and  darkness,  life  and  death  —  before  their  separation  in  the
manifested  world.  He  was  conceived  as  a  divine  couple:
Ometecuhtli,  "the  dual  lord,"  and  Omecihuatl,  "the  dual  lady,"
dwelling  in  Omeyocan,  "the  place  of  duality,"  the  highest  of  the
thirteen  heavens.  From  this  primordial  couple  were  born  the  four
creator gods — Quetzalcoatl, Tezcatlipoca, Huitzilopochtli, and Xipe
Totec, according to some versions — who in turn created the world.

What  makes  Ometeotl  extraordinary  is  his  abstraction.  While  the
other  gods  have  stories,  personalities,  passions  —  are  born,
struggle,  love,  die  —  Ometeotl  is  pure  potentiality,  the
undifferentiated ground of being. The tlamatinime described him in
terms  recalling  the  world's  great  metaphysics:  he  who  invents
himself,  who  is  everywhere  and  nowhere,  the  giver  of  life  who
needs to receive nothing. Some specialists have seen in Ometeotl a
tendency  toward  philosophical  monotheism,  a  "god  of  the
philosophers"  comparable  to  Aristotle's  unmoved  mover  or  India's
Brahman.

But  it  would  be  a  mistake  to  see  in  Ometeotl  an  overcoming  of
popular polytheism. The Mexica did not live a tension between elite
monotheism  and  mass  polytheism:  they  lived  a  complementarity.
Ometeotl was the ground, the gods the forms; Ometeotl the silence,
the gods the music. The farmer offering copal to Tlaloc and the sage
meditating  on  Ometeotl  participated  in  the  same  religion  at
different levels of depth, as the parishioner praying before an image
and  the  theologian  speculating  on  the  Trinity  participate  in  the
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same Christianity.

The duality of Ometeotl was reflected throughout the worldview: the
Templo  Mayor  with  its  two  shrines,  day  and  night,  sun  and  moon,
masculine  and  feminine,  war  and  agriculture.  Mexica  thought  was
dual thought, not dualist: it did not oppose contraries so one would
conquer,  but  joined  them  so  they  would  complement  each  other.
Ometeotl was the supreme expression of that logic: the two that is
one,  the unity  containing multiplicity,  the god who is  goddess,  the
principle that is end.

Xiuhtecuhtli: the fire of hearth and center

At  the  center  of  the  pantheon,  literally  and  symbolically,  stood
Xiuhtecuhtli, "lord of turquoise," god of fire. Not the destructive fire
of war, but domestic fire, of the home, that warms, illuminates, and
cooks.  Xiuhtecuhtli  dwelled  at  the  center  of  the  house,  in  the
three-stone hearth where the mother prepared tortillas;  dwelled at
the center of the temple, in the sacred brazier that never went out;
dwelled at the center of the cosmos, in the original fire from which
all things were born. He was the most intimate and most universal
god at once.

The centrality of Xiuhtecuhtli  was expressed in the New Fire ritual,
the most important ceremony of the 52-year cycle. Every 52 years,
when  the  260-day  ritual  calendar  and  the  365-day  solar  calendar
coincided again, the Mexica believed the world could end: it was the
end of a Mesoamerican "century," the moment of maximum cosmic
uncertainty.  On the night of  transition,  all  fires of  the empire were
extinguished  —  in  temples,  palaces,  homes  —  crockery  broken,
fasts  kept,  vigils  held.  Priests  climbed  the  Hill  of  the  Star,  at
Iztapalapa, and awaited the Pleiades' passage through the zenith. If
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the stars passed, the world would continue; then the New Fire was
kindled on a victim's chest, and from that flame coals were carried
to all  temples and homes of the empire. It  was the world's rebirth,
the  renewal  of  the  cosmic  pact,  and  Xiuhtecuhtli  was  its
protagonist.

But Xiuhtecuhtli did not only preside over great ceremonies: he was
present  in  each  family's  daily  life.  The  domestic  hearth  was  his
altar, and the mother of the family his priestess. Every cooked meal
was  an  offering,  every  flame a  reminder  of  divine  presence  in  the
home.  This  domestic  dimension  of  the  sacred  is  one  of  the  most
beautiful  characteristics of  Mexica religion: the gods were not only
in  the  great  temples  but  also  in  the  kitchen,  the  cornfield,  the
workshop. The sacred permeated daily life, and Xiuhtecuhtli was its
closest guardian.

As god of  the center,  Xiuhtecuhtli  also presided over the center of
the  cosmos.  In  the  Mexica  conception,  the  universe  had  four
directions — east, north, west, south — and a center, the "navel of
the world," where the levels of sky, earth, and underworld met. That
center was the Templo Mayor, and its fire was Xiuhtecuhtli. The fire
god was, thus, the god of the axis mundi, the point where all levels
of reality touch. His feast, Izcalli, in the last month of the year, was
a  celebration  of  renewal  and  growth:  children  were  ritually
stretched to make them grow, fires kindled, the new year prepared.

Yacatecuhtli and the gods of the trades

Every  trade  had  its  protective  god,  and  the  Mexica  pantheon  was
also a  celestial  guild.  The long-distance merchants,  the pochtecas,
venerated  Yacatecuhtli,  "lord  of  the  nose,"  whose  name alludes  to
the  nose  ornament  distinguishing  him.  Yacatecuhtli  was  patron  of
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merchants,  travelers,  those  venturing  along  dangerous  roads  to
bring Tenochtitlan quetzal feathers, jade, cacao, cotton from distant
lands.  The  pochtecas,  who  were  at  once  merchants,  spies,  and
ambassadors of the empire, worshipped him before each expedition
and dedicated him a share of their profits.

Artisans  had  their  own  patrons:  goldsmiths  Xipe  Totec,
featherworkers Coyolxauhqui — for the precious feathers — potters
the  earth  gods,  codex  scribes  Quetzalcoatl.  Each  guild  celebrated
its god's feast with offerings of the products of its trade: goldsmiths
offered  gold  pieces,  featherworkers  feather  mosaics,  potters
vessels. It was a sacred economy in which work itself was worship,
and the product of work an offering.

Warriors,  naturally,  had  Huitzilopochtli  and  Tezcatlipoca;  priests,
Quetzalcoatl;  rulers,  Tezcatlipoca  as  god  of  destiny  and
Huitzilopochtli as god of the State. Midwives invoked Tlazolteotl and
Cihuacoatl;  physicians,  the  gods  of  medicinal  plants;  ball  players,
the  gods  of  the  game.  There  was  no  human  activity  without  its
divine  correlate,  its  celestial  protector,  its  specific  ritual.  The
pantheon was the sacred reflection of the division of labor.

This  guild  organization  of  the  divine  had  an  important  social
function:  it  gave  each  trade  a  transcendent  dignity,  a  sense  of
belonging  to  a  cosmic  order.  The  potter  shaping  a  vessel  was  not
merely  earning  a  living:  he  was  participating  in  the  work  of  the
earth  gods,  continuing  creation.  The  merchant  traveling  the  roads
was  not  merely  a  trader:  he  was  a  servant  of  Yacatecuhtli,  an
explorer  of  the  known  world.  Religion  dignified  work,  and  work
honored religion.

The tonalpohualli: the gods of time
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Time, for the Mexica, was not a homogeneous flow but a succession
of divine influences. The tonalpohualli,  the 260-day ritual calendar,
was  really  an  almanac  of  the  gods:  each  of  its  20  day  signs  and
each of its 20 thirteen-day periods was ruled by a god or goddess,
whose  influence  determined  the  fortune  of  those  born  on  those
days  and  the  advisability  of  undertakings  begun  on  them.  To
consult  the  tonalpohualli  was  to  consult  the  gods  about  the
opportune moment for each thing: to be born, to marry, to plant, to
go to war, to be crowned.

The  tonalpouhqueh,  the  "readers  of  days,"  were  the
priest-astrologers  who  interpreted  the  calendar.  Their  knowledge
was  among  the  most  prestigious  and  feared:  they  could  predict  a
child's  destiny  from  his  birth  date,  advise  the  tlatoani  on  the
propitious day for a campaign, determine whether a marriage would
be happy. Their instrument was the tonalamatl, the "book of days,"
a  folded  codex  with  the  calendar  tables  and  images  of  the  ruling
gods. Some of these books survive, like the Codex Borbonicus, and
are extraordinary windows into the Mexica divinatory mind.

Each thirteen-day period of the tonalpohualli had its patron god and
augury.  The  first,  1-Cipactli,  was  ruled  by  Tonacatecuhtli,  lord  of
sustenance;  the  fifth,  1-Coatl,  by  Tlazolteotl;  the  fifteenth,
1-Cuauhtli,  by Xipe Totec; and so on. Those born on days ruled by
warrior  gods  would  be  brave;  those  born  on  Tlazolteotl's  days,
inclined  to  pleasure;  those  born  on  ill-omened  days  marked  by
disgrace.  It  was not  absolute determinism — rituals  could mitigate
bad auguries — but a way of understanding life as woven by sacred
influences.

The  tonalpohualli  combined  with  the  xiuhpohualli,  the  365-day,
18-month  solar  year,  to  form  the  52-year  "calendar  round."  Each
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day thus had a double identity: its position in the ritual cycle and its
position  in  the  solar  cycle.  And  each  year  had  its  "bearer,"  one  of
four  signs  — Acatl,  Tecpatl,  Calli,  Tochtli  —  giving  it  its  character.
The  1-Acatl  year,  Quetzalcoatl's  year,  was  a  year  of  renewal  and
danger.  Mexica  time  was  a  weave  of  gods,  and  to  live  was  to
navigate that weave with the priests' help.

