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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 Ledén-Portilla, Alfredo Lépez
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 Anahuac.

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,
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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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Chapter 1. Murder or
Collapse? The
Historiographical Debate

The phrase that marked a century

Some phrases, once uttered, refuse to die. One belongs to the
French anthropologist Jacques Soustelle, who in his classic *Daily
Life of the Aztecs on the Eve of the Spanish Conquest* —published
in French in 1955 and soon translated into Spanish by the Fondo de
Cultura Econémica— defined the conquest of Mexico as the murder
of a civilization in the fullness of its development. The image is
deliberately violent: it speaks not of decadence, nor defeat, nor
transformation, but of homicide. A young, vigorous civilization, in
full expansion of its capacities, was cut short by an external

violence that gave it no time to follow its own path.

The power of the phrase lies in what it presupposes. For there to be
murder there must be a living victim, and Soustelle insists that
Mexica society in 1519 was not a senile empire or an exhausted
culture, but the opposite: a civilization in effervescence.
Tenochtitlan, with perhaps two hundred thousand inhabitants, was
one of the largest cities on the planet, bigger than London or Seville

in its day. Its Tlatelolco market astonished visitors with its order and
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abundance. Its engineers had tamed a lake; its scribes recorded
tribute from hundreds of towns in codices of accounting precision;
its sages, the tlamatinime, debated the nature of truth in
philosophical dialogues that Miguel Leén-Portilla would rescue four
centuries later. None of this suggests a culture on the verge of
collapse from internal causes. The murder thesis, then, places
responsibility entirely on the side of conquering violence: what fell

in 1521 did not crumble; it was knocked down.

But historiography, like any serious discipline, is not satisfied with a
single metaphor, however powerful. In the following decades, other
scholars proposed a different reading: that of a collapse. Not the
romantic collapse of a superior culture defeated by fate, but the
systemic breakdown of an empire that, by its very structure, was
vulnerable to a major external shock. Between murder and collapse,
the most passionate debate about the end of the Mexica world has
played out for more than half a century. This chapter traces that
debate with intellectual honesty, because the answer we choose
determines how we understand not only the past, but the legacy

that past left us.

Cultural murder: the deliberate-destruction thesis

Those who defend the cultural-murder thesis start from an
undeniable fact: the conquest did not limit itself to defeating the
Mexica militarily. It set out to erase them. The violence of 1519 to
1521 was only the first act; what followed was a systematic
program of cultural destruction lasting decades, with very precise
targets: religion, written memory, education, and the symbols of

power.

The attack on religion was frontal. Temples were torn down and
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churches raised on their stones: Mexico City's Metropolitan
Cathedral stands on Tenochtitlan's sacred precinct, and not by
chance. Mexica priests were persecuted, public rites prohibited, and
the gods declared demons. This was not a simple substitution of
cults, but an active demonization: Huitzilopochtli, Tezcatlipoca, and
the other gods of the pantheon were presented as deceptions of the
devil, and worshipping them became idolatry punished by the
Inquisition. The famous burning of codices ordered by Bishop Juan
de Zumadrraga in the 1530s —at Texcoco a pyre was raised with
manuscripts the missionaries considered the devil's work— was a
deliberate act of memory annihilation. Every burned codex was an
incinerated library: genealogies, histories, tributes, astronomy, and

philosophy reduced to ash by conscious decision.

The attack on education was equally calculated. The calmécac, the
school of the nobility where future rulers, priests, and judges were
trained, was shut down. In its place Christian schools were founded,
such as the College of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco in 1536, which
certainly preserved part of indigenous knowledge —Sahagun's
collaborators were trained there— but under Franciscan control and
with an evangelizing purpose. The transmission of knowledge
passed from the hands of the tlamatinime to the hands of the friars.

It was no accident: it was a forced transfer of intellectual authority.

And the attack on the symbols of power was total. Moctezuma's
palace became the seat of the viceregal government. The sacred
precinct was dismantled stone by stone. The language of
administration became Castilian, although —as we will see in the
next chapter— Nahuatl would resist in unexpected ways. For
defenders of the murder thesis, this body of facts admits no word

“collapse": a collapse is what happens to an old building that falls
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down on its own; what happened in Mexico was a demolition.

The demolition, moreover, did not end with the conquest
generation: it continued for over a century as an institutional
program. The great extirpation campaigns of the seventeenth
century —led by figures like Hernando Ruiz de Alarcén in Guerrero
and Jacinto de la Serna in the Toluca Valley— hunted clandestine
rites with inquisitorial methods, documenting in the process the
very idolatries they wanted to erase. In 1577, a royal decree
prohibited the circulation of Sahagun's work and confiscated his
manuscripts, on the grounds that documenting the old religion
might revive it: the Crown preferred that the past be not even
studied. The murder thesis insists on this long duration: cultural
destruction was not a moment of fury in 1521, but a policy

sustained across generations, with budgets, officials, and archives.

The argument is reinforced by the demographic dimension of the
catastrophe, although interpretations bifurcate here. The most
emphatic defenders of "murder" point out that the fall of the
indigenous population —from several million to barely one in less
than a century— was not a mere side effect, but the result of an
exploitation system that squeezed communities to death: forced
labor in mines and workshops, dispossession of lands, the
disarticulation of subsistence networks. The encomienda and later
the repartimiento were not mere economic institutions: they were
body-crushing machines. From this perspective, to speak of

“collapse" is a euphemism that absolves the perpetrators.

Collapse: the systemic-breakdown thesis

Against the murder thesis, another historiographical current

—particularly influential in the English-speaking world since the
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second half of the twentieth century— has argued that the fall of
the Mexica empire must also be understood as a systemic collapse:
the breakdown of a political structure that, by its very nature, was
fragile before a crisis of great magnitude. This is not about denying
Spanish violence, but about explaining why that violence had such

devastating and rapid effects.

The starting point is the very nature of the Triple Alliance. The
Mexica empire was not a homogeneous territorial state like the
European ones of the time, but a tribute network: Tenochtitlan,
Texcoco, and Tlacopan dominated hundreds of altepeme
(city-states) that kept their own rulers in exchange for delivering
tribute. It was a hegemonic, not an administrative, system. It
worked as long as the center was strong enough to punish rebellion,
but it generated no loyalty: it generated resentment. When Cortés
landed in 1519, he found an empire surrounded by internal
enemies. Tlaxcala, the great never-subdued rival, allied with the
Spaniards not from love of Castile, but from hatred of Tenochtitlan.
The Totonacs of Cempoala did the same. In the final siege of 1521,
the tens of thousands of indigenous warriors who fought alongside
the Spaniards were not "traitors" to a fatherland that did not exist
as such: they were subjugated peoples who saw the chance to
shake off the Mexica yoke. From this angle, the empire was not
simply murdered from outside; it fractured from within, because its
cohesion depended on fear, and fear evaporated when an

alternative appeared.

The second pillar of the collapse thesis is demographic and
epidemiological, and here enter the most lethal protagonists of the
conquest: microbes. Smallpox reached Mesoamerica in 1520,

probably with an African slave from Panfilo de Narvaez's expedition,
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and spread with fulminating speed through a population with no
immunological defenses. It struck Tenochtitlan in the middle of the
siege: Cuitlahuac himself, the tlatoani who had organized the
resistance after the Noche Triste, died of smallpox. The indigenous
testimonies collected by Sahagin describe the horror in
unforgettable detail: people died "like flies," bodies piled up
because there was no one to bury them, hunger joined disease
because no one remained to plant. It was not the only epidemic:
measles, typhus, and above all the great matlazahuatl —or
cocoliztli— plagues of 1545 and 1576 ravaged the indigenous

population throughout the sixteenth century.

The demographers Sherburne Cook and Woodrow Borah, in their
celebrated studies of the 1960s and 1970s, calculated that central
Mexico's population went from about twenty-five million in 1519 to
barely over one million around 1605. Exact figures are debated
—other authors revise them downward— but the magnitude of the
disaster is not in doubt: it was one of the greatest demographic
catastrophes in human history, proportionally comparable to the
Black Death in Europe. And here the collapse thesis plays its
strongest card: no political structure, however solid, survives the
death of ninety percent of its population. Kinship networks broke,
knowledge died with the elders who perished, fields were left with
no hands to work them. The empire was not only defeated: it ran

out of people.

Authors like Jared Diamond, in *Guns, Germs, and Steel* (1997),
took this argument to its deterministic extreme: the conquest is
explained by biology and geography, not by anyone's moral or
military superiority. The Europeans brought, unknowingly, an

invisible arsenal forged in millennia of coexistence with domestic
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animals. From this perspective, to speak of "murder" seems almost
naive: the Spaniards did not plan smallpox, and the outcome was

written in microbes before the first harquebus was fired.
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The numbers of the catastrophe: a demography of
horror

Behind the debate between murder and collapse lies a reality no
euphemism can soften: the physical disappearance of the vast
majority of central Mexico's indigenous population in less than a
century. Putting numbers on that catastrophe is a necessary

historiographical exercise, even if exact figures remain disputed.

The pioneering studies were those of the American demographers
Sherburne F. Cook and Woodrow Borah, who in the 1960s and
1970s reconstructed central Mexico's population from tribute

records, parish registers, and fiscal documents. Their calculations,
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published in the *Essays in Population History: Mexico and the
Caribbean*, are chilling: about 25 million inhabitants in 1519; 16.8
million in 1532; 6.3 million in 1548; 2.6 million in 1568; and barely
over one million around 1605. That is: in fewer than ninety years,
around 95 percent of the population disappeared. Other historians
have revised these figures downward —Angel Rosenblat calculated
about 4.5 million for all of Mexico in 1492— but even the most
conservative estimates describe a demographic disaster without

parallel in the history of the American continent.

What killed so many? The answer is a lethal combination of factors
that reinforced each other. First, the "virgin soil* epidemics, in
historian Alfred Crosby's phrase: Old World diseases —smallpox,
measles, typhus, influenza— against which the American population
had no immunological defenses, because their ancestors had
separated from Eurasian populations millennia before the
domestication of the animals that originated those plagues. The
smallpox of 1520 was only the beginning. Measles arrived in the
1530s. And the century's two great plagues —the cocoliztli or
matlazdhuatl of 1545 and 1576— were apocalyptic: testimonies
speak of entire towns emptied in weeks, of the sick bleeding from
nose and ears, of a mortality that respected neither age nor

condition.

Modern science has begun to identify the Kkillers. In 2018, an
international team led by Ashild Vagene analyzed the DNA of
victims buried in a period cemetery in Oaxaca and found traces of
*Salmonella enterica* Paratyphi C, the enteric-fever bacterium: the
cocoliztli of 1545 was probably a hemorrhagic typhoid epidemic,
perhaps aggravated by the extreme drought that tree rings record

for those years. The finding matters because it shows that not all
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plagues came from Europe: some may have been American
diseases that turned lethal under the misery, malnutrition, and

social disarticulation created by the conquest.