Gods of the directions and the underworld:
completing the map

To  complete  our  tour  of  the  pantheon,  we  must  mention  the  gods
ruling  the  directions  of  the  universe  and  the  levels  of  the
underworld,  for  the  Mexica  cosmos  was  an  oriented,  stratified
space, and each region had its lords.

The  east,  direction  of  the  rising  sun,  belonged  to  Quetzalcoatl:
direction  of  light,  beginning,  life.  The  north,  direction  of  darkness
and cold, belonged to Tezcatlipoca: direction of night, destiny, trial.
The west, direction of the setting sun, belonged to the cihuapipiltin,
the  women  dead  in  childbirth,  and  the  gods  of  evening  death:
direction  of  ending,  rest,  the  beyond.  The  south,  direction  of  the
midday  sun,  belonged  to  Huitzilopochtli:  direction  of  fullness,  war,
power.  And  the  center,  the  navel  of  the  world,  belonged  to
Xiuhtecuhtli, fire, as we have seen.

The  underworld,  Mictlan,  had  nine  levels,  each  with  its  lords  and
trials:  the river to cross with a dog's help,  the clashing mountains,
the obsidian mountain, the place of cold wind, the place of banners,
the  place  where  arrows  rained,  the  place  of  beasts,  the  place  of
black water, and finally the place of rest, where Mictlantecuhtli and
Mictecacihuatl  received  the  deceased.  Each  level  was  a  trial,  and
the  deceased  needed  the  offerings  and  spells  of  the  living  to
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overcome them: hence burials included food, water, clothing, and a
dog to cross the river.

Beyond  Mictlan,  in  the  most  elaborate  cosmography,  were  the
thirteen  heavens,  each  with  its  gods:  the  heaven  of  the  moon,  of
the stars, of the sun, of Venus, up to Omeyocan, Ometeotl's abode.
The  Mexica  cosmos  was  thus  a  twenty-two-story  building  —  nine
downward,  thirteen upward — with  earth  in  the  middle,  each floor
with its divine inhabitants, colors, influences. It was an architecture
of  the  universe  as  precise  as  Dante's,  and  as  charged  with  moral
and ritual meaning.

This  cosmic  map was  no  abstract  speculation:  it  oriented  practical
life. Temples were oriented by direction, offerings arranged by level,
rituals followed the sun's journey through heavens and underworld.
The  priest  officiating  in  the  Templo  Mayor  knew  he  stood  at  the
universe's  center,  with  the  thirteen  heavens  above  and  nine
underworlds  below,  and  that  his  ritual  kept  the  whole  edifice  in
balance.  Cosmography  was  a  sacred  technology:  knowledge  for
acting upon the world.

The tlamacazqueh: the servants of the gods

No pantheon functions  without  priests,  and the  Mexica  had one of
the  most  organized  priesthoods  of  the  ancient  world.  The
tlamacazqueh,  "those  who  give  something,"  were  the  servants  of
the gods,  intermediaries between the human and the divine.  Their
hierarchy  was  strict:  at  the  apex  stood  the  two  high  priests,  the
Quetzalcoatl  Totec  Tlamacazqui  and  the  Quetzalcoatl  Tlaloc
Tlamacazqui,  one  for  the  worship  of  Huitzilopochtli  and  one  for
Tlaloc, reflecting the Templo Mayor's duality. Beneath them, dozens
of  ranks  and  specialties:  those  tending  temples,  interpreting
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calendars,  educating  youths,  presiding  over  sacrifices,  composing
hymns.

A  priest's  formation  began  in  the  calmecac,  the  nobles'  school,
where  youths  learned  writing,  calendars,  hymns,  history,
astronomy,  divination.  It  was  a  long,  demanding  education,
including  fasts,  vigils,  self-sacrifices,  and  endurance  tests.  Those
completing it entered the service of a specific temple, dedicated to
a  particular  god,  and  rose  by  merit  and  seniority.  The  priesthood
was a career, with its ranks, specialties, and honors.

The priest's life was one of ritual privations. He rose before dawn to
offer  copal,  bathed  in  cold  water,  fasted  regularly,  bled  himself
frequently,  slept  little,  dressed  simply  — though  in  ceremonies  he
wore  his  god's  splendid  attire.  His  body  was  a  ritual  instrument:
each perforation, each fast, each vigil purified him and brought him
closer to the gods. The Spanish chroniclers, even the most hostile,
could not help admiring the austerity of the Mexica priests, who in
discipline and dedication had nothing to envy Europe's most ascetic
monks.

Alongside  the  priests  of  official  worship  were  other  religious
specialists:  the  tonalpouhqueh,  calendar  diviners;  the  ticitl,
physician-sorcerers  healing  with  plants  and  spells;  the  nahualli,
shapeshifters who could become animals; the cihuapipiltin, women
dead  in  childbirth  venerated  as  minor  goddesses.  Mexica  religion
was no caste monopoly: it was an ecosystem of sacred knowledge,
with many paths to the divine, from the Templo Mayor's high priest
to the neighborhood healer.

Music and dance: worship in motion
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Worship  of  the  gods  was  not  only  offerings  and  sacrifices:  it  was
also music, dance, song, movement. The Mexica believed the gods
delighted  in  music  and  dance,  and  religious  feasts  were
choreographic  spectacles  of  great  complexity,  with  hundreds  of
dancers  in  splendid  costumes,  to  the  rhythm  of  drums,  flutes,
conches, and rattles.

The sacred instruments were the teponaztli, the wooden drum with
two  tongues  producing  two  tones,  and  the  huehuetl,  the  great
vertical  wood-and-hide  drum  marking  the  dances'  rhythm.  There
were  also  clay  and  bone  flutes,  the  atecocolli,  the  sea  conch
sounding  like  the  ocean  wind,  gourd  and  copper  rattles,  bone
scrapers. Each instrument had its god and occasion: the conch was
Ehecatl's voice, the drum the feast's heart, the flute the gods' song.

The cantares, the cuicatl, were the sung sacred literature: hymns to
the  gods,  narrations  of  myths,  praises  of  heroes,  lamentations  for
the dead. Some survive in the "Cantares mexicanos" manuscript, of
extraordinary  poetic  beauty:  "Are  men true?  Is  our  life  true?"  asks
one  song,  in  a  meditation  on  fleetingness  recalling  the  finest
universal poetry. Music was no ornament of worship: it was worship
itself, the way men spoke with the gods in the loftiest language.

Ritual  dance  was  a  sacred  choreography:  dancers,  in  concentric
rows,  circled  the  temple  or  bonfire,  marking  with  their  steps  the
movement  of  sun,  stars,  time.  Each  feast  had  its  specific  dances,
with  their  steps,  costumes,  songs.  To  dance  was  to  pray  with  the
body,  to  participate  in  cosmic  order  through  movement,  to  make
the  universe's  harmony  visible.  The  Spaniards,  who  saw  these
dances,  were  impressed  by  their  order  and  beauty,  though  they
deemed them idolatrous.
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Musicians  and  dancers  were  worship  professionals,  trained  in  the
schools  and  serving  the  temples.  Their  art  was  sacred  knowledge,
transmitted generation to generation, and its correct execution was
essential to ritual efficacy: a badly executed dance could offend the
god,  an  out-of-tune  song  ruin  the  ceremony.  Mexica  religion  was
demanding  in  aesthetics  too:  beauty  was  a  form  of  truth,  and
worship had to be beautiful to be true.

How the pantheon was organized
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With  this  multitude of  gods  — specialists  have counted more  than
two hundred divine names in the sources — it is natural to ask how
the  pantheon  was  organized,  whether  there  was  a  hierarchy,  a
system. The answer is yes, though not with the rigidity of a modern
organizational chart.

First,  one must  understand the concept  of  teotl,  usually  translated
as  "god"  but  meaning  something  broader  and  subtler.  Teotl  is
sacred  energy,  the  divine  potency  impregnating  the  world,  which
can concentrate in a god, an image, a natural phenomenon, a man.
The gods  — the  teteo,  plural  of  teotl  — are  concentrations  of  that
energy, personifications of its different aspects. Hence one god can
have  multiple  advocacies:  Quetzalcoatl  is  also  Ehecatl  (wind)  and
Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli  (Venus);  Tlaloc  multiplies  into  the  tlaloques;
Tezcatlipoca  has  his  reflections  in  the  universe's  directions.  They
are not different gods but facets of one potency.

Second,  there  is  the  concept  of  ixiptla,  the  god's  "image"  or
"vessel." The god was not confined to heaven: he manifested in his
stone or wooden image, in his priest attired with his insignia, in the
youth  embodying  him  for  a  year,  in  the  sacred  bundle  carried  in
procession. The ixiptla was no mere representation: it was the god
present, the god acting in the world. Hence images were treated as
persons:  dressed,  fed,  spoken  to,  petitioned.  And  hence  the
conquerors'  destruction  of  images  was,  for  the  Mexica,  not
vandalism but deicide, the murder of their gods.

Third,  the pantheon reflected the structure of  cosmos and society.
The  gods  were  distributed  by  the  universe's  directions  —
Quetzalcoatl's  east,  Tezcatlipoca's  north,  death's  west,
Huitzilopochtli's  south  —  by  the  levels  of  sky  and  underworld,  by
human activities  — war,  agriculture,  trade,  art.  Each  calpulli,  each
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neighborhood,  each  guild  had  its  particular  gods,  besides  the
imperial  gods.  The  pantheon  was,  in  a  sense,  a  sacred  map  of
Mexica  society:  looking  at  the  gods,  one  could  read  the  empire's
structure.

Finally,  the  pantheon  was  inclusive  and  expansive.  When  the
Mexica  conquered  a  town,  they  did  not  destroy  its  gods:  they
incorporated them into the imperial pantheon, built them a shrine in
Tenochtitlan, integrated them into the system. It  was a theological
and  political  strategy  at  once:  by  adopting  the  vanquished's  gods,
their loyalty was also adopted; they were told the empire came not
to annul their identity but to enlarge it. The Templo Mayor, with its
dozens  of  secondary  altars,  was  the  architectural  compendium  of
that policy: an imperial pantheon roomy enough for all the gods of
the  Anahuac,  presided  over  by  the  two  great  ones,  Huitzilopochtli
and Tlaloc.

This organization of the pantheon prepares us for the final and most
difficult  subject  of  this  volume:  sacrifice.  For  sacrifice  was  no
isolated cult or aberration: it was the central mechanism making the
whole  system  work,  the  exchange  of  energy  between  men  and
gods, earth and sky. To understand it, we must set aside horror and
morbidity and approach it  with the same rigor with which we have
examined the gods: as a religious, political, and social phenomenon
with its own logic, however alien it may seem to us.

The Sacred Bundles: Gods Who Travel

Not  all  Mexica  gods  lived  in  temples.  Some  traveled,  wrapped  in
cloth,  as  sacred  bundles  —  the  tlaquimilolli,  "wrapped  things."
These  bundles  contained  relics:  bones,  stones,  knives,  ornaments,
objects  the  god  had  touched  or  that  embodied  his  presence.  The
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bundle  was  not  a  symbol  of  the  god:  it  was  the  god,  in  portable,
concealable form.

Huitzilopochtli  himself  traveled  as  a  bundle  during  the  Mexica
migration.  The  chronicles  tell  that  the  god  was  carried  in  a  litter,
wrapped and veiled, and that his priests consulted him through the
bundle,  receiving  oracles  that  guided  the  people's  journey.  The
tribal  god  was  thus  literally  present  among  his  people  —  not  in  a
distant  heaven  but  on  their  shoulders,  sharing  hunger,  thirst,  and
danger. This intimacy between god and people, forged on the road,
explains the fierce loyalty the Mexica felt toward Huitzilopochtli: he
had walked with them.

In  Tenochtitlan,  the  great  gods  kept  their  bundles  in  the  temples,
brought  out  only  on  solemn  occasions.  Processions  carried  the
wrapped  gods  through  the  city,  and  the  people  adored  the  veiled
shapes, knowing the divine presence within. The bundle's power lay
partly in its concealment: the god unseen is the god imagined, and
imagination completes what cloth hides.

The  sacred  bundles  had  an  unexpected  afterlife.  During  the  early
evangelization,  when  friars  destroyed  the  visible  idols,  indigenous
communities hid the bundles — small, portable, easily concealed —
and  continued  worshipping  in  secret.  Some  bundles  survived  for
generations  in  caves  and  houses,  wrapped gods  waiting  for  better
times.  Archaeologists  have  found  offerings  containing  carefully
wrapped objects, material traces of this theology of the hidden. The
gods who traveled with the Mexica from Aztlan proved, once more,
that they knew how to journey.

###
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Chapter 5. Sacrifice: An
Analysis

We  have  reached  the  most  difficult  subject  of  this  book  and,
probably, of the entire history of Mexica religion: human sacrifice. It
is also the subject most distorted by ignorance, sensationalism, and
prejudice.  For  centuries,  human  sacrifice  has  been  the  principal
argument  for  presenting  the  Mexica  as  a  barbaric,  bloodthirsty
people,  and  has  served  to  justify  the  conquest  as  a  civilizing
mission.  That  vision  is  historically  false  and  morally  comfortable:
false because it reduces a complex civilization to a single one of its
practices;  comfortable  because  it  allows  condemnation  without
understanding.

In this chapter we propose something different: to examine Mexica
sacrifice  with  analytical  rigor  and  sobriety,  as  a  religious,  political,
and social phenomenon with its own inner logic. It is not a matter of
justifying or minimizing it: it is a matter of understanding it. To that
end,  we  will  examine  its  cosmological  foundation  —  the  idea  of  a
debt  to  the  gods  —  its  political  function  —  sacrifice  as  theater  of
imperial power — its military function — war as provider of victims
—  the  specific  phenomenon  of  the  Flower  Wars  and,  finally,  the
current  scholarly  debate,  which  continues  to  discuss  the  meaning,
scale, and sources of this practice.

A methodological warning: in this chapter we will deliberately avoid
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graphic  descriptions.  Not  because  the  subject  can  be  treated
without  mentioning  ritual  death  —  that  would  be  impossible  and
dishonest  —  but  because  sensationalism  is  the  enemy  of
understanding.  We  are  interested  in  ideas,  institutions,  functions,
debates;  not  morbidity.  Readers  seeking  lurid  details  will  not  find
them  here;  readers  seeking  to  understand,  we  hope,  will  find
answers.

The original debt: the gods who sacrificed
themselves

The cosmological foundation of Mexica sacrifice lies in the creation
myth of the Fifth Sun, the present era of the world. According to the
tale, when the gods gathered at Teotihuacan to create the sun that
would  illuminate  the  new  era,  two  of  them  volunteered:
Tecuciztecatl,  the  rich  and  proud,  and  Nanahuatzin,  the  poor  and
sick,  covered  with  sores.  For  four  days  they  did  penance;  then,
before  a  great  divine  bonfire,  Tecuciztecatl  was  to  throw  himself
first,  but  the  heat  made  him  cowardly  and  he  recoiled  four  times.
Then  Nanahuatzin,  without  hesitation,  leapt  into  the  fire  and  was
consumed;  shamed,  Tecuciztecatl  followed.  From  Nanahuatzin's
ashes was born the resplendent sun; from Tecuciztecatl's, the pale
moon.

But  the  newborn  sun  did  not  move:  it  remained  motionless  in  the
sky.  The  other  gods  then  understood  a  greater  sacrifice  was
necessary:  for  the  heavenly  body to  walk,  they themselves  had to
die.  And  so  they  did:  one  after  another,  the  gods  sacrificed
themselves, offering their vital energy to the sun. Only then, driven
by  the  wind  of  Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl,  did  the  sun  begin  its  journey
across  the  sky.  The  universe  exists,  in  the  Mexica  worldview,
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because the gods sacrificed themselves for it.

This  founding  myth  establishes  the  principle  governing  the  entire
Mexica  sacred  economy:  reciprocity.  The  gods  gave  their  lives  so
the world and men would exist — recall  that Quetzalcoatl gave his
blood  to  create  humanity  —;  therefore,  men  are  indebted  to  the
gods,  and  that  debt  must  be  paid.  The  Nahuatl  term  is
nextlahualiztli,  "the  payment  of  the  debt."  Sacrifice  is  not  a
capricious gift or arbitrary tribute: it is the repayment of an original
loan,  the  fulfillment  of  a  cosmic  contract  without  which  the  world
would stop.

The logic is  implacable and, on its  own terms, coherent.  If  the sun
moves  thanks  to  the  energy  the  gods  delivered  by  dying,  that
energy  is  exhausted  by  the  heavenly  body's  daily  effort  in  its
combat against night. For the sun to keep rising, that energy must
be constantly replenished. And the vital energy par excellence, the
most concentrated, the most precious, is contained in human blood,
the  chalchihuatl.  To  offer  it  to  the  gods  is  not  cruelty:  it  is  cosmic
necessity, collaboration in maintaining the universe. He who refuses
to pay the debt is no humanitarian: he is a deadbeat of the cosmos,
an irresponsible who endangers everyone's existence.

This conception has a theological consequence of great importance:
the  Mexica  gods  are  not  omnipotent.  They  need  men  as  much  as
men  need  them.  It  is  a  relationship  of  interdependence,  not
unilateral submission. The gods give rain, corn, victory; men return
blood,  offerings,  worship.  If  men  stop  feeding  the  gods,  the  gods
weaken  and  the  world  crumbles.  This  mutual  need  is  what  makes
sacrifice not an act of barbarism but an act of cosmic responsibility,
at least in the system's inner logic.
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Chalchihuatl: the food of the gods

The  central  concept  of  the  sacrificial  economy  is  chalchihuatl,  the
"precious  water,"  as  the  Mexica  called  blood.  The  metaphor  is
revealing:  blood  is  water,  the  vital  liquid  par  excellence,  but
precious  water,  jade  water  —  chalchihuitl  was  the  most  valuable
green stone. Just as rainwater nourishes the earth, blood nourishes
the gods.  It  is  the same cycle,  on two levels:  Tlaloc gives water to
men, men return "precious water" to the gods.

The gods fed in diverse ways, not only on blood. They received food
offerings  —  tortillas,  tamales,  atole,  chocolate  —  flowers,  copal
whose perfumed smoke rose to the sky, paper, jewels, animals. The
Templo  Mayor  excavations  have  revealed  offerings  of  astonishing
richness:  more  than  one  hundred  thirty  ritual  offerings,  with
thousands  of  objects  —  masks,  obsidian  knives,  conches,  corals,
animal  skeletons,  seeds.  Mexica  worship  was,  in  large  measure,  a
system of divine nourishment, and blood was only the most potent
food,  reserved  for  the  most  solemn  occasions  and  the  most
demanding gods.