And here is where the distinction between murder and collapse
becomes morally urgent. Because the epidemics did not kill in a
vacuum: they Kkilled in a context of brutal exploitation that
multiplied their lethality. The encomienda tore men from their
communities for forced labor; tribute in kind impoverished towns;
congregaciéon —the policy of relocating scattered populations into
compact towns— crowded survivors into ideal conditions for
contagion; malnutrition weakened defenses. Microbes were the
weapon, but the colonial system pulled the trigger again and again.
To speak only of "demographic collapse" without mentioning the

encomienda is to tell half the story.

In human terms, the catastrophe meant the rupture of cultural
transmission. When 90 percent of a population dies, individuals are
not the only loss: the elders who guarded memory die, the artisans
who knew the techniques die, the priests who knew the rites die,
the doctors who knew the plants die. Every epidemic was a burning
of living libraries. The huehuetlatolli —the discourses of the elders—
lost their orators; the cantares lost their singers. What survived
—and it is the miracle this book documents— survived despite a

cultural Darwinian selection of unimaginable harshness.

The other conquerors: the conquest was mixed
from day one

There is another myth the simplistic murder thesis tends to
perpetuate: that of a conquest starring a handful of Spaniards

against millions of passive Indians. Reality was very different, and
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understanding it is essential to grasping the legacy: the conquest of
Mexico was, from the first day, a mixed enterprise, carried out in its

vast majority by indigenous people and Africans.

Start with the numbers. Hernan Cortés landed in 1519 with about
four hundred Spaniards. In the final siege of Tenochtitlan in 1521,
the besieging forces numbered tens of thousands of combatants, of
whom the Spaniards were a tiny minority: the bulk were Tlaxcalan,
Totonac, dissident Texcocan warriors, and dozens of peoples
subjugated by the Triple Alliance. Without the alliance with Tlaxcala
—the great never-subdued rival of the Mexica— Cortés would not
have survived the Noche Triste. Without the thousands of
indigenous tamemes —porters— who transported supplies, the lake
brigantines would never have been built. The fall of Tenochtitlan
was, in military terms, a Mesoamerican civil war in which one side

used a few hundred foreigners as a catalyst.

The Tlaxcalans, in particular, deserve a central place in this story.
Their aristocratic republic had resisted Triple Alliance pressure for
decades, and their leaders —Xicotencatl the Younger, Maxixcatzin—
saw in the Spaniards the chance to destroy their mortal enemy.
They fought with a valor even the Spanish chroniclers recognized,
suffered massive casualties, and after victory claimed —and
obtained— privileges: Tlaxcala kept an unusual degree of autonomy
throughout the viceroyalty, and Tlaxcalan colonists were the
spearhead of Spanish expansion northward. The *Lienzo de
Tlaxcala*, a sixteenth-century colonial codex, tells the conquest
from their perspective: not as victims, but as victorious allies. Their

memory complicates any Manichaean narrative.

There were Africans from the very first moment too. The smallpox

that devastated Tenochtitlan in 1520 arrived, according to tradition,
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with an African slave from Panfilo de Narvdez's expedition. Juan
Garrido, a freed African, took part in the conquest of Tenochtitlan
and stayed to live in New Spain as a neighbor and farmer —he is
credited with introducing wheat to Mexico. Dozens of African slaves
accompanied the conquistadors as servants, soldiers, and artisans.
The conquest was not a binary clash between Europeans and
Indians: it was the encounter —violent, unequal, foundational— of

three continents.

And at the center of that encounter stands the most controversial
and most decisive figure: Dofia Marina, La Malinche, Malintzin. A
Tabascan slave given to Cortés, speaker of Nahuatl and Maya, she
became his interpreter, his counselor, and the mother of his son
Martin —symbolically, the first mestizo. Without her, Cortés would
have been deaf and mute in Mesoamerica: it was Malintzin who
made the alliances possible, who translated not only words but
intentions. Official Mexican history turned her for centuries into the
archetypal traitor —"malinchista" remains an insult— but recent
historiography vindicates her as a woman who navigated with
extraordinary intelligence in a crumbling world, and whose
descendants —the mestizos— are the Mexican people of today.
Judging her as a traitor presupposes a Mexica "fatherland" to which
she, a Tabascan enslaved by the Mexica themselves, owed no

loyalty.

All this nuances the murder thesis without nullifying it. That the
Tlaxcalans participated does not make the later cultural destruction
less deliberate; that there were Africans does not absolve the
encomienda. But it does force a conclusion important for our theme:
the Mexica legacy is not the inheritance of a pure, isolated people

annihilated from outside. It is the inheritance of a world that was
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already mixed in 1521, that kept mixing through three centuries of
viceroyalty, and whose richness —as we will see— lies precisely in
that capacity to absorb, transform, and survive. The conquest was

mixed; the legacy had to be as well.

The archive of destruction: what was lost

To calibrate the magnitude of the cultural murder, one must try to
measure what was lost, even approximately. The most eloquent
datum concerns the codices: of the thousands of pictographic
manuscripts that existed in 1519 —the libraries of Tenochtitlan,
Texcoco, and every major altepetl— barely fifteen pre-Hispanic
codices survive today. Fifteen. The rest were burned by
missionaries, destroyed by humidity and neglect, or simply

discarded as idolatrous trash.

The most painful loss was Texcoco's. Nezahualcdyotl's city had
been the Athens of Andhuac: its library —the palace's great
archive— gathered the historical annals, the cantares, the
astronomical knowledge, and the genealogies of the entire empire.
Chroniclers praise its richness; friars saw it as an arsenal of the
devil. What the missionaries did not burn, the encomenderos
scattered; what the encomenderos did not scatter, time rotted. Of
that legendary library not a single original manuscript remains: only
the copies and summaries that indigenous scholars and friars made

before or during the destruction.

The fifteen surviving codices —the Borgia group, the Borbonicus,
the Mendoza is already colonial— are, paradoxically, proof of both
what was lost and what was saved. The Borgia Codex, with its 76
pages of ritual divination painted with a mastery rivaling any art in

the world, gives an idea of the level pre-Hispanic painting reached.
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The Borbonicus, with its complete ritual calendar, shows the
sophistication of the calendrical system. But they are islands in an

ocean of loss: each surviving codex represents hundreds destroyed.

And it was not only books that were lost: entire bodies of knowledge
vanished. The Mexica pharmacopoeia —hundreds of medicinal
plants with their uses and doses— survived partially in the Badianus
Codex and in oral tradition, but most died with the doctors who
perished in the epidemics. Observational astronomy —the Venus
records, the eclipses, the calendrical cycles— died with the priests.
Detailed dynastic history —genealogies, wars, alliances— died with
the archives. What we know of the Mexica world is a fraction of

what the Mexica knew about themselves.

This quantifiable loss is the strongest argument of the murder
thesis: a natural collapse does not burn libraries. Men burn libraries,
on purpose. And the intention is documented: Zumarraga ordered
the Texcoco burning; Diego de Landa did the same at Mani,
Yucatan, in 1562, in an auto-da-fé that destroyed dozens of Maya
codices and which Landa himself described with pride before
repenting. Every pyre was a deliberate act of memory annihilation.
That fifteen codices survived is a miracle; that thousands were lost

iS a crime.

But even here there is a nuance honoring history's complexity:
some of those who destroyed also preserved. Sahagun, who
considered idolatrous the rites he documented, devoted his life to
recording them in order to refute them better, and without him we
would know almost nothing. The tlacuilos who copied the cantares
into the Latin alphabet saved poetry at the price of transforming it.
The paradox of the colonial archive is that the same hand that

burned also wrote: destruction and preservation were, at times, the
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work of the same people. The Mexica legacy survived, in part,

thanks to its own repentant or meticulous murderers.

Women in the conquest: history's forgotten

There is a chapter of the conquest that official history took
centuries to tell: that of women. Not only Malintzin —whom we
already know— but the thousands of indigenous women whose
experience of the conquest was radically different from men's, and

whose role in forming mestizo Mexico was decisive though invisible.

Start with the most painful: the conquest was also massive sexual
violence. Indigenous women were war booty, forced concubines,
domestic slaves. Biological mestizaje —from which most Mexicans
descend— was born in large measure from that violence: children of
conquistadors and indigenous women, raised in a world that marked
them as illegitimate. Recognizing this is not ideology: it is
demography and ethics. Any honest history of the "encounter of two

worlds" must name that the encounter included systematic rape.

But women were not only victims: they were also strategists of
survival. The most extraordinary case is Isabel Moctezuma
—Tecuichpo Ixcaxochitzin—, daughter of the tlatoani Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin. After the fall of Tenochtitlan, Tecuichpo navigated the
new order with astonishing political skill: she married successively
several conquistadors —among them Alonso de Grado and Juan
Cano—, was recognized by the Spanish Crown as legitimate heiress,
received one of New Spain's richest encomiendas —Tacuba's— and
founded a mestizo lineage linking Mexica nobility with Novohispanic
aristocracy. Her descendants —the counts of Miravalle— were part
of the Mexican elite for centuries. Tecuichpo did not surrender: she

negotiated, and in negotiating preserved for her children a position
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military defeat had denied them.

Thousands of cacicas —women of indigenous nobility— did the
same on a smaller scale: they married Spaniards, defended their
lands in court, transmitted to their mestizo children the memory of
their lineage. The Nahuatl testaments studied in the next chapter
show these women administering property, litigating, deciding: the

conquest did not silence them, though official history forgot them.

And in the humblest sphere, women were the great transmitters of
the culture that survived: those who taught their children the
mother tongue —Nahuatl passed from mothers to children long
after men abandoned it for the Castilian of the workplace—, those
who kept the kitchen —nixtamal, metate, recipes—, those who
tended domestic rites —the ofrenda, the limpias, herbal medicine. If
the Mexica legacy survived, it was in good measure because women
guarded it in the spaces men —Spanish and indigenous— did not
watch: the kitchen, the cradle, the temazcal, the home altar. The
history of the legacy is, to a degree we are only beginning to

recognize, a women's history.

Black legend, pink legend: two ways of
understanding nothing

The debate between murder and collapse was not born in a
vacuum: it inherits a five-century polemic over how to judge the
Spanish conquest of America, a polemic that has produced more
passion than light and is worth knowing to avoid repeating its

errors.

At one extreme stands the so-called Black Legend: the image of the

conquest as an enterprise of systematic cruelty, plunder, and
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extermination, spread since the sixteenth century by Spain's
enemies —English, Dutch, French— and fed by critical Spaniards
themselves, starting with Friar Bartolomé de las Casas, whose *Brief
Account of the Destruction of the Indies* (1552) described the
conquistadors' atrocities in hair-raising detail. The Black Legend has
an undeniable core of truth —the atrocities happened— but its
function was propagandistic: justifying English piracy and Dutch
expansion by presenting Spain as a uniquely malign empire, as if

the other colonial powers had been charity sisters.