But not all blood was equal: there was a hierarchy of blood offering.
At the base was self-sacrifice, one's own blood shed in penance; at
the  apex,  the  sacrifice  of  warriors  captured  in  battle,  the  most
valuable offering because it  represented the vital  energy of a man
in  his  prime,  seized  from  the  enemy  and  delivered  to  the  god.
Between the two extremes lay a whole range: the sacrifice of slaves
bought for the occasion, of the ixiptla who had embodied the gods,
of children offered to Tlaloc in times of drought. Each type of victim
corresponded  to  a  god,  a  feast,  a  specific  need.  The  sacrificial
system  was  as  complex  and  regulated  as  the  tribute  system:
nothing was done at random.
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It  is  important  to  understand  that,  in  Mexica  logic,  the  sacrificial
victim was not a passive object but a participant in the ritual, and in
many  cases  an  honored  participant.  The  captured  warrior  to  be
sacrificed to Huitzilopochtli was not treated as a criminal: he was a
messenger before the gods,  a man whose destiny was to feed the
sun.  The  sources  describe  victims  walking  with  dignity  toward  the
temple,  sometimes  with  resignation,  sometimes  with  pride.  We
must not romanticize this fact — coercion was always present — but
neither must we project onto it our own conception of the victim as
mere object of violence. In the Mexica system, to be sacrificed to a
god was a destiny with meaning, not a simple murder.

Self-sacrifice: one's own blood

Before  examining  the  sacrifice  of  victims,  we  must  pause  at  an
equally  central  and  much  less  known  practice:  self-sacrifice,  the
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offering of one's own blood. The Mexica — priests, rulers, warriors,
common people — regularly bled themselves as an act of penance
and  devotion:  they  pierced  their  ears,  tongues,  thighs,  arms  with
maguey thorns,  bone or obsidian lancets,  and offered the blood to
the gods. It was a daily, intimate practice, requiring neither victims
nor spectacle.

Self-sacrifice had its own logic within the debt system. If the debt to
the gods belongs to all, each must pay his share with his own body.
The  ruler,  in  particular,  was  obliged  to  bleed  himself  on  solemn
occasions:  on assuming the throne,  before a  military  campaign,  at
the  principal  feasts.  The  chronicles  describe  the  tlatoque
withdrawing  to  fast  and  bleed  themselves,  passing  thorns  through
tongue or ears, offering their pain as proof of commitment to gods
and people. Power, in the Mexica conception, did not exempt from
sacrifice: it demanded it in greater measure.

This  practice  helps  us  nuance  the  image  of  Mexica  sacrifice  as
violence inflicted on others. The system began with oneself: the first
blood  offered  was  one's  own.  The  priests  who  presided  over
sacrifices were also those who bled themselves most, fasted most,
mortified themselves most.  There was,  in  Mexica religion,  an ethic
of  personal  sacrifice  inseparable  from  its  ritual  practice.  Others
were not asked for what one was unwilling to give of oneself.

Self-sacrifice  also  had a  magical  dimension:  voluntarily  shed blood
was a form of  communication with the gods,  of  opening a channel
between  the  human  world  and  the  divine.  Priests  who  bled
themselves before a ritual entered a state of purity and contact with
the  sacred  enabling  them  to  officiate.  Blood  was,  literally,  the
language of the gods: the medium by which men spoke to them and
they answered.
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Animal sacrifice and non-blood offerings

We have spoken much of human sacrifice, but the Mexica sacrificial
system  included  a  wide  range  of  offerings  involving  no  human
death, and they must be described for the complete picture. Mexica
religion was not a killing machine: it was a system of exchange with
the divine in which human blood was only the most potent offering,
reserved for the most solemn occasions.

Animal sacrifice was common and frequent. Quails, turkeys, eagles,
jaguars, serpents, deer, rabbits were offered to the gods, according
to  god  and  occasion.  Quails,  in  particular,  were  the  most  usual
victims:  priests  beheaded  them  before  the  gods'  images  each
morning,  as part  of  the daily  ritual  of  divine nourishment.  It  was a
modest sacrifice, within everyone's reach, maintaining the constant
flow of offerings without the human cost of great sacrifice.

Food  offerings  were  equally  important:  tortillas,  tamales,  atole,
chocolate,  fruits,  honey.  Each  god  had  his  favorite  dishes,  and
feasts included ritual banquets in which the gods were served first
and  then  the  community  ate.  Teocualo,  "divine  food,"  was  the
general principle: the gods ate first, men afterward, partaking of the
same sacred table. This commensality with the divine — eating with
the  gods  —  was  one  of  the  deepest  religious  experiences  in  the
Mexica world.

Copal,  the  aromatic  resin,  was  the  offering  par  excellence:  its
perfumed  smoke  rose  to  the  sky  carrying  men's  prayers.  Priests
burned copal  several  times a  day before  the images,  and at  great
feasts the smoke of hundreds of censers wrapped the Templo Mayor
in  a  fragrant  cloud.  Copal  was  the  gods'  subtlest  food:  it  did  not
nourish them like blood but delighted them, honored them, showed
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them  respect.  Alongside  copal  were  offered  flowers  —  especially
cempasuchil, the flower of the dead — cut paper with divine figures,
jewels, feathers, jade.

These  non-blood  offerings  remind  us  the  Mexica  religious  system
had  gradation:  not  everything  required  human  blood,  and  most
daily  interactions  with  the  gods  were  resolved  with  modest
offerings.  Human  sacrifice  was  the  system's  apex,  not  its  base.  A
common  Mexica  could  live  his  whole  life  offering  his  gods  copal,
flowers, food, and his own blood in self-sacrifice, never participating
in a human sacrifice as officiant or victim. The image of the Mexica
people as a society obsessed with ritual death is a distortion: it was
a  society  obsessed  with  keeping  alive  its  relationships  with  the
gods, by every means available.

Sacrifice as theater of power
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Human sacrifice had, besides its cosmological dimension, a political
function  of  the  first  magnitude.  The  great  sacrificial  ceremonies
were  public  spectacles  attended  by  thousands:  the  people  of
Tenochtitlan,  nobles  of  the  provinces,  ambassadors  of  allied  and
enemy  kingdoms.  Atop  the  Templo  Mayor,  before  the  multitude
gathered in  the plaza,  the Mexica  State  displayed its  power  in  the
most eloquent way possible: disposing of life and death.

David  Carrasco,  one  of  the  great  scholars  of  Mexica  religion,  has
described  Tenochtitlan  as  a  "theater-city,"  a  stage  where  imperial
power was ritually represented. The feasts with sacrifices were the
central  act  of  that  theater:  in  them  the  founding  myths  were
dramatized  —  Huitzilopochtli's  birth,  Coyolxauhqui's  defeat  —  the
alliance  between  people  and  gods  reaffirmed,  and  foreign  guests
shown the magnitude of Mexica power. A provincial ruler witnessing
the  sacrifice  of  dozens  of  prisoners  at  the  Panquetzaliztli  feast
returned to his land with a clear lesson: the empire is powerful, its
gods formidable, rebellion futile.

This intimidatory function must not be underestimated, but neither
exaggerated  until  sacrifice  becomes  mere  State  terrorism.  The
ceremonies  were  also  — and  perhaps  above  all  — acts  of  internal
cohesion: the people participated, sang, danced, ate in community;
warriors  saw their  valor  rewarded;  priests  reaffirmed their  spiritual
authority.  Sacrifice was a total  ritual,  in  the anthropological  sense:
an act in which all social bonds were expressed and renewed, from
the alliance with the gods to the hierarchy among men.

There  is  an  economic-political  aspect  of  sacrifice  worth  attention:
the  victims  were,  for  the  most  part,  prisoners  of  war  or  slaves
bought  for  the  occasion.  Their  sacrifice  was,  therefore,  the
culmination  of  a  process  beginning  on  the  battlefield  or  in  the
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market. The State that could capture hundreds of enemies and offer
them  to  its  gods  demonstrated  its  military  efficacy  and  wealth.
Sacrifice  was,  in  this  sense,  a  display  of  resources:  only  a
prosperous,  victorious  empire  could  afford  to  feed  its  gods  so
generously.

The  tzompantli,  the  "skull  walls"  where  the  skulls  of  the  sacrificed
were  displayed  strung  on  poles,  were  the  permanent  architectural
expression of this display. The Huei Tzompantli, Tenochtitlan's great
tzompantli,  stood in the sacred precinct,  facing the Templo Mayor,
and  its  rows  of  skulls  were  visible  to  all.  Archaeologists  who  in
recent  years  have  excavated  its  remains  —  hundreds  of  skulls,  of
men  and  women,  some  with  marks  of  ritual  violence  —  have
confirmed the practice's  scale,  but  also  nuanced its  interpretation:
the skulls  were treated with care,  placed in order,  sometimes with
associated offerings.  It  was no mere trophy depot:  it  was a sacred
monument, an archive of the debt paid to the gods.

War and capture: the warrior's prestige

The principal source of sacrificial victims was war, and this brings us
to  one  of  the  most  distinctive  characteristics  of  Mexica  militarism:
the battle's objective was not to kill  the enemy but to capture him
alive. The distinguished Mexica warrior was not he who killed most
enemies but he who took most prisoners for  sacrifice.  The military
rank  system  was  based  on  the  number  of  captures:  with  one
capture one accessed certain honors, with two others, and so on up
to  the  elite  orders  of  the  eagle  and  jaguar  warriors,  reserved  for
great captors.

This  preference for  capture over killing had an evident ritual  logic:
the  gods  needed  living  victims,  not  corpses.  But  it  also  had
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far-reaching  tactical  and social  consequences.  It  made Mexica  war
an art of capture, with weapons designed to immobilize more than
kill — the macuahuitl, the wooden sword with obsidian blades, could
be used to disarm and fell — with enveloping tactics and a code of
honor  rewarding  individual  daring.  The  warrior  who  threw  himself
alone against enemy ranks to drag out a prisoner was celebrated as
a hero.

The captor's  social  prestige was immense.  Great  warriors  received
lands,  tributes,  noble  titles,  the  right  to  wear  special  insignia  and
build houses with battlements. Their deeds were sung in the songs,
painted  in  the  codices,  remembered  at  feasts.  War  was,  for  the
common commoner, the principal path of social  ascent: a youth of
the  people  who  captured  enemies  in  battle  could  reach  nobility,
unthinkable by other paths in so stratified a society. The sacrificial
system  thus  fed  the  military  system,  and  the  military  system  fed
social mobility.

But  this  machine  had  a  terrible  human  cost,  which  we  must  not
hide.  The  Mexica  empire's  wars  of  conquest  were  real  wars,  with
thousands  dead,  peoples  subjugated,  tributes  imposed.  Ritual
capture did not eliminate war's  violence: it  channeled it,  regulated
it, gave it religious meaning, but did not make it less devastating for
the  vanquished.  Provinces  rebelling  against  tribute  were
reconquered with exemplary ferocity, and their inhabitants paid the
price  of  resistance.  The  Mexica  empire,  like  all  empires,  rested  on
organized violence; the Mexica particularity is that this violence was
integrated  into  a  cosmological  system  giving  it  transcendent
meaning.

The Flower Wars
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Among the most singular — and most debated — institutions of the
Mexica  world  are  the  Flower  Wars,  the  xochiyaoyotl,  "wars  of
flowers."  According to the tradition recorded by Friar  Diego Duran,
they were instituted in the days of Moctezuma I Ilhuicamina, at the
proposal  of  the  great  counselor  Tlacaelel,  after  a  devastating
famine.  Tlacaelel  supposedly  argued  the  gods  were  hungry  and
victims for sacrifice had to be obtained regularly, without waiting for
wars  of  conquest.  To  that  end  a  pact  was  made  with  traditional
enemies  —  Tlaxcala,  Huejotzingo,  Cholula  —  for  a  ritual  war,  with
agreed  rules,  whose  objective  was  not  territorial  conquest  but
mutual  capture  of  prisoners  for  sacrifice.  They  would  be,  in  the
Nahuatl  metaphor,  "flowers"  for  the  gods:  xochimiquiztli,  "flowery
death," was the poetic name for sacrifice.

The  Flower  Wars,  if  tradition  is  correct,  were  arranged  combats,
almost sporting, in which two armies faced each other on an agreed
field,  intending  to  capture  each  other,  each  side  then  taking  its
prisoners to sacrifice to its  own gods.  It  was a war without hatred,
without  territorial  ambition,  purely  ritual:  a  mechanism  for
producing  victims  in  controlled  fashion,  like  cultivating  flowers  for
the altar.

Modern historians have intensely  debated the reality  and meaning
of  the Flower  Wars.  Ross  Hassig,  the  great  student  of  Mexica  war,
has  argued  they  also  had  strategic  logic:  Tlaxcala,  the  principal
adversary, was a strong, well-defended state whose total conquest
would  have  been  costly;  the  Flower  Wars  allowed  maintaining
military pressure, training warriors, and obtaining prisoners without
committing to a war of  annihilation.  Other specialists,  like Frederic
Hicks,  have  questioned  whether  a  formal  pact  existed,  suggesting
the  "Flower  Wars"  were  simply  border  skirmishes  elevated  by
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tradition to ritual institution.

Beyond the debate over formalization, what the Flower Wars reveal
is the depth of war-religion integration in the Mexica world. War was
not  a  profane  activity  occasionally  serving  religion:  it  was  itself  a
religious  act,  a  worship  with  weapons.  The  warrior  was  a  priest  of
the sun, the battlefield an open-air temple, the prisoner a potential
offering. This sacralization of war is perhaps the trait most alien to
our  modern  sensibility,  and  the  one  demanding  most  effort  to
understand.

The calendar of the debt: sacrifice through the
year

Sacrifice was not an isolated event but a rhythm marking the entire
year.  Each  of  the  18  months  of  the  xiuhpohualli  had  its  principal
feast,  and  most  included  blood  offerings  in  some  form:
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self-sacrifices,  animal  sacrifices,  food  offerings  and,  at  the  major
feasts, human sacrifices. The ritual year was, in a sense, a calendar
of  cosmic-debt  payments,  with  monthly  due  dates  no  one  could
evade.

Let  us  review  some  of  these  feasts  to  appreciate  the  system's
variety.  In  Tlacaxipehualiztli,  the  second  month,  dedicated  to  Xipe
Totec, war prisoners were sacrificed in honor of the flayed god, and
captor  warriors  wore  their  victims'  skins  in  a  renewal  ritual  lasting
twenty days.  In  Tozoztontli,  the third,  the corn gods were honored
with  more  moderate  offerings.  In  Huey  Tozoztli,  the  fourth,  the
great  feast  of  Chicomecoatl  included  the  sacrifice  of  a  young
woman embodying the tender-corn goddess, treated like a princess
in the preceding days. In Toxcatl, the fifth, the youth who had been
Tezcatlipoca  for  a  year  was  sacrificed  atop  the  temple,  as  already
described.

In Etzalcualiztli,  the sixth,  Tlaloc and Chalchiuhtlicue were honored
with water offerings and, on occasion, victims. In Tecuilhuitontli, the
seventh, the feast of the mature-corn goddess included dances and
community offerings. In Huey Tecuilhuitl, the eighth, the great feast
of  the lords,  food was distributed to  the people  in  a  celebration of
imperial generosity. In Tlaxochimaco, the ninth, the feast of flowers,
Huitzilopochtli  was  honored  with  floral  offerings  and  dances.  In
Xocotl  Huetzi,  the  tenth,  a  great  pole  was  raised  and  youths
competed to climb to the top, in a ritual of agility and valor.

In  Ochpaniztli,  the  eleventh,  the  feast  of  sweeping,  Toci,  "our
grandmother,"  the  mother  goddess,  was  honored  with  a  complex
ceremony  including  midwives  and  physicians.  In  Teotleco,  the
twelfth,  "the  gods  arrive,"  the  gods'  return  to  their  temples  after
ritual  absence  was  celebrated.  In  Tepeilhuitl,  the  thirteenth,  the
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mountain  gods  were  honored  with  amaranth  figures.  In  Quecholli,
the  fourteenth,  the  hunt  feast,  ritual  arrows  were  fashioned in  the
mountains.  In  Panquetzaliztli,  the  fifteenth,  the  great  feast  of
Huitzilopochtli  already  described.  In  Atemoztli,  the  sixteenth,  the
tlaloques  were  honored  anew  before  the  dry  season's  arrival.  In
Tititl,  the  seventeenth,  the  mother  goddess  was  celebrated  with
dances  of  elders.  And  in  Izcalli,  the  eighteenth  and  last,
Xiuhtecuhtli, fire, was honored, and the new year prepared.

This  tour  shows  that  human  sacrifice,  though  present  at  several
feasts,  was  only  part  of  a  far  broader  ritual  system,  including
offerings  of  flowers,  food,  copal,  paper,  dances,  songs,  fasts,
processions.  To  reduce  Mexica  religion  to  human  sacrifice  is  like
reducing  Catholicism  to  flagellation:  a  real  but  partial  practice  is
taken and made into the whole,  losing sight  of  the richness of  the
ensemble. The Mexica ritual year was, above all, a celebration of life
— of rain, corn, sun, fire — and sacrifice was the price that, in their
logic, that celebration demanded.

The victim: between honor and coercion

We  have  mentioned  that  sacrificial  victims  were  not  treated  as
mere objects, and this point, among the hardest to grasp from our
perspective,  deserves  deepening.  The  sources  —  indigenous  and
Spanish  alike  —  agree  in  describing  a  treatment  of  victims
combining  ritual  honor  with  inescapable  coercion,  and  that
combination  is  precisely  what  we  must  examine  without
simplifications.

Prisoners  of  war  destined  for  sacrifice  were,  in  many  cases,  elite
warriors of enemy peoples, men who understood the Mesoamerican
warrior code and knew, on being captured, what their fate would be.
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The sources describe them walking with dignity toward the temple,
sometimes  intoning  warrior  songs,  sometimes  in  solemn  silence.
There  is  in  these  descriptions  no  trace  of  pleas  or  desperate
resistance:  there  is  acceptance,  even  pride.  We  must  be  cautious
with  these  descriptions  —  they  come  from  a  society  needing  to
believe  in  its  victims'  dignity  —  but  neither  can  we  discard  them:
the Mesoamerican warrior code valued courage before death above
all, and to die in the enemy's temple was, for a warrior, preferable
to dying of illness in bed.