At the other extreme stands the Pink Legend: the Hispanist
response presenting the conquest as a civilizing feat, evangelization
as an act of love, and mestizaje as a harmonious encounter of
cultures. Its classic formulation came from the Spanish journalist
Julidn Juderias in 1914 —he coined the term "Black Legend"— and in
Mexico it had illustrious defenders who saw in the Spanish heritage
the true foundation of the nation. The Pink Legend also has its core
of truth —there were friars who defended Indians, there was real
mestizaje, there was a splendid Novohispanic culture— but its
function was apologetic: absolving colonialism by presenting it as a

work of civilization.

The problem with both legends is that they turn history into moral
judgment and historical actors into angels or demons. The Black
Legend needs evil Spaniards and innocent Indians; the Pink Legend
needs heroic Spaniards and grateful Indians. Neither can explain
the Tlaxcalans allied with Cortés, nor the friars who burned codices
while preserving the language, nor the encomenderos who
exploited their Indians while marrying their daughters, nor Malintzin
navigating between two worlds. Reality was more complex, more

ambiguous, and more interesting than either caricature.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 21



Serious twentieth-century historiography learned to move between
both extremes. Lewis Hanke, with his study of the struggle for
justice in the conquest, showed that the Spanish empire itself
produced the fiercest critique of its abuses —the New Laws of 1542,
inspired by Las Casas, tried to limit the encomienda. The Berkeley
school historians —Cook and Borah— put the numbers on the table.
And Mexican ethnohistory —Ledén-Portilla, Lépez Austin— returned
to indigenous people their status as historical subjects, not passive

victims nor savages to civilize.

The debate flared again around the 1992 quincentenary, when
Spain celebrated the "encounter of two worlds" and much of Latin
America answered with protests: for indigenous movements, there
had been no encounter but invasion, no discovery but cover-up. The
controversy produced a valuable clarification: the same events can
be narrated as epic or as catastrophe depending on the narrator's
position, and neither narration is innocent. Mexican school
textbooks oscillated for decades between the heroic Cortés and the
martyred Cuauhtémoc, until recent reforms tried a harder path:
teaching the conquest as a complex process with many actors,
many victims, and many responsibilities. The black and pink
legends, in the end, were both ways of not looking directly at what
happened. Contemporary historiography's wager is to look without

blinking.

The decolonial turn: history from below and from
within
Recent decades have brought an even deeper turn: the proposal to

decolonize history itself —to stop narrating the American past with

the victor's categories. This turn has several strands worth
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distinguishing.

The first is methodological: James Lockhart's "new philology" and
his disciples proposed studying the colonial era through documents
written by indigenous people themselves in their languages
—testaments, land titles, council minutes in Nahuatl— revealing an
indigenous world that negotiated, resisted, and adapted with an
agency Spanish sources hid. Matthew Restall extended the method
to the Maya; others, to Mixtecs and Zapotecs. The result is a history
of the conquest where the "vanquished" appear as strategic actors,

not extras.

The second strand is "history from below": the study of the
macehuales —the common people—, of women, of African slaves, of
mestizos, of all those official history ignored. How did the tianguis
vendors experience the conquest? What did the tamemes carrying
the cannons think? How did the cacicas negotiate their position in
the new order? These questions, unthinkable fifty years ago, are
producing a far richer and more human image of the sixteenth

century.

The third strand is the most radical: the critique of the categories
themselves. Does it make sense to speak of "conquest" as an event
closed between 1519 and 1521, when indigenous resistance lasted
centuries —the Chichimeca war, the Maya rebellions, the Yaquis—
and when many peoples were never fully subdued? Does it make
sense to speak of "mestizaje" as harmonious fusion, when it was
also violence, dispossession, and rape? Contemporary indigenous
thinkers, like the Mixe Floriberto Diaz with his concept of
*comunalidad*, propose understanding history from Mesoamerican
communal logic, not Western individualism. Zapatismo, with its

"never again a Mexico without us," carried that critique into politics.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 23



For this volume's theme, the decolonial turn has a decisive
consequence: it forces us to stop asking only "what was done to the
Mexica?" and ask also "what did the Mexica do with what was done
to them?" And the answer —the language that survived, the food
that conquered the world, the festival that would not die, the
symbol flying on the flag— is the true legacy. Not the legacy of

victims, but of survivors.

Contemporary historiography: beyond the
dilemma

Recent decades have produced a more nuanced historiography that
refuses to choose between murder and collapse as if they were
mutually exclusive. Matthew Restall, in *Seven Myths of the Spanish
Conquest* (2003), dismantled the idea of a conquest starring a
handful of Spanish heroes and showed it was a long, contingent
process largely carried out by indigenous people themselves, with
their alliances, calculations, and rivalries. James Lockhart, studying
Nahuatl-language documents from central Mexican towns, revealed
an indigenous world that did not disappear but negotiated, adapted,
and survived with astonishing tenacity: the altepeme kept their
communal lands, councils, and traditions for centuries under

Spanish rule.

Miguel Ledn-Portilla, for his part, never abandoned the perspective
of the vanquished, but enriched it: his work shows that the "vision
of the vanquished" is not only a lament, but a philosophy of history.
The tlamatinime who debated the friars in 1524 —in the famous
*Coloquios*— were not passive victims: they were intellectuals
defending their cosmovision with arguments. And Charles Mann, in

*1491* (2005), synthesized the archaeological revolution of recent
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decades: American civilizations were bigger, more complex, and
more transformative of their environment than traditional history
admitted. The greater the civilization, the more terrible its

destruction.

The contemporary synthesis, then, might be formulated thus: there
was murder and there was collapse, and both fed each other. There
was deliberate destruction —burned codices, razed temples,
persecuted priests— and there was systemic breakdown —a tribute
empire fractured by internal enemies and a population annihilated
by epidemics nobody planned but which the colonial system
worsened through exploitation. The distinction matters because it
assigns responsibilities: epidemiological collapse does not absolve
the encomienda, nor does political fragmentation justify burning
libraries. But the synthesis also matters because it opens the door
to this volume's true theme: if Mexica civilization was murdered,
how is it that its ghost still walks among us? If it collapsed, how is it

that its stones still support the country's largest city?

The answer, as we will see in the following chapters, is that neither
the murder was total nor the collapse definitive. Something
survived. Something survives. And that something —the language,
the food, the festival, the symbol— is the legacy this final volume of
the series sets out to trace. Because Mexica history did not end on
August 13, 1521. That day another history began: that of a

civilization that refused to die entirely.

Recent work has added new voices to the synthesis. Camilla
Townsend, in *Fifth Sun: A New History of the Aztecs* (2019),
reconstructed the conquest and its aftermath entirely from
Nahuatl-language sources, showing how Nahua communities

narrated their own story: not as a single apocalypse, but as a long
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negotiation in which they preserved lands, offices, and customs
while adopting Christianity on their own terms. The 2021
commemorations of the five centuries since Tenochtitlan's fall
—with their slogan "500 years of indigenous resistance"— moved
the debate from universities to public plazas, and showed that the
murder-versus-collapse question is not academic archaeology: it is
the language in which Mexico still argues with its past. Every
generation, it seems, must decide anew what fell in 1521 and what

survived.

Sahagun's informants: the vanquished who wrote

There is a final paradox the murder-versus-collapse debate must
face: much of what we know about Mexica civilization was told to us
by the Mexica themselves, through the —imperfect but invaluable—
mediation of the friars. And the protagonists of that mediation were
Bernardino de Sahagun's indigenous informants, the elders and
sages who, in the decades after the conquest, dictated their

memory to Tlatelolco's young scribes.

Sahagun arrived in New Spain in 1529, eight years after
Tenochtitlan's fall, and devoted more than fifty years to an
unprecedented enterprise: systematically documenting the culture
of the vanquished before it disappeared. His method was
revolutionary for its time: instead of writing from his prejudices, he
interrogated native informants —elder principales of Tlatelolco,
Texcoco, and Tenochtitlan— with detailed questionnaires, and had
his trilingual students at the College of Santa Cruz —Antonio
Valeriano, Alonso Vegerano, Martin Jacobita, Pedro de San
Buenaventura— transcribe the answers in Nahuatl. The result, after

decades of work and several redactions, was the *Historia general
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de las cosas de Nueva Espana*: twelve books in Nahuatl and
Spanish, illustrated by tlacuilos, covering gods, ceremonies, crafts,

natural history, and the conquest itself.

What is extraordinary is that the informants were not passive
voices: the Florentine Codex's Nahuatl text preserves their
perspective, metaphors, and judgments. When they describe the
Spaniards' arrival, the tone is one of awe and mourning; when they
describe their own rites, the tone is pride and precision. The famous
passages on the Templo Mayor massacre during the Toxcatl festival
—ordered by Pedro de Alvarado— are narrated from the victims'
point of view, with chilling detail. Without those anonymous
informants —whose names, with exceptions, we do not know— the

"vision of the vanquished" would be just a pretty title.

Their testimony poses an uncomfortable question for the
total-murder thesis: if cultural destruction was so complete, how is
it that these elders remembered rites, cantares, pharmacopoeia,
and calendar with such detail? The answer is that memory is
tougher than libraries: you can burn a codex, but you cannot burn
what an elder carries in his head. Sahagun's informants are living
proof that cultural murder, however systematic, arrived late: the

generation that had lived the empire was still alive, and it spoke.

And they spoke, paradoxically, thanks to the institution that wanted
to extirpate their culture. The College of Tlatelolco —founded to
train a Christianized indigenous elite— became the workshop where
pre-Hispanic memory was put into writing. It is one of Mexican
history's most fertile ironies: evangelization, which burned the
codices, financed the archive that replaced them. The vanquished
wrote, and what they wrote allows us, five centuries later, to debate

whether they were murdered or collapsed. Without them, there
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would be no debate: there would be silence.
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Chapter 2. Nahuatl: A Living
Language

The lingua franca of the viceroyalty

There is a paradox that sums up, better than any statistic, the
survival of the Mexica world: the language of the vanquished
became the language of the empire that vanquished them. During
the three centuries of the Viceroyalty of New Spain, Nahuatl was not
a dying tongue cornered in remote villages; it was the lingua franca
of an immense territory, the language in which people preached,
traded, administered justice, and fell in love across central Mexico

and far beyond.