The  ixiptla,  those  embodying  the  gods  —  the  Toxcatl
youth-Tezcatlipoca, the Huey Tozoztli young Chicomecoatl, children
offered  to  Tlaloc  —  received  still  more  honorable  treatment:  they
lived  like  princes,  dressed  like  gods,  were  adored  by  the  people.
Their sacrifice was the culmination of a year — or days — of divine
glory,  not  a  degrading  execution.  The  community  shared  in  their
apotheosis  and  mourned  their  death  as  one  mourns  a  god's
departure, not as one laments a crime.

But  we must  not  idealize:  coercion was always present,  structural,
inescapable.  Victims  did  not  choose  their  destiny;  they  were
chosen.  Prisoners  did  not  volunteer;  they  were  captured.  Children
did  not  consent;  they  were  handed  over  by  families  or  the  State.
Ritual  honor  did  not  eliminate  violence:  it  framed  it,  gave  it
meaning,  integrated  it  into  a  sacred  order,  but  did  not  make  it
voluntary. Recognizing honor must not lead us to deny coercion, as
recognizing  coercion  must  not  lead  us  to  deny  the  meaning
participants attributed to the act.

There  is  an  additional  nuance  scholars  have  highlighted:  in  some
cases, victims seem to have internalized the ritual meaning of their
death  to  the  point  of  actively  collaborating.  The  Mexica  songs
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include  compositions  attributed  to  warriors  on  sacrifice's  eve,
bidding  life  farewell  with  serenity  and  commending  themselves  to
the gods.  If  these songs are authentic  — and there are reasons to
believe at  least  some are  — they reveal  a  subjectivity  defying our
categories:  men  facing  ritual  death  not  as  passive  victims  but  as
protagonists  of  a  sacred  drama.  To  understand  that  subjectivity,
without sharing it,  is  one of  the deepest  challenges Mexica history
poses us.

Women in the sacrificial ritual

A  little-explored  aspect  of  Mexica  sacrifice  is  the  role  of  women,
both as ritual participants and, on occasion, victims. The traditional
view  has  presented  sacrifice  as  an  exclusively  male  world  —
warriors, priests, prisoners — but sources and archaeology reveal a
more complex reality.

Women actively participated in the ritual system: as priestesses of
the  goddesses  —  especially  Chicomecoatl,  Tlazolteotl,  the
cihuapipiltin  —  as  midwives  in  birth  rites,  as  preparers  of  food
offerings,  as  dancers  and  singers  at  feasts.  In  some  ceremonies,
women played a leading role: in Ochpaniztli, Toci's feast, midwives
and female physicians presided over purification and healing rituals;
at the corn feasts, the young women embodying Chicomecoatl were
the celebration's center.

As  victims,  women  were  offered  principally  to  the  goddesses:  the
young  woman  embodying  Chicomecoatl  at  Huey  Tozoztli,  those
representing  the  water  goddesses  at  Etzalcualiztli,  symbolic
cihuapipiltin  in  certain  ceremonies.  Female  sacrifice  followed  the
same logic of debt and honor as male sacrifice, but with a particular
nuance:  women  offered  to  goddesses  represented  fertility,  earth,
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the moon, the feminine aspects of the cosmos. Their sacrifice was,
in the system's logic, an offering of the feminine to the feminine, a
closed circuit of sacred energy.

Recent  finds  at  the  Huei  Tzompantli  have  added  an  important
datum:  among  the  great  tzompantli's  skulls  is  a  significant
percentage  of  women  and  children,  higher  than  the  chronicles
suggested.  This  indicates  sacrifice  was  not  reserved  for  enemy
warriors but included diverse sectors of the population, probably at
different feasts with different ritual meanings. The image of Mexica
sacrifice as an exclusively warrior affair must be nuanced: it was a
system mobilizing all society, men and women, adults and children,
nobles and commoners.

We must approach this subject with special  care and sobriety. The
sacrifice  of  women  and  children  is,  to  our  sensibility,  the  most
disturbing aspect  of  Mexica religion,  and it  is  tempting to see in  it
definitive proof of barbarism. But the same methodological demand
we  apply  to  sacrifice  in  general  applies  here:  to  understand  the
inner  logic  without  justifying  or  minimizing  it.  In  the  Mexica
worldview, women and children were not victims of lesser value but
offerings  of  specific  value,  linked  to  goddesses  and  cycles  —
fertility, water, the moon — requiring their particular energy. It was
a system terrible in its consequences but coherent in its logic, and
that  coherence  is  what  we  must  understand  if  we  wish  to
comprehend the civilization that produced it.

Beyond the Templo Mayor: sacrifice in daily life

We tend to imagine Mexica sacrifice as a spectacle exclusive to the
Templo Mayor, with multitudes and great ceremonies. But sacrifice
—  in  its  less  spectacular  forms  —  permeated  the  daily  life  of  all
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social  sectors,  and  that  capillarity  is  essential  to  understanding  its
place in the culture.

In  homes,  self-sacrifice  was  a  regular  practice:  the  family  father
bled himself before the domestic altar on important occasions — a
child's  birth,  departure  on a  journey,  a  relative's  illness  — offering
his  blood  to  the  family  gods.  Mothers  offered  newborns'  umbilical
cords, children their first cut hair.  Each life stage — birth, puberty,
marriage, death — was marked by blood offerings, on an intimate,
personal  scale  having  nothing  to  do  with  the  State's  great
ceremonies.

In the calpullis,  the neighborhoods, there were lesser temples with
their  own  gods  and  rituals,  including  modest  sacrifices  at  local
feasts.  Artisan  guilds  offered  sacrifices  to  their  patrons  on  a  scale
matching  their  resources:  a  slave  bought  jointly,  or  animals,  or
collective self-sacrifices.  In  the schools,  youths bled themselves as
part of their formation, learning from childhood that the debt to the
gods was paid with the body.

In the countryside, farmers offered sacrifices to Tlaloc and the corn
gods  on  hills  and  in  cornfields:  chickens,  quails,  rabbits,  and  in
drought  times,  as  we  have  seen,  more  valuable  offerings.  These
rural  sacrifices,  far  from Tenochtitlan's  splendor,  were perhaps the
most sincere and anguishing: the farmer offering his little to ask for
rain  participated  not  in  a  theater  of  power  but  in  a  desperate
negotiation with the gods on whom his survival depended.

This  capillarity  of  sacrifice  teaches  something  fundamental:  it  was
not a State imposition on a terrorized people but a practice shared
by all  society,  from tlatoani  to  humblest  farmer.  All  paid  the  debt,
each  according  to  his  means,  because  all  felt  themselves  debtors.
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That is the difference between a living religious system and a mere
instrument of domination: the former reproduces itself from below,
from  its  participants'  intimate  conviction;  the  latter  must  impose
itself from above. Mexica sacrifice, with all  its horrors, belonged to
the first category: it was the expression of a shared worldview, not
the whim of a bloodthirsty elite.

The scholarly debate: figures, sources, and
archaeology

No  subject  in  Mexica  history  has  generated  debate  as  intense  —
and sometimes as passionate — as human sacrifice. The questions
under  discussion  are  substantive:  how  many  victims  were  really
sacrificed? How reliable are the sources? What did sacrifice mean to
the  Mexica  themselves?  Was  it  a  central  or  marginal  practice  of
their religion? Let us review the debate's terms with the serenity the
subject demands.

The  first  question  concerns  sources.  Almost  all  we  know  about
Mexica  sacrifice  comes  from  three  kinds  of  testimony:  the
pre-Hispanic and early colonial codices, the conquerors' chronicles,
and  the  writings  of  the  evangelizing  friars,  especially  Friar
Bernardino  de  Sahagun  and  Friar  Diego  Duran.  Each  of  these
sources  has  its  biases.  The  codices  show sacrifice  as  part  of  ritual
order, without moral judgments; the conquerors, like Bernal Diaz del
Castillo, describe sacrificial scenes with horror, but also with evident
interest in presenting the Mexica as barbarians deserving conquest;
the  friars,  seeking  to  extirpate  "idolatry,"  documented  the  rituals
with  admirable  ethnographic  detail,  but  within  a  theological
framework deeming them the devil's work.

The  second  question  concerns  figures.  The  chronicles  speak  of
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massive sacrifices: Duran tells that at the dedication of the Templo
Mayor enlarged by Ahuitzotl, in 1487, tens of thousands of prisoners
were  sacrificed  over  several  days;  other  sources  mention  similar
figures  for  the  great  feasts.  Modern  historians  have  questioned
these  figures  for  practical  reasons:  was  it  logistically  possible  to
sacrifice  thousands  of  people  in  a  few  days,  with  available  ritual
technology?  Where  would  so  many  prisoners  come  from?  Some
specialists,  like Hassig,  have proposed far more modest estimates,
based on demographic and logistic calculations; others defend that
the  chronicles'  figures,  though  exaggerated,  reflect  a  reality  of
large-scale sacrifices on exceptional occasions.

Archaeology has contributed new, valuable data. The Templo Mayor
excavations  have  revealed  offerings  with  human  remains,  but  in
quantities  suggesting  regular,  moderate  sacrifice  rather  than
continuous  massacres.  The  discovery  of  the  Huei  Tzompantli,  with
hundreds of skulls, confirms the existence of the great skull wall the
chronicles described, but analysis shows the skulls correspond to a
prolonged  period,  not  a  single  event.  At  Zultepec-Tecoaque,  a
Tlaxcala site where the Mexica captured a Spanish caravan in 1520,
archaeologists found the remains of the sacrificed — Spaniards and
indigenous  allies  —  with  careful  ritual  treatment,  confirming
sacrifice followed strict religious protocol; it was no mere slaughter.

The  third  question  concerns  interpretation.  Here  positions  vary.
Jacques Soustelle, in his classic "Daily Life of the Aztecs," presented
sacrifice  as  the  center  of  Mexica  life,  the  expression  of  a
death-obsessed  people.  Miguel  Leon-Portilla  nuanced  this  vision,
highlighting  the  philosophical  dimension  and  existential  anguish
underlying  the  ritual.  Alfredo  Lopez  Austin  integrated  it  into  his
great  synthesis  of  the  Mesoamerican  worldview,  showing  sacrifice
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was part of a coherent system of energy exchange between cosmic
levels.  Inga  Clendinnen,  in  "Aztecs,"  offered  a  psychological  and
social  interpretation,  seeing  in  sacrifice  a  mechanism  for  facing
collective anxiety before an unstable world.

There  have  also  been  polemical  interpretations  academia  has
rejected. The most notorious is that of those who, like Marvin Harris
from  materialist  anthropology,  suggested  sacrifice  was  a  way  of
obtaining  protein  in  a  society  without  large  domestic  animals  — a
hypothesis specialists deem untenable, on both nutritional data and
ritual  context.  Another  polemical  thesis,  Christian  Duverger's,
proposed  mass  sacrifice  was  a  late  invention  of  Tlacaelel  to
consolidate  the  empire,  a  kind  of  ideological  manipulation;  though
containing  suggestive  elements,  most  specialists  consider  it
exaggerates  rupture  and  underestimates  the  practice's  historical
depth.

The current consensus, if  one can speak of consensus, is nuanced:
human sacrifice was a real practice, central to the Mexica empire's
official  religion,  with  deep  cosmological  foundation  and  clear
political  and social  functions;  its  scale was significant but probably
smaller than the most spectacular chronicle figures suggest; and its
meaning  for  the  Mexica  themselves  was  radically  different  from
what the conquerors attributed to it  and what the modern popular
imagination  attributes.  It  was  not  barbarism  or  sadism:  it  was
religion, with all religion has of sublime and terrible.

Note on sources and modern research

Readers will rightly ask where all we have told in this volume comes
from.  The  answer  deserves  explanation,  for  the  history  of  Mexica
religion is also the history of how we have come to know it, and that
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history has its own lights and shadows.

The  most  valuable  primary  sources  are  the  codices.  Few  survive
from  the  pre-Hispanic  period  —  the  Borgia  Group,  headed  by  the
Codex  Borgia,  is  the  most  important  for  religion  —  but  from  the
early  colonial  period  we  have  extraordinary  richness:  the  Codex
Borbonicus,  with  its  description  of  the  ritual  calendar;  the  Codex
Mendoza,  with  its  sections  on  tributes  and  feasts;  the  Florentine
Codex,  Sahagun's  monumental  work  with  Nahuatl  text  and
illustrations; the Primeros Memoriales and Codex Matritense. These
documents,  elaborated  by  indigenous  scribes  under  friars'
supervision,  are  our  most  direct  window  into  the  Mexica  religious
mind, though we must read them cautiously: they were produced in
an evangelization context, and their informants and supervisors had
their own agendas.

The  second  great  source  is  archaeology.  The  1978  find  of  the
Coyolxauhqui stone, during works in downtown Mexico City, marked
the  start  of  the  Templo  Mayor  Project,  directed  by  Eduardo  Matos
Moctezuma,  which  has  systematically  excavated  the  sacred
precinct  for  over  four  decades.  Its  discoveries  —  the  offerings,
construction stages, Huei Tzompantli, Tlaltecuhtli monoliths — have
transformed our knowledge, confirming many chronicle descriptions
and  correcting  others.  Archaeology  has  the  advantage  of
materiality:  objects  do  not  lie  about  their  intentions,  though  their
interpretation always requires prudence.

The  third  source  is  the  living  ethnographic  tradition.  In  many
indigenous communities of Mexico — Nahua, Otomi, Totonac, Maya
—  survive  rites,  beliefs,  and  practices  directly  descending  from
pre-Hispanic  religion,  though  transformed  by  five  centuries  of
syncretism.  The  Mount  Tlaloc  pilgrimages,  Day  of  the  Dead
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offerings,  temazcales,  Conchero  dances:  all  preserve,  in  changed
forms, the memory of the ancient gods. Studying these traditions is
no  exercise  in  nostalgia:  it  is  a  form  of  living  archaeology,  of
accessing ritual logic from within.

As for modern research, this volume has drawn on the great names
of  Mexicanist  scholarship:  Miguel  Leon-Portilla,  who  revealed  the
philosophical  dimension  of  Nahuatl  thought;  Alfredo  Lopez  Austin,
who systematized the Mesoamerican worldview; Jacques Soustelle,
who described daily life masterfully; Inga Clendinnen, who explored
ritual  psychology;  David  Carrasco,  who  interpreted  the  city  as
sacred theater; Ross Hassig, who analyzed war rigorously; Eduardo
Matos  Moctezuma,  who  directed  the  Templo  Mayor's  archaeology;
Leonardo Lopez Lujan, who has continued and deepened that labor.
To  them,  and  the  many  others  who  devoted  their  lives  to
understanding the Mexica, we owe what we know; errors this book
may contain are, naturally, the sole responsibility of its writing.

One final reflection: the study of Mexica religion is far from finished.
Each  excavation  season  brings  new  data,  each  rereading  of  the
codices  reveals  new  nuances,  each  generation  of  scholars  poses
new questions. The Mexica gods, for centuries despised as demonic
idols,  are  being  rediscovered  as  what  they  were:  the  spiritual
expression of a great civilization. This volume aims to contribute to
that rediscovery, with the conviction that to know the Mexica gods
is to know ourselves better, heirs of their legacy.

Sacrifice and the Spaniards: the clash of two
worlds

No  examination  of  Mexica  sacrifice  would  be  complete  without
considering the role it played in the conquest and in the conquest's
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justification.  For  the  Spaniards,  human  sacrifice  was  the  definitive
argument: proof the Mexica were barbarians, idolaters, servants of
the  devil,  and  that  the  conquest  was  a  work  of  liberation  and
evangelization.  Bernal  Diaz  del  Castillo  describes  with  horror  the
temples  "full  of  blood"  and  the  tzompantlis;  Cortes,  in  his  letters,
presents  the  conquest  as  a  crusade  against  idolatry;  the  friars
document the sacrifices to justify their extirpation.

But  this  condemnation  had  an  evident  ideological  function:
legitimizing the conquest's violence by presenting it as redemptive
violence. The same Spaniards horrified by Mexica sacrifice practiced
the  encomienda,  slavery,  extermination  war  against  those  who
resisted. The Cholula massacre, ordered by Cortes, cost thousands
of  lives  in  a  single  day;  La  Noche  Triste  and  the  taking  of
Tenochtitlan  were  carnages  of  a  magnitude  no  Mexica  ritual
reached.  Horror  at  others'  sacrifice  coexisted,  without  apparent
contradiction, with the practice of one's own extermination.

There  were,  however,  Spanish  voices  nuancing  the  condemnation.
Friar Bartolome de las Casas, in his defense of the Indians, argued
that  human  sacrifice,  though  erroneous,  was  proof  of  the  natives'
natural  religiosity:  if  they were willing to  offer  their  gods the most
valuable  thing  they  had  —  human  life  —  it  was  a  sign  they
understood the greatness of  the divine and that,  well  evangelized,
they would be excellent Christians. It was a paternalistic argument,
but  one  recognizing  in  sacrifice  a  religious  logic,  not  mere
barbarism.

The Valladolid debate, in 1550, between Las Casas and Juan Gines
de  Sepulveda,  put  the  underlying  question  on  the  table:  were  the
Indians barbarians by nature, needing tutelage by force, or rational
beings  with  a  right  to  their  own  organization?  Sepulveda  used
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human sacrifice as proof of natural barbarism; Las Casas presented
it  as  a  religious  error  correctable  by  persuasion.  The  Crown finally
leaned  —  at  least  in  theory  —  toward  the  Las  Casas  position,  but
the practice of conquest followed its violent course.

For  us,  five  centuries  later,  the  debate  has  other  terms.  It  is  not
about  deciding  whether  the  Mexica  were  barbarians  or  civilized  —
they were a complex civilization, with lights and shadows like all —
but about understanding how a practice horrifying to us could make
sense  within  their  world,  and  how  that  horror  was  used  to  justify
greater horrors. The history of Mexica sacrifice is also the history of
its  ideological  uses,  and  examining  it  honestly  demands  looking
both  ways:  at  temple  and  sword,  priest  and  conqueror,  myth  and
chronicle.

The Ethics of Reciprocity: A Philosophical Coda

Having examined Mexica sacrifice in its cosmological, political, and
social  dimensions,  we  may  ask  a  final,  philosophical  question:  is
there anything in this system that speaks to us, five centuries later,
beyond horror and fascination? The answer, we suggest, lies in the
principle  of  reciprocity  —  the  idea  that  nothing  is  free  and
everything received must be repaid.

The Mexica lived in a world where interdependence was visible and
acknowledged.  The  sun  gave  light;  men  returned  blood.  The  rain
gave corn;  men returned offerings.  The gods  gave existence;  men
returned  their  lives.  Every  gift  created  an  obligation,  and  every
obligation,  fulfilled,  renewed  the  world.  It  was  an  ethics  of  radical
responsibility:  no  one  could  take  without  giving,  no  one  could  live
without paying for life.