To grasp the phenomenon, recall what Nahuatl was in 1519. It was
not the language of a single city, but the prestige language of the
entire Triple Alliance empire and broad neighboring regions. The
pochtecas, the long-distance merchants, carried it to Central
America; tributes were recorded in Nahuatl; diplomacy among
altepeme was conducted in Nahuatl. It was, in the fullest sense, an
imperial language: the language of power, commerce, and written
culture. When the Spaniards took Tenochtitlan, they found that to
govern millions who spoke no Castilian, they needed Nahuatl more

than Nahuatl needed them.
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The colonial administration understood this with pragmatic speed.
The corregidores and alcaldes mayores who governed the Indian
towns needed interpreters —the nahuatlatos— and soon discovered
it was more efficient to learn the general language than to teach
Castilian to every community. Period documents are full of
petitions, testaments, land titles, and council minutes drafted in
Nahuatl with the Latin alphabet. Sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century parish archives preserve thousands of pages
on which indigenous scribes recorded baptisms, marriages, and
deaths in their own tongue. Nahuatl not only survived the conquest:

it became an instrument of colonial government.

The Church was its greatest involuntary ally. The mendicant orders
—Franciscans, Dominicans, Augustinians— arrived with orders to
evangelize millions of souls and understood that preaching in
Castilian was useless. They learned Nahuatl with astonishing
dedication, produced grammars and vocabularies, and preached,
confessed, and catechized in their parishioners' language. Friar
Bernardino de Sahagun, the Franciscan who spent decades
documenting Mexica culture with the help of Tlatelolco's indigenous
informants and scribes, is the most celebrated example, but there
were dozens like him. The result was a historical paradox: the
institution charged with extirpating indigenous religion became the

chief conservator of its language.

More still: Nahuatl expanded during the viceroyalty into territories
where it had never been spoken. Missionaries carried it north, to the
Sierra Madre missions and beyond, as a language of evangelization.
The Tlaxcalan colonists who settled the northeast —in what are
today Coahuila, Nuevo Ledn, Texas— brought their Nahuatl variant

with them. The barrios of viceregal cities, mixing indigenous
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migrants of different tongues, adopted Nahuatl as their common
language. Far from shrinking, Nahuatl's territory grew under
Spanish rule. It is one of Mexican history's most beautiful ironies:
the defeated empire's language conquered the victorious empire

from within.

Friars, the press, and written Nahuatl

Nahuatl's survival was not only oral. It was also written, and two
European technologies that the Mexica adopted and adapted with
characteristic genius intervened in that writing: the Latin alphabet

and the printing press.

Before the conquest, the Mexica wrote with a pictographic and
glyphic system of extraordinary sophistication, as studied in this
series' tenth volume. Codices recorded history, tribute, astronomy,
and rituals on amate paper and deerskin. The conquest destroyed
most of those manuscripts, but it did not destroy the culture of
writing: indigenous scribes —the tlacuilos— learned the Latin
alphabet with surprising speed and began writing their language
with European letters. The result was an extraordinarily rich colonial
literature in Nahuatl: chronicles, testaments, songs, doctrinal

dialogues, and evangelizing theater.

The College of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, founded by the Franciscans
in 1536, was the center of this literate revolution. There a
generation of trilingual indigenous scholars —Nahuatl, Castilian,
Latin— was trained, collaborating with friars in the great enterprise
of documenting the pre-Hispanic world. Antonio Valeriano, a Mexica
nobleman educated at Tlatelolco, was Sahaguin's essential
collaborator and rose to be governor of Tenochtitlan and later of

Azcapotzalco. Elder informants dictated; young scribes took notes;
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friars organized. From that workshop came the *Historia general de
las cosas de Nueva Espana*, the Florentine Codex, twelve bilingual
books that are the most complete source we have on Mexica
culture. Without alphabet-written Nahuatl, our knowledge of the

pre-Hispanic world would be a fraction of what it is.

The American press, established in Mexico City in 1539 —the
continent's first— published works in Nahuatl from its beginnings.
Alonso de Molina, a Franciscan who arrived in New Spain as a child
and spoke the language fluently, published in 1555 his *Vocabulario
en lengua castellana y mexicana*, the first printed dictionary of the
continent, and in 1571 his *Arte de la lengua mexicana vy
castellana*, the first grammar. These works were not scholarly
curiosities: they were working tools for missionaries, judges, and
merchants. Nahuatl had a printed grammar when English was

barely beginning to have dictionaries.

The genres of Novohispanic literature in Nahuatl are a moving
testimony of cultural adaptation. The *Cantares mexicanos*, a
manuscript collecting pre-Hispanic songs transcribed in the Latin
alphabet, preserves the tlamatinime's poetry: the philosophy of
"flower and song" —*in xochitl in cuicatl*—, the Nahuatl expression
for poetry and, more deeply, for the search for truth through
beauty. The *Huehuetlatolli*, the elders' discourses, continued to be
transmitted as moral guidance. The chronicles of indigenous
authors like Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxéchitl —descendant of Texcocan
nobility— and Domingo Chimalpahin narrated their peoples' history
in Castilian and Nahuatl, claiming a place in the new kingdom's
memory. The alphabetic writing, brought to evangelize, became the

ark in which Mexica memory survived the shipwreck.
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The cantares: poetry that survived the fire

One genre of Novohispanic literature in Nahuatl deserves a place
apart, because in it the tlamatinime's voice is heard almost without
intermediaries: the cantares. The *Cantares mexicanos* —a
manuscript kept at Mexico's Biblioteca Nacional— and the
*Romances de los sefiores de la Nueva Espafa* are collections of
poems transcribed in the Latin alphabet in the late sixteenth
century, probably from oral performances or from pictographic
codices now lost. They are the most direct proof that pre-Hispanic
philosophical poetry survived the codex burnings: not on amate
paper, but in singers’' memory and their disciples' alphabetic

writing.

Reading these cantares is peering into Mexica sages' minds. Their

central theme is what Miguel Ledn-Portilla identified as the heart of
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Nahuatl philosophy: is what we say and do in this fleeting life true
—*neltiliztli*, "what is rooted"? The poets answer with the metaphor
naming their art: *in xd&chitl in cuicatl*, "flower and song." Only
through beauty —the flower that withers and the song that fades—
can human beings touch, for an instant, what is true. It is a
philosophy of impermanence owing nothing to Japanese Zen poetry

or Persian lyric, born in Anahuac's schools.

The cantares name their authors: poet-kings like Nezahualcéyotl of
Texcoco —the "poet king" whose fame crossed centuries—,
Tecayehuatzin of Huexotzinco, Ayocuan Cuetzpaltzin. Their verses
speak of friendship, death, and life's brevity with a delicacy forever
refuting the stereotype of the Mexica as brutal warriors. "Do we
truly live on earth? / Not forever on earth: only a little here," says
one of the most celebrated poems. And another: "Like a painting,
we shall be erased." Awareness of fugacity produces not despair but
an ethics of beauty: if everything ends, all that matters is creating

flowers and songs while life lasts.

What is extraordinary is that this poetry kept being sung and copied
under Spanish rule. The cantares collected in the late 1500s include
pieces composed after the conquest, in which Christianized poets
mix ancient metaphors with new devotions. Difrasismo —the art of
saying one thing through two parallel images— kept working as a
poetic engine for generations. And the tradition never died: as we
saw, contemporary Nahua poets consciously dialogue with the
*Cantares*, quoting, imitating, continuing them. There is an
unbroken line of flower and song from Tenochtitlan's calmécac to
twenty-first-century bilingual recitals. Few literatures in the world

can boast such continuity across a conquest.

The *Cantares Mexicanos* manuscript itself deserves a final note,
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for its journey embodies the legacy's whole story. Compiled in the
late sixteenth century, it slept in Mexican libraries for centuries, was
taken to Europe, studied by German scholars —Eduard Seler,
Konrad Preuss— and finally returned to Mexico in spirit through the
editions of Garibay and Ledén-Portilla. The manuscript that Spanish
colonialism could not quite destroy, German philology deciphered,
and Mexican indigenismo celebrated, is today consulted by young
Nahua poets on digital screens. Its ninety-odd songs, copied by
hands whose names we do not know, survived fire, oblivion, and
exile. Every poem in the *Cantares* is an argument against the
total-murder thesis: someone kept singing, someone kept copying,

someone kept listening.

Nahuatl before the law: testaments and
primordial titles

Another proof of viceregal Nahuatl's vitality lies in judicial archives:
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, thousands of
central Mexican Indians made wills in Nahuatl, litigated in Nahuatl,
and defended their lands with documents in Nahuatl. Historian
Caterina Pizzigoni and other specialists have studied this corpus
—kept in parish and notarial archives— and what it reveals is an
indigenous world using Spanish legality in its own language to

defend its interests.

Nahuatl testaments follow formulas mixing the Christian and the
pre-Hispanic: the testator commends his soul to God and the Virgin,
but distributes his goods —lands, houses, magueys, beehives—
according to Mesoamerican kinship logics, naming heirs with local
nobility's titles and forms of address. Women appear with surprising

frequency and economic autonomy: widows administering estates,
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mothers distributing lands among children, elderly women dictating
their last will in full awareness of their rights. These documents are

a window onto indigenous daily life no Spanish chronicle offers.

Even more significant are the so-called primordial titles: documents
elaborated by communities —sometimes in the seventeenth
century, sometimes "retrospective" from the eighteenth— narrating
the town's foundation, its boundaries, and its land rights, mixing
pre-Hispanic memory, viceregal titles, and occasionally invented
elements to strengthen the claim. The Techialoyan codices, painted
in the ancient tlacuilos' style but with the Latin alphabet, are the
most beautiful example: towns represented themselves with their
ancestors' glyphs to defend before Spanish courts what was theirs.

Pre-Hispanic writing put at colonial survival's service.

Juridical Nahuatl survived well into the nineteenth century, when
the Reform Laws and the disentailment of communal property
rendered it useless as a legal instrument. But its three-century
existence proves something fundamental: Nahuatl was not a
cornered tongue of the vanquished, but a language of law, property,
and local government. The Indian towns governed themselves in
Nahuatl throughout the viceroyalty, with their councils, elections,
and lawsuits. The Republica de Indios —the indigenous counterpart
of the Republica de Espaholes— functioned in the Mexican
language. And when the nineteenth-century liberal state dissolved it
in the name of universal citizenship, it took from communities not

only their lands, but their language of government.

A million and a half voices

And so we reach the datum most astonishing to those who think

Mexico's indigenous languages are relics of the past: today, five
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centuries after Tenochtitlan's fall, Nahuatl is spoken by more than a
million and a half people. The INEGI 2020 census counted nearly 1.7
million Nahuatl speakers aged three and older, making it Mexico's
most-spoken indigenous language, far above Yucatec Maya, Mixtec,
or Zapotec. It is not a museum language: it is the mother tongue of
entire communities in Puebla, Veracruz, Hidalgo, Guerrero, San Luis

Potosi, and the State of Mexico, among others.

Nahuatl's current geography tells a story of resistance. The areas of
greatest concentration —the Sierra Norte de Puebla, the Huasteca,
the Montana de Guerrero, the Zongolica region of Veracruz— are
high, broken lands, hard to access, where communities could
maintain cohesion against mestizo-world pressures. But Nahuatl
also lives in the cities: internal migration has carried hundreds of
thousands of speakers to Mexico City, Puebla, and the United
States. In markets, on construction sites, in peripheral-urban

homes, Nahuatl remains an everyday language.

It is not, it must be said, a single uniform language. Nahuatl is a
family of dialectal variants —sometimes collectively called
“Nahuatl" or "Mexicano"— ranging from the most conservative
Huasteca forms to the more Castilian-influenced central ones.
Linguists distinguish major branches —eastern, western, central—
and dozens of local variants, some mutually intelligible, others not
so much. This diversity is a sign of vitality, not fragmentation: it is
what happens with living languages, which change, branch, and

adapt.

Vitality is also measured in intergenerational transmission, the true
thermometer of a language's health. And here the picture is mixed,
as befits a history of five centuries of pressure. In many highland

communities, children still learn Nahuatl as a first language,
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Castilian arriving later, at school. In others, especially urban and
peri-urban zones, the painful phenomenon of interruption occurs:
grandparents who speak Nahuatl, parents who understand but do
not speak it, grandchildren who speak only Castilian. Public school,
for much of the twentieth century, was a Castilianizing instrument
that punished children for speaking their mother tongue. The
wounds of that policy —induced linguistic shame, internalized

contempt— are still felt.

But the twenty-first century has brought a change of tide.
Intercultural bilingual education, though imperfect and uneven,
recognizes for the first time children's right to learn in their
language. The National Institute of Indigenous Languages, created
in 2003, works on the normalization and promotion of originary
languages. And above all, there is a movement from below: young
Nahuas reclaiming their language with pride, writing it, singing it,

teaching it.

The census figure —"more than a million and a half"— deserves a
note on what it hides. Mexico's census counts speakers aged three
and older who declare speaking an indigenous language, but
linguists agree the real number is higher: many speakers hide their
Nahuatl from census-takers from shame or habit, and many passive
speakers —who understand but answer in Spanish— are not
counted at all. Moreover, the census does not measure the
language's social health: in some towns Nahuatl is the street's
language, in others only the grandparents'. The gross number
encourages; the local details warn. Both are true, and both matter:
the language is demographically strong and sociolinguistically
fragile at once —exactly the profile of a language that can still be

saved, and still be lost.
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The dialectal mosaic: many languages in one

To speak of Nahuatl in the singular is a useful but misleading
simplification: Nahuatl is actually a mosaic of dialectal variants
forged by centuries of history, migration, and isolation. Linguists
distinguish major branches —eastern, western, central, with
subdivisions like Huasteca Nahuatl, central Puebla, Guerrero, the
Zongolica highlands— and dozens of local variants. Some are
mutually intelligible without effort; among others, communication
requires patience and goodwill, like between a Portuguese and an

Italian speaker.

This diversity has a history. The most conservative variants —those
of the Veracruz and Hidalgo Huasteca, for example— preserve
Classical Nahuatl features the central ones have lost, because their
communities lived more isolated from Castilian contact. Central
variants —those of the Valley of Mexico, Tlaxcala, Puebla— are
more Spanish-influenced, with abundant loans and contact-induced
phonetic changes. Each variant is a historical archive: studying their
differences, linguists reconstruct pre-Hispanic migrations, trade

routes, refuge zones.

The problem is that this richness has historically been used to
discredit the language. For a long time, official ideology treated
variants as "dialects" —in the pejorative sense of corrupt, inferior
speeches— and their speakers as people who speak both Nahuatl
and Castilian "badly." Dialectal stigma is one of linguistic
contempt's most effective weapons: it convinces speakers their
mother tongue is a defective version of something better. Many
communities internalized that contempt and stopped transmitting
their variant to children, not from economic necessity but from

shame.
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Modern linguistics has demolished that prejudice: there are no
inferior dialects or primitive languages; all Nahuatl variants are
complete, coherent, expressive systems, capable of saying
everything. The National Institute of Indigenous Languages
recognizes dozens of variants as languages in full right, with their
own developing writing norms. And speakers are beginning to claim
their local variant with pride: being from the Huasteca and speaking
Huasteco —as they call their Nahuatl— is not speaking badly, it is
speaking one's own. The mosaic, far from being a problem, is proof

the language is alive: only what is dead is uniform.

The diaspora: Nahuatl crosses the border

There is an unexpected chapter in contemporary Nahuatl history,
written north of the Rio Bravo. Mexican migration to the United
States —millions of people in recent decades— has carried Nahuatl
to cities like Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and the agricultural
zones of California, North Carolina, and Florida. Entire communities
from the Sierra Norte de Puebla or the Montafa de Guerrero
transplanted to American suburbs, where Nahuatl is spoken in
kitchens, taught to children born there, and mixed with English in

new, creative ways.

The "transnational towns" phenomenon is fascinating: communities
living simultaneously in two countries, connected by telephone,
remittances, and return trips for patron-saint festivals. The Nahua
migrant in the United States works in construction or the fields,
sends money for the saint's festival, returns in November for the
ofrenda, and his children —born in Queens or East Los Angeles—
grow up hearing Nahuatl at home, Spanish on the street, and

English at school. They are trilingual by necessity, as Tlatelolco's
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scholars were by training.

The diaspora poses unprecedented challenges. Discrimination
doubles: the indigenous migrant is despised by English speakers for
being Mexican, and by mestizos for being Indian. Many young
people hide their origin to avoid stigma, and language transmission
breaks in the second generation faster than in Mexico. But there are
creative resistances too: migrant organizations teaching Nahuatl in
New York, conchero dances in Los Angeles, patron-saint festivals
celebrated in Chicago parks with the same devotion as in the
highlands. Nahuatl, which once crossed the Atlantic in missionaries'

minds, now crosses it in migrants' mouths.

And there is a historical irony not to be missed: the territories to
which Nahuas migrate —California, Texas, New Mexico— were part
of the Spanish empire and, before that, a zone of Mesoamerican
trade influence. Sixteenth-century Tlaxcalan colonists already
carried Nahuatl to Texas. The language is returning, five centuries

later, to lands it once trod. History, like Mexica time, is cyclical.

The diaspora's demography is still being measured, but its outlines
are clear: tens of thousands of Nahuatl speakers live in the United
States, concentrated in California, Texas, New York, and the
Carolinas, many working in agriculture, construction, and services.
For them, Nahuatl is often the home language, Spanish the work
language, English the aspiration —a trilingualism reproducing, in
new lands, the old colonial pattern. Community organizations —like
the Frente Indigena de Organizaciones Binacionales, born among
Mixtec migrants but serving Nahuas too— defend labor rights in
indigenous languages and run radio programs crossing the border.
And in US schools, a growing number of teachers discover each

year that their "Spanish-speaking" students' first language is really
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Nahuatl. The viceroyalty's lingua franca has become a transnational
language: the same tongue that once unified New Spain's markets

now unifies migrant networks from Puebla to Queens.

Nahuatl inside Spanish

There is a way to measure Nahuatl's survival requiring no censuses
or linguists: just listen to how Mexicans speak. Mexican Spanish is
impregnated with Nahuatl to the marrow, in a proportion with no
parallel in any other Spanish-speaking country. Every time a
Mexican says "chocolate," "tomate," "aguacate," "chile," or
“coyote," he is speaking Nahuatl without knowing it. Every time he
mentions Chapultepec, Popocatépetl, Xochimilco, or the very word

"Mexico," he is pronouncing the defeated empire's map.

Mexican Spanish's Nahuatlisms are legion and cover every sphere
of life. In food: elote, tamal, pozole, mole, guacamole, esquite,
tlacoyo, chapulin, huitlacoche, epazote, jicama, tejocote, capulin,
mamey, zapote. In nature: coyote, guajolote, tlacuache, zopilote,
cenzontle, ajolote, xoloitzcuintle. In home and work: petate, metate,
molcajete, comal, jicara, tianguis, mecate, huipil. In the most
intimate everyday speech: apapachar —to caress with the soul,
from Nahuatl *papatzoa*— and a host of popular turns with Nahuatl
substrate. Linguists calculate that general Spanish has incorporated
over a thousand words of Nahuatl origin, and Mexican Spanish

several thousand more in regional speech.

Toponyms are perhaps the most visible and most permanent
testimony. Mexico itself is a Nahuatl word: *Méxihco*, "the place of
the Mexica" or, by other interpretations, "the navel of the moon"
—from *metztli*, moon, and *xictli*, navel. Almost all the central

country's state names are Nahua: Tlaxcala; Puebla is Castilian but
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Cholula is not; Hidalgo is modern but Pachuca, Tulancingo, and Tula
are Nahua; Morelos is modern but Cuernavaca comes from
*Cuauhndhuac*, "beside the trees." The volcanoes framing the
Valley of Mexico bear their ancient names: Popocatépetl, "the
smoking hill," and lIztaccihuatl, "white woman." Chapultepec, "the
grasshopper hill," remains the capital's lung. Every map of Mexico is
really a codex: a Nahuatl document Mexicans read every day

without realizing it.

This substrate is not decorative: it reveals how linguistic mestizaje
really happened. Castilian did not replace Nahuatl overnight; it
absorbed it in layers, taking the words for things it lacked: new
foods, unknown animals, places that already had names. And in
taking the words, it took too, underground, ways of thinking:
Mexican Spanish's abundance of affectionate diminutives, its taste
for concrete metaphor, its elaborate courtesy, echo the
*huehuetlatolli*, the Nahuatl art of speaking well. The vanquisheds'
language did not die: it disguised itself as victor and kept speaking

through its grandchildren's mouths.

The loanword list reads like a tour of Mexican daily life: *petate*
(mat), *mecate* (rope), *papalote* (kite), *escuincle* (kid), *chicle*
(gum), *tianguis* (market), *apapachar* (to cuddle), *jicara*,
*mezcal*, *tequila* —the last two naming the drinks that carry
Mexico's name around the world. Some crossed into global English:
chocolate, tomato, avocado, chili, coyote, ocelot. And the toponymy
is an even vaster archive: Popocatépetl, Iztaccihuatl, Chapultepec,
Coyoacan, Toluca, Oaxaca, Acapulco, and thousands more. Mexico's
map is written in Nahuatl: every place name is a small monument to
the language that named the land before any Spaniard arrived. To

travel through Mexico is to read a Nahuatl poem written on the
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territory.

Personal names: calling oneself in Nahuatl

There is an intimate, everyday way of carrying the Mexica legacy
that requires neither speaking the language nor knowing the
history: being named in Nahuatl. Nahuatl-origin personal names
—Xaochitl, Citlali, Itzel, Tonantzin, Cuauhtémoc, Yaotl— are common
throughout Mexico today, and their history is a barometer of

indigenous pride across five centuries.

During the viceroyalty, evangelization imposed the Catholic
santoral: baptized Indians received Christian names —Juan, Maria,
Pedro, Ana— and Nahua surnames barely survived, often
Hispanicized. Pre-Hispanic names —those combining the calendar
sign with a descriptive nickname, like Cuauhtémoc, "the descending
eagle"— disappeared from everyday use, preserved only in

documents and nobility's memory.

The rescue began in the nineteenth century, with romantic
indigenismo: naming a son "Cuauhtémoc" or a daughter "Xéchitl"
became a declaration of liberal, patriotic principles. The twentieth
century massified it: Xéchitl —"flower"—, Citlali —"star"—, Itzel
—"evening star," adopted in the center—, Tonatiuh —"the sun"—,
Yaotl —"warrior"— became urban middle-class names, borne
proudly by generations who spoke not a word of Nahuatl but knew

what their names meant.

The phenomenon has its critics: some see it as superficial
appropriation, donning an indigenous mask without assuming living
peoples' reality. And there is truth in the critique: naming your

daughter Xochitl does not make you Nahua, as eating tacos does
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not make you a peasant. But there is also truth in the defense:
names are aspirations, and a society naming its daughters "flower"
and "star" in the Nahuatl language is a society that has decided that

language is beautiful and worthy. Names are everyday vows.

In Nahua communities, anthroponymy preserves older layers: the
surnames —Herndndez, Flores, Martinez, imposed in the colony—
coexist with Nahua given names and community nicknames in the
indigenous language. And there is a growing movement to recover
full pre-Hispanic names, with their meaning and history, as an act of
identity vindication. Naming oneself in Nahuatl is, at bottom, the
same as speaking or cooking it: a way of saying "we are here, we

are the same."

The practice has deep pre-Hispanic roots worth recalling. Mexica
names were not arbitrary labels but small poems: a child might be
named for the day of his birth in the tonalpohualli —*Ce Miquiztli*,
"One Death"— for a natural phenomenon, for an ancestor, or for a
desired virtue. The *tlamatinime* debated the relationship between
name and destiny, and the tonalpohualli's day signs shaped identity
from the cradle. Colonial baptism imposed the Christian name
—Maria, Juan, Pedro— but the old anthroponymy survived in
nicknames, in community usage, and in the stubborn persistence of
day-names in remote towns. Today's recovery movement, then, is
not an invention but a restoration: giving children names like
*Xochitl* ("flower") or *Cuauhtli* ("eagle") reconnects them with a
naming tradition five centuries old. A name is the shortest poem a

person carries —and in Nahuatl, it is also a history lesson.

Nahuatl in music: from flowered song to hip hop

Nahuatl poetry —the tlamatinime's *flower and song*— found in the
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twenty-first century a vehicle the calmécac poets could never have
imagined: contemporary popular music. Hip hop, rock, and fusion
groups sing in Nahuatl for young audiences, proving the ancestral

language can sound as contemporary as any other.

The phenomenon has historical logic: rap, with its emphasis on
word, rhythm, and social denunciation, is the natural heir of the
philosophical-song tradition. Nahua rappers rhyme about
discrimination, migration, land defense, and identity pride, using
Nahuatl as a language of resistance and authenticity. Their lyrics
mix classical difrasismo —the ancient cantares' parallel
metaphors— with urban slang, creating a mestizo poetics that

would have fascinated Nezahualcdyotl.

Traditional music never stopped singing in Nahuatl: Huasteca sones,
huapangos, wind bands of Oaxaca preserve repertoires in
indigenous languages transmitted generation to generation. But the
twenty-first century's novelty is *young* music in Nahuatl: rock,
reggae, electronica, carrying the language to festivals, social media,
teenagers' earphones, where they discover it as something cool, not

a burden.

The effect is profound: for a young Nahua, hearing someone his age
rapping in his mother tongue changes the prestige equation. It is no
longer the grandparents' language to hide in the city: it is the
language of the music playing on the phone. Cultural normalization
—Nahuatl sounding at a concert, in a viral video, on a playlist—

does for the language what no law can: makes it desirable.

And there is a poetic continuity that moves: when a Nahua rapper
says "flower and song" in a lyric —and several do— he is

consciously quoting the tlamatinime, claiming a thousand-year
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genealogy. Nahuatl hip hop is not a fad: it is the latest incarnation
of *in xd&chitl in cuicatl*, proof that Mexica poetry did not die with

the conquest, but changed its rhythm.

The musical archive also includes quieter, older continuities. In
Guerrero's Costa Chica and Puebla's Sierra Norte, sones and
chilenas are still sung in Nahuatl at patron festivals, with lyrics
mixing pre-Hispanic metaphors and Christian devotions exactly as
the sixteenth-century cantares did. Lullabies —*cochi, cochi*,
"sleep, sleep"— pass from grandmothers to grandchildren in dozens
of variants, each a small museum of ancient vocabulary. And in the
churches, the old *alabanzas* —praises to the Virgin and saints
composed in Nahuatl during the colonial centuries— are still sung in
many towns, in a liturgical tradition friars themselves promoted and
then could not control. From lullaby to rap, the language keeps

finding new mouths.

Writing Nahuatl today: the alphabet battle

A language that wants to live in the twenty-first century needs to be
written, and writing Nahuatl poses a fascinating problem: with
which alphabet? Nahuatl has been written with Latin letters since
the sixteenth century, but never had a single official orthography.
Every friar, every linguist, every community developed its own
conventions, and the result is an orthographic Tower of Babel

complicating the language's teaching, publication, and prestige.

The problems are concrete. The sound Classical Nahuatl wrote as
"hu" —as in *huipil* or *Huitzilopochtli*— many modern speakers
pronounce as an English "w," and some propose writing "wipil." The
saltilo —the glottal stop, like the one separating "uh-oh"'s

syllables— is marked differently by tradition: with "h," with an
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apostrophe, or not at all. Long vowels —Classical Nahuatl
distinguished long and short vowels, length changing meaning— are
marked with diacritics, by doubling the vowel, or ignored. Every
orthographic decision is also political: does one write like the
sixteenth-century friars, like modern linguists, or like town people

speak?

The National Institute of Indigenous Languages has worked for
years on writing norms agreed with communities, variant by
variant, in a slow, democratic process contrasting with European
academies' imposition. There is real progress: practical alphabets
for major variants, teaching materials, school dictionaries. But
dialectal diversity makes a single orthography impossible —and
undesirable: imposing Huasteca writing on Guerrero speakers would

repeat, in miniature, the colonial gesture.

Meanwhile, speakers write as they can and will: in WhatsApp
messages with improvised spelling, on Facebook mixing
conventions, on patron-festival posters. That spontaneous,
imperfect, vital writing is perhaps the best news: a language written
on young people's phones is a language needing no academy's
permission to live. The alphabet battle will be won not by decrees,

but by keyboards.

There is, moreover, a graphic-dignification movement: typefaces
incorporating Nahuatl characters, bilingual signage in towns and
highways, Nahuatl street names in cities. Every bilingual sign is a
small victory against five centuries of invisibility: the language
leaves the domestic sphere and occupies public space. Nahuatl
written in a subway station, a textbook, a phone screen, stops being
"dialect" to be what it always was: an American language in full

right.
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The renaissance of the language

This story's most hopeful chapter is being written right now, in the
twenty-first century, by the speakers themselves. After centuries of
official contempt —Nahuatl was long considered a "dialect," a
burden of the past modernity had to overcome— the language is

living a cultural renaissance with few precedents in Latin America.

Contemporary literature in Nahuatl is its most luminous vanguard.
Nahua poets and narrators write today in their language with full
awareness of continuing the *flower and song* tradition. Natalio
Hernandez, Nahua poet of the Veracruz Huasteca, has devoted his
life to proving Nahuatl is a language of philosophy and modern
poetry, not just of the milpa. Other authors publish bilingual stories,
novels, and essays circulating in book fairs and social media.
Contemporary Nahuatl poetry dialogues with the sixteenth-century
*Cantares mexicanos* as if there had been no interruption:
difrasismo —saying one thing with two metaphors, like "flower and

song" for poetry— lives on in today's verses.

Popular music has been another unexpected vehicle, as we have
seen. Social media has multiplied the phenomenon: content
creators teaching Nahuatl in short videos, accounts translating
popular songs, bilingual memes normalizing the language in digital
space. What school failed to achieve in a century —making young
people proud to speak Nahuatl— youth culture is achieving in a

decade.

Academia has also changed sides. Mexican universities —UNAM,
CIESAS, the Universidad Veracruzana— host linguistics and
indigenous-language literature programs led by native speakers.

Nahuatl is no longer studied only as a dead language of the
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pre-Hispanic past, but as a living language with a future. New
dictionaries and grammars are made with communities'
participation, not about them. And translation advances in
directions unthinkable a generation ago: there are Nahuatl versions
of *The Little Prince*, Nahuatl Wikipedia workshops, localized

software interfaces.

None of this means the battle is won. Economic pressures keep
pushing youth toward Castilian and English; many local variants are
critically endangered; discrimination persists. But the change of
sign is undeniable: for the first time in five hundred years, speaking
Nahuatl in Mexico can be an act of prestige, not shame. The
language that was the viceroyalty's lingua franca, that survived
codex burnings and forced Castilianization, is claiming its place in
the twenty-first century. If languages are peoples' deepest memory,
Nahuatl is living proof that Mexica civilization was not fully
murdered: it keeps speaking, every day, in more than a million and

a half mouths.

The renaissance has one more frontier, perhaps the decisive one:
the cities. For centuries, migration to Mexico City, Puebla, and
Guadalajara was a one-way ticket to linguistic loss: the migrant
stopped speaking Nahuatl so his children would not be
discriminated against. That pattern is changing. Urban Nahua
organizations —in the capital's Roma and Doctores neighborhoods,
in Ecatepec, in Los Angeles— run language nests, radio programs,
and bilingual markets where Nahuatl is heard in the street. The
2020 census registered growing numbers of Nahuatl speakers in
metropolitan areas, and second-generation migrants who once hid
their parents' language now study it at university. If the language

conquers the city —the space that devoured it for five centuries—
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the renaissance will be irreversible. The city that buried

Tenochtitlan may yet become the city where its language is reborn.
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Chapter 3. The Gastronomy
That Fed the World

The milpa: the sacred trinity

If one had to choose a single Mexica legacy that changed the
planet's history, it would not be a temple or a codex: it would be a
plant. Maize —*centli* in Nahuatl— is Mesoamerica's greatest gift to
humanity, and its story is also the story of the civilization that

domesticated it.

Maize did not exist in nature. Its wild ancestor, teosinte —"grain of
the gods"— is a grass with tiny spikes of a few hard grains locked in
stony casings, promising nothing at first glance. About nine
thousand years ago, in the Balsas River basin, in today's state of
Guerrero, prehistoric farmers began selecting, generation after
generation, the plants with bigger, more numerous grains. It was an
act of blind genetic engineering, sustained over millennia,
transforming a weed into the plant that today feeds billions. Modern
researchers, analyzing maize and teosinte DNA, have confirmed
what archaeological evidence suggested: domestication happened
once, in one place, and from there maize spread across the

American continent.

The Mexica inherited that fully domesticated maize and made it
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their civilization's center. The milpa system —the word comes from
Nahuatl *milpan*, "the sown field"— is a masterpiece of traditional
agriculture: maize, beans, and squash are planted in the same plot,
the Mesoamerican "sacred trinity." Maize offers its stalk as a trellis
for beans to climb; beans, as legumes, fix nitrogen in the soil and
fertilize it; squash, with broad leaves, covers the earth, preserves
moisture, and prevents weeds. To this trio are added chile,
amaranth, quelites, sometimes sunflower. The milpa is no
monoculture: it is a designed ecosystem, a polyculture producing
complete nutrition —maize carbohydrates, bean protein, squash

and quelite vitamins— without exhausting the land.

Maize's importance in Mexica cosmovision was total. Myths place it
at humanity's very origin: in the *Legend of the Suns*, Quetzalcoatl
descends to the underworld to recover previous humanities' bones,
and with those ground bones and his own blood the current era's
men are created —the "maize people." The ritual calendar marked
the agricultural cycle's festivals; imperial tribute was paid largely in
maize; daily life revolved around its planting, harvest, and
preparation. Eating maize was not just nourishment: it was

participation in cosmic order.

And the preparation itself was sophisticated technology.
Nixtamalization —cooking maize with quicklime or ash before
grinding— is a chemical process Mesoamericans discovered
empirically, transforming the grain's nutritional value: it releases
niacin, improves amino-acid availability, and allows grinding on the
metate stone into dough for tortillas and tamales. European
populations adopting maize without nixtamalization suffered
pellagra epidemics for centuries; the Mexica, knowing nothing of

vitamins, had solved the problem millennia earlier. The tortilla
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—*tlaxcalli*—, the tamal —*tamalli*—, pozole, atole: maize cuisine
is one of humanity's foundational cuisines, alongside Old World

wheat and Asian rice.

Modern nutritional science has confirmed what the milpa already
knew: the maize-beans-squash triad is a nearly complete diet.
Maize provides carbohydrates and, nixtamalized, available niacin;
beans add protein and the lysine maize lacks; squash contributes
vitamins A and C, healthy fats in its seeds, and the flowers are
edible delicacy. Together, they deliver what nutritionists call
"protein complementation® —the same principle behind
rice-and-beans or bread-and-hummus combinations discovered
independently across the world. The milpa was, without knowing it,
a nutritional laboratory: three plants that need each other
agronomically also complete each other nutritionally. Five thousand

years of empirical wisdom, validated by the laboratory.
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Chile: the fire of the earth

If maize is Mexican cuisine's body, chile is its soul. *Chilli* in
Nahuatl, the *Capsicum* fruit was domesticated in Mexico about six
thousand years ago —*Capsicum annuum¥*, ancestor of most of the
world's chiles— and the Mexica grew it in dozens of varieties, using
it fresh, dried, smoked, and ground, considering it far more than a

condiment.

Chile was medicine, tribute, weapon, and symbol. Codices record its
medicinal use for pains, infections, digestive problems —capsaicin,
we now know, has real analgesic and anti-inflammatory properties.
Imperial tribute included chiles from the hot lands. As a weapon,
smoke from burned chiles was used for punishment and war. And as
symbol, chile embodied fire, vitality, manliness: warriors consumed

it before combat, and its heat was a metaphor for valor.
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Chile's worldwide diffusion is one of the Columbian exchange's most
vertiginous stories. In less than a century after Europeans' arrival,
chile was already cultivated in India, Southeast Asia, China, and
Africa. Today Thai cuisine without chile is unthinkable, or Indian, or
Korean —kimchi, curry, sriracha sauce all descend from plants
domesticated in Mexico. Hungarian paprika, Sichuan tree chile: half
the planet's fire was born in Mesoamerica. And yet nowhere does
chile keep the cultural status it has in Mexico, where it is identity: to

"be chile" is to be truly Mexican.

Chocolate: drink of gods and currency

No Mesoamerican food has had as novelistic a world career as
cacao. *Theobroma cacao* —"food of the gods," in Linnaeus's
nomenclature— is an Amazonian-origin tree whose cultivation
spread to Mesoamerica over three thousand years ago. Olmecs and
Maya used it before the Mexica, but the latter made it an imperial

institution: ritual drink, tribute, currency, and prestige symbol.

Mexica *xocolatl* did not resemble modern chocolate. It was a
bitter, frothy drink, prepared with ground cacao, water, chile,
vanilla, sometimes honey, beaten until foam rose —foam was the
noble part, offered first. It was served in decorated jicara bowls and
drunk at ceremonies, nobility banquets, and before battle.
Moctezuma, according to Spanish chroniclers —with the caution
their exaggerations deserve— drank dozens of jicaras daily. Beyond
anecdote, cacao was a state-controlled luxury good: southern
tributary provinces sent thousands of cacao-almond loads to

Tenochtitlan, as the Mendoza Codex records.

And those almonds were money. Cacao functioned as currency in

Mesoamerican markets, with known exchange rates: a rabbit was
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worth about ten almonds, a slave about a hundred —per early
colonial testimonies. It was a vegetable monetary system,
perishable but functional, which the Spaniards kept for decades
from pure convenience. The word "chocolate" itself comes from
Nahuatl *xocolatl* —probably from *xococ*, sour, and *atl*, water,
though the etymology is debated— and with the word the concept

traveled to Europe.

Chocolate's arrival in Spain, around 1528, began a global
transformation. Europeans added sugar —the ingredient
Mesoamericans lacked— and milk, solidified it in the nineteenth
century, and made it the wuniversal treat now moving a
hundred-billion-dollar industry. But in Mexico chocolate never fully
lost its ritual character: metate-ground chocolate beaten with the
molinillo, fiesta champurrado, poblano mole uniting cacao and chile
in Mexican cuisine's most baroque sauce, keep connecting Mexicans
with their ancestors' drink. Every chocolate bar in the world is,
unknowingly, a tribute to the Mesoamerican farmers who

domesticated an Amazonian tree.

The transformation's most elegant chapter happened in a European
laboratory of ideas: in 1753, Carl Linnaeus himself —the father of
modern taxonomy— gave cacao its scientific name, *Theobroma
cacao*: "food of the gods." A Swedish botanist who never tasted
xocolatl baptized the Mexica tree with a Greek title, as if botany
itself had to acknowledge the reverence the Mesoamericans felt for
it. The name stuck, and today every chocolate package in the world
carries, in small print, that Greek-Nahuatl hybrid: *Theobroma*
—gods' food— *cacao* —the Nahuatl *cacahuatl*. Two civilizations'
words fused on a label, the most condensed possible summary of

the Columbian exchange.
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The lake's pantry: ahuautle, quelites, and insects

Maize, beans, and squash were the base, but the Mexica diet was
far more diverse than the "tortilla and chile" stereotype suggests.
Lake Texcoco —the same lake Mexica engineers tamed with
causeways, dikes, and chinampas— was also a prodigious pantry,
and lake cuisine is one of Anahuac civilization's most singular and

least-known legacies.

The Mexica exploited the lake in ways that would seem like
gastronomic science fiction today. They harvested ahuautle —eggs
of the *axayacatl* water fly— by laying tule bundles on the shore
for insects to lay eggs on; those eggs made patties chroniclers
favorably compared to caviar. They gathered tecuitlatl, spirulina
—the blue-green alga now sold as "superfood" in health stores—

dried it in the sun and ate it in loaves: the Mexica consumed
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spirulina five centuries before the wellness industry discovered it.
They fished charales, juiles, and the famous axolotl —*axolotl*, the
amphibian now a symbol of regenerative biology. They hunted
ducks and waterfowl in industrial quantities: the Tlatelolco market

sold water birds by the thousands.

The land contributed its own wild abundance. Quelites —wild greens
like verdolagas, quintoniles, huauzontles— were eaten stewed and
remain part of rural Mexican cuisine. Romeritos, obligatory at
today's Christmas dinner, are a marsh plant domesticated in
pre-Hispanic times. And insects —Oaxacan toasted chapulines,
escamoles —"Mexican caviar," ant eggs—, jumiles, maguey worms,
chicanas— were and are a protein source contemporary
gastronomy rediscovers with enthusiasm while country people
always consumed it. Mexican entomophagy, with dozens of edible
species, is one of the world's most sophisticated culinary traditions

in its genre.

Amaranth —*huautli*— deserves special mention for its tragic
history and rebirth. It was Mesoamerica's third sacred grain, with
maize and beans: nutritious, drought-resistant, rich in protein and
lysine. But the Mexica also used it ritually: gods' figures were
modeled with amaranth-and-honey dough and then eaten
ceremonially. Friars saw in that practice a diabolical parody of the
Eucharist and banned its cultivation. Amaranth barely survived in
remote corners of Puebla and Tlaxcala, only in recent decades
rediscovered by modern nutrition as one of the "grains of the
future." Its story summarizes many Mexica legacies' fate: banned

for idolatry, rescued by science, vindicated by memory.

The lake's smallest inhabitants have their own chapter in this

pantry. The axolotl —*axolotl*, "water monster"— the amphibian
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that never metamorphoses and can regenerate limbs, heart, and
even parts of its brain, was sacred to Xodlotl, Quetzalcéatl's
monstrous twin, and a valued food: Bernal Diaz del Castillo's
chronicle mentions axolotls sold in Tlatelolco's market. Today it is
Mexico City's most famous endangered species —its Xochimilco
habitat reduced to a few canals— and simultaneously a global
scientific star: laboratories in a dozen countries study its
regenerative biology hoping to unlock human medicine. From
market delicacy to regenerative-medicine hope, the axolotl
embodies the lake pantry's journey from subsistence to science.
And ahuautle —the "water amaranth," eggs of the axayacatl water
bug, harvested by placing branches in the lake— is still gathered in
Texcoco, toasted and ground into cakes, one of the few

pre-Hispanic foods that never left the lakeshore.

Pulque: the maguey's ritual drink

No history of Mexica gastronomy would be complete without pulque
—*octli* in Nahuatl— the maguey's fermented drink that was, at
once, food, medicine, ritual currency, and religious symbol. The
maguey —*metl*— was for the Mexica what the olive is for
Mediterraneans: a total plant. From its leaves came ixtle for ropes
and cloth; its thorns served as needles and nails; its roasted leaves

were eaten; and from its heart —aguamiel— pulque was fermented.

Pulque's mythology is rich. Mayahuel, the maguey goddess, is one
of the pantheon's most beloved deities: a young goddess who, per
myth, was dismembered by her grandmother, the first maguey
sprouting from her bones. The *centzon totochtin* —the "four
hundred rabbits," gods of drunkenness— presided over ritual

binges. Pulque was no ordinary drink: its consumption was strictly
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regulated. Only elders, warriors returning from campaign, midwives,
and participants in certain festivals could drink it freely; for
commoners, drunkenness was severely punished —even with death

for recidivist nobles. It was a sacred drug with protocol, not a vice.

The Spaniards, who brought vine and spirits, tried replacing pulque
with wine, but failed: maguey did not grow in Europe and pulque did
not travel —it ferments and sours in days. Pulque thus became the
popular viceroyalty's national drink: pulquerias were for three
centuries the lower barrios' social center, with their tinacales, their
flavored curados —pine nut, celery, oatmeal, prickly pear— and
their own albures-and-songs culture. The Church fought it as a
source of sin; the state taxed it as a source of revenue; the people

defended it as a source of identity.

The twentieth century almost killed it: industrial beer, with mass
advertising and modern distribution, displaced pulque from cities,
and traditional pulquerias closed by the hundreds. But the
twenty-first is resurrecting it: urban youth rediscover pulque as an
artisanal, nutritious —it has B-complex vitamins, iron, probiotics—
and authentically Mexican drink. The tinacales of Hidalgo, Tlaxcala,
and the State of Mexico produce again; Mexico City's pulquerias fill
with a new clientele toasting Mayahuel without knowing her name.
The maguey, taking a decade to mature and dying after yielding its
aguamiel, teaches a lesson in patience: true legacies wait for their

moment.

Pulque's mythology deserves a final toast. The drink belonged to
Mayahuel —the maguey goddess, often depicted with four hundred
breasts nursing her children, the Centzon Totochtin, the "four
hundred rabbits" who were the gods of drunkenness. Each rabbit

embodied a different way of being drunk: the rabbit of weeping, of

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 61



singing, of fighting, of sleeping. The Mexica, with characteristic
precision, had classified inebriation's zoology: there were four
hundred ways to lose oneself, and each had its god. The metaphor
is perfect for pulque itself —a drink of infinite nuances, never twice
the same— and for the culture that made it: a civilization that could
count the varieties of drunkenness was not a civilization of savages,

but of observers.

Other ritual drinks complete the picture: Chiapan pozol —fermented
maize with cacao—, Oaxacan tejate —the Zapotec "drink of the
gods," of maize, cacao, and cacao flower—, tascalate, atole in all
variants. Every Mexican region keeps a pre-Hispanic drink that is, in
its way, a liquid sacrament: food, medicine, and memory in one

glass.

Mexico's gifts to the world

Maize, chile, and cacao are the most famous ambassadors, but the
list of Mexico's gifts to the world is much longer, and reading it is
like reading the global kitchen's menu. The tomato —*tomatl* in
Nahuatl— without which Neapolitan pizza, spaghetti sauce, and
ketchup would not exist, is Mesoamerican. Vanilla —*tlilxéchitl*,
"black flower"— the only orchid domesticated as a spice and today
essential to world pastry, was cultivated by Veracruz's Totonacs.
Avocado —*ahuacatl*—, squash, beans, amaranth —*huautli*, the
sacred grain the Spaniards banned for its ritual use—, chia,
sunflower, peanuts —though of South American origin, spread
through Mesoamerica—, tobacco, rubber, highland cotton: the

Mesoamerican pantry fed, dressed, and cured the world.

The phenomenon's magnitude is only appreciated with historical

perspective. Before 1492, Europe knew no maize, no tomato, no
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potato —Andean—, no chocolate, no vanilla; Asia knew no chile or
peanuts; Africa knew no maize or yuca —South American. The
so-called Columbian exchange redistributed the planet's plants, and
Mesoamerica was one of its two great donors, alongside the Andes.
Today maize is the world's most produced cereal, ahead of wheat
and rice; the tomato is the planet's most consumed vegetable; chile
is humanity's most used condiment. Three plants domesticated by
pre-Hispanic farmers literally sustain billions of people's

nourishment.

And the debt is not only botanical: it is technological.
Nixtamalization, the milpa as polyculture system, chinampas as
intensive agriculture on water, hillside terrace cultivation —all that
agricultural knowledge, developed over millennia, remains relevant
today, when industrial agriculture desperately seeks sustainable
models. Modern agronomists study the milpa as an example of
agroecology avant la lettre: diversity, nutrient recycling, pest
resilience. The peasants still planting milpa in the sierra are no

relics of the past: they are guardians of a technology of the future.

There is a place where that agricultural past stays spectacularly
alive, a few kilometers from downtown Mexico City: Xochimilco. Its
chinampas —those agricultural platforms built on the lake, the
“floating gardens" that amazed the conquistadors— remain in
production five centuries later. Today's chinamperos grow flowers,
vegetables, and ornamental plants with techniques inherited
directly from their pre-Hispanic ancestors: canal-bottom mud as
fertilizer, ahuejote willows as living fences, crop rotation.
Xochimilco, declared World Heritage by UNESCO in 1987 together
with the capital's historic center, is a living museum of Mexica

agriculture and, at the same time, a real pantry supplying the city.
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Riding a trajinera through its canals is navigating, literally, over the
legacy.

-

N

>3

Cacao in the imperial economy: tribute, trade, and
currency

Cacao deserves closer examination as an economic institution,
because in it the Mexica empire's organizational genius is summed
up: the capacity to turn an agricultural product into tribute,

currency, and power symbol, all at once.

The tribute system, recorded with accounting precision in the
Mendoza Codex, demanded from hot-land provinces —Soconusco,
in today's Chiapas, the most famous— periodic deliveries of cacao
almonds counted by loads: each load equaled about 24,000 beans,
transported in sacks on tamemes' backs to Tenochtitlan's

warehouses. Cacao did not grow in the Valley of Mexico's highlands
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—the tree needs humid heat— so tribute was also an
economic-integration mechanism: lowlands produced, the capital
consumed and redistributed. The empire functioned, in part, on a

chocolate economy.

As currency, cacao had fascinating properties. It was divisible —a
bean was the minimum unit— relatively scarce —it did not grow
everywhere— perishable —which discouraged hoarding and
stimulated circulation— and had intrinsic value —it could be drunk.
Tlatelolco's markets operated with a cacao price system the
Spaniards documented with astonishment: besides the
equivalences already mentioned, a hen was worth about a hundred
beans, a maize load about three hundred. There were even
counterfeiters: beans emptied and refilled with dirt or wax,

America's first monetary crime.

The pochtecas —long-distance merchants— handled large-scale
cacao trade, organizing caravans southward returning loaded with
almonds, and also jade, quetzal feathers, and other luxury goods.
They were, at once, merchants, spies, and ambassadors: their
reports on provinces fed imperial intelligence. The cacao economy

was also an information economy.

The Spaniards' arrival did not immediately destroy this system: it
parasitized it. For decades, colonial tribute kept being paid in cacao,
and cacao currency kept circulating in indigenous markets. The
Spaniards, who at first despised the bitter drink, ended up adopting
it —first creoles, then the metropolis— and turning it into a global
business. Cacao plantations spread through the Caribbean, Brazil,
and West Africa —today Ivory Coast and Ghana produce most of the
world's cacao— with enslaved African labor. Chocolate's history is

also the world-economy's history: an American product,

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 65



domesticated by Mesoamericans, turned into global merchandise by
Europeans, produced by enslaved Africans, consumed across the
planet. And at that chain's origin stands the tribute Soconusco's

peoples carried to Tenochtitlan.

The pochtecas' world deserves a closer look, for they were the
empire's most cosmopolitan subjects. Organized in hereditary guilds
with their own gods —Yacatecuhtli, "lord of the vanguard"— their
own courts and their own ceremonial calendar, the long-distance
merchants lived under strict codes: they hid their wealth on the
road, traveled disqguised as porters, and returned to Tenochtitlan to
display their riches in ritual banquets that could ruin a family. Their
caravans —hundreds of tamemes crossing mountains and jungles—
linked the Valley of Mexico with Xicalanco on the Gulf, with
Soconusco, with the Maya lands: a commercial network spanning
thousands of kilometers without beasts of burden, wheels, or money
in the European sense. When the Spaniards arrived, they found the
pochtecas indispensable and tried to use them; the merchants,
pragmatists as ever, adapted. Some of New Spain's first indigenous
millionaires were pochteca descendants who understood, before

anyone, that trade survives empires.

Cochineal: the world's most expensive red

There is a Mexican gift to the world that is neither eaten nor drunk,
but that dressed kings, cardinals, and armies: cochineal grana, the
most intense and most expensive red dye humanity knew before

industrial chemistry. And its story is as Mexican as chocolate's.

The cochineal —*Dactylopius coccus*— is a nopal-parasite insect:
females, lentil-sized, fix onto cactus pads and cover themselves in

waxy white powder. Inside that insignificant body lies carminic acid,
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the natural world's most potent red pigment. Oaxaca's Mixtecs and
Zapotecs discovered over two thousand years ago how to farm it:
they seeded insects on nopals, harvested them by hand, sun-dried
them, and ground them into a dark red powder. Producing a kilo of
grana takes about a hundred thousand insects: it was an industry of

precision and patience.

The Mexica used it to dye nobility's textiles and paint codices —the
Borgia Codex's vibrant reds are cochineal. Imperial tribute included
it among its most prized goods. And when the Spaniards discovered
it, they immediately understood its value: red was Europe's color of
power —cardinals' robes, officers' uniforms, nobility's cloaks— and
no European dye matched grana's intensity and fastness. During
the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, cochineal was New Spain's
second most valuable export, after silver: the British army's
"redcoats" wore Mexican red, and European painters —from
Rembrandt to the Pre-Raphaelites— used cochineal carmine on

their palettes.

Oaxaca became the world production center, with an indigenous
cultivation system the Spaniards never managed to replicate
elsewhere: they tried taking cochineal to the Canaries, Guatemala,
Louisiana, but only Oaxaca —with its climate, nopals, and Mixtec
knowledge— produced superior quality. Like champagne or tequila,

grana was a product of terroir and culture.

Nineteenth-century chemistry —aniline dyes— almost killed it, as
beer almost killed pulque. But cochineal has resurrected in the
twenty-first: the food and cosmetics industry seeks natural
colorants, and cochineal carmine —the E-120 on labels— dyes
yogurts, lipsticks, and drinks worldwide. Oaxacan artisans farm the

insect on their nopaleras again, and grana-dyed textiles command

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 67



luxury prices. A lentil-sized insect, farmed by Mixtec hands, keeps
dressing the world five centuries later. The Mexica legacy also

dresses in red.

Cochineal's commercial history has a coda worthy of a spy novel.
For two centuries