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 112



Our  modern  world  operates  on  the  opposite  assumption:  that
nature's  gifts  — water,  air,  soil,  climate — are free,  unlimited,  and
owed  to  us.  We  take  without  repaying,  and  the  planet  bears  the
cost.  The  Mexica  would  have  found  our  attitude  incomprehensible
and  impious:  to  receive  without  giving  is  to  break  the  cosmic
contract,  to  endanger  everyone's  existence.  We  need  not  share
their conclusion — that the debt is paid in blood — to recognize the
force  of  their  premise:  that  the  world  is  sustained  by  reciprocity,
and that gratitude is not sentiment but duty.

There  is  also  a  warning  in  the  Mexica  system,  and  intellectual
honesty  demands  we  state  it.  When  the  ethics  of  reciprocity
becomes the ideology of a State, it can justify anything: the empire
demanded  blood  in  the  name  of  the  cosmic  debt,  and  the  debt
always  required  more.  Every  ethics,  however  profound,  can  be
captured  by  power  and  turned  into  an  instrument  of  domination.
The  Mexica  priests  who  administered  the  debt  were  also  the
functionaries  of  an empire;  the warriors  who paid  it  with  prisoners
were also conquerors.

We close, then, with a double lesson. From the Mexica we may learn
that  the  world  is  a  web  of  mutual  obligations,  and  that  to  live
responsibly is to repay what we receive. And from their history we
may learn that no ethics, however sublime, is immune to becoming
the mask of power. To remember the gods of the Mexica is to hold
both lessons at once — and that, perhaps, is the most honest form
of honoring them.

###

There is, finally, a quieter debt this book itself owes: to the scholars,
archaeologists,  and  indigenous  communities  who  preserved  the
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memory of these gods through centuries of contempt and neglect.
Without their  labor — the friars who recorded, the excavators who
dug, the elders who remembered — this volume could not exist. To
write about the Mexica pantheon is to join a long chain of memory,
and to accept our own small share of the debt: to pass the story on,
truthfully, to those who come after.

Understanding without judging: closing

As we close this volume, let us return to the question with which we
began: why did an empire build twin temples to sun and rain atop
its  city?  The  answer,  after  this  journey  through  the  Mexica
pantheon,  is  richer  than  at  the  start.  Because  sun  and  rain  were
life's  two  fundamental  dependencies;  because  Huitzilopochtli  and
Tlaloc embodied the world's two halves — light and water, war and
agriculture, identity and survival; because the temple was the map
of  the  cosmos  and  the  cosmos  the  map  of  society;  because  the
gods,  in  the  Mexica  conception,  were  not  far  but  near,  not
omnipotent  but  needy,  and  worship  was  the  way  of  keeping  alive
the dialogue between men and sacred powers.

Sacrifice,  rigorously  examined,  then  appears  not  as  a  monstrous
anomaly  but  as  the  logical  consequence  of  that  worldview:  if  the
gods  sacrificed  themselves  to  create  the  world,  if  the  sun  needs
energy for its daily combat, if  the original debt must be paid, then
sacrifice is  a duty,  not  a whim. We can — and must — shudder at
that  logic;  but  we  cannot  understand  Mexica  civilization  without
taking  it  seriously.  To  judge  it  from  our  values  without
understanding it would be as sterile as to justify it without criticizing
it.

There is a deeper lesson in the study of the Mexica pantheon, and it
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is  that  of  the plurality  of  the sacred.  The Mexica did  not  have one
single,  exclusive  god:  they  had  hundreds  of  gods,  each  with
personality, history, domain, feasts. They had gods of war and gods
of  peace,  gods  of  sun  and  gods  of  night,  mother  goddesses  and
child  gods,  serious  gods  and  festive  gods.  They  had  a  god  of
wisdom who opposed sacrifice and a god of destiny who demanded
it. That plurality was not confusion: it was richness, the capacity of a
civilization to look at the world in all its dimensions and find in each
a divine face.

When the conquerors toppled the Templo Mayor's idols and raised a
cross in their place, they did not only destroy stones: they tried to
annul a way of seeing the world. But ways of seeing the world are
not  annulled  so  easily.  The  Mexica  pantheon  survived  in  town
names,  in  syncretic  feasts,  in  art,  in  language,  in  memory.
Huitzilopochtli  still  flies  as  hummingbird  on  the  national  shield;
Tlaloc still rains on the cornfields; Quetzalcoatl remains the symbol
of  Mexican wisdom. The gods did not  die:  they transformed,  as all
that is truly great transforms.

There  is,  finally,  a  personal  reason  to  study  the  Mexica  gods,
beyond erudition.  Today's  Mexicans  carry  in  blood  and tongue the
heritage  of  those  who  worshipped  these  gods:  in  the  Nahuatl  still
spoken by more than a million people, in the corn eaten each day,
in the feasts celebrated, in the land beneath their feet. To know the
Mexica pantheon is no antiquarian exercise: it is an act of memory,
recognition,  pride.  The  gods  no  longer  ask  for  sacrifices;  they  ask
the  only  thing  keeping  them  alive:  to  be  remembered,  to  be
understood, to be honored with truth.

May this volume serve to look at them face to face, without fear and
without  morbidity,  with  the  respect  deserved  by  those  who,  for
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centuries, fed the sun so the world would keep turning.
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Glossary of Nahuatl Terms

Aztlán  —  "Place  of  herons"  or  "place  of  whiteness."  Mythical
homeland of the Mexica.

Calmécac — School of the nobility, where priests, rulers, and judges
were trained.

Calpixque — Official in charge of tribute collection in the provinces.

Calpulli  —  Clan  or  ward;  the  basic  unit  of  social  and  territorial
organization.

Chinampa  —  Agricultural  platform  built  on  the  lake;  "floating
garden."

Cihuacóatl — "Serpent Woman." Second-in-command of the empire,
in charge of internal administration.

Codex (plural:  codices) — Pictographic manuscript on amate paper
or deerskin.

Cuauhtli — Eagle; the military order of the eagle warriors.

Huehuetlatolli  —  "Discourses  of  the  elders."  Moral  maxims  and
philosophical reflections.

Huitzilopochtli  —  Patron  god  of  the  Mexica;  the  sun  in  its  warrior
aspect.

Macehualtin  —  The  common  people;  the  agricultural  and  artisan
base of society.
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Mexica — The name the so-called "Aztecs" gave themselves.

Mictlan — The underworld, place of the dead.

Nahuatl  —  Language  of  the  Mexica,  still  spoken  by  over  a  million
people.

Ocelotl — Jaguar; the military order of the jaguar warriors.

Ometeotl — "Dual God." The supreme creator principle, abstract in
nature.

Pipiltin — The hereditary nobility.

Pochteca  —  Professional  long-distance  merchant;  also  spy  and
ambassador.

Quetzalcóatl — "Feathered Serpent." God of wisdom, wind, and life.

Telpochcalli  — School  of  the common people,  where warriors were
trained.

Tezcatlipoca — "Smoking Mirror." God of night, magic, and destiny.

Tianguis — Marketplace.

Tlacotin  —  Slave;  a  status  neither  hereditary  nor  necessarily
permanent.

Tlaloc — God of rain and water.

Tlamatinime  —  "Those  who  know."  Sages  guarding  memory  and
knowledge.

Tlatoani — "He who speaks." The supreme ruler.

Tonalpohualli — Ritual calendar of 260 days.

Triple  Alliance  —  Pact  of  Tenochtitlan,  Texcoco,  and  Tlacopan
(1428), the empire's foundation.

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 118



Xiuhpohualli — Solar calendar of 365 days.
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Timeline

1110  (tradition)  —  Departure  from  Aztlán;  the  Mexica  pilgrimage
begins.

1325  —  Founding  of  Mexico-Tenochtitlan  on  the  islet  in  Lake
Texcoco.

1376 — Acamapichtli, first tlatoani of Tenochtitlan.

1428 — Defeat of Azcapotzalco and formation of the Triple Alliance
(Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlacopan).

1440–1469  —  Reign  of  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina;  expansion  of  the
empire.

1450–1454  —  The  great  famine;  the  Flower  Wars  become
institutionalized.

1486–1502  —  Reign  of  Ahuitzotl;  the  empire  reaches  its  greatest
extent.

1502–1520 — Reign of Moctezuma Xocoyotzin.

1519 — Hernán Cortés lands at Veracruz; alliance with Tlaxcala.

1519 — The Spaniards enter Tenochtitlan (November 8).

1520  —  La  Noche  Triste,  the  Night  of  Sorrows  (June  30);  death  of
Moctezuma.

1521 — Fall of Tenochtitlan (August 13); end of the Mexica empire.
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1521–1821 — The viceregal era; Nahuatl becomes the lingua franca
of New Spain.

1821  —  Independence  of  Mexico;  the  eagle  of  the  founding  myth
inspires the national coat of arms.

1910–1920  —  The  Mexican  Revolution;  the  Indigenous  past  is
revalued.

1978 — A chance discovery launches the Templo Mayor Project.

1978–2026  —  Excavations  of  the  Templo  Mayor  in  the  heart  of
Mexico City.

Today  —  Over  1.5  million  Nahuatl  speakers;  the  chinampas  of
Xochimilco still in production.
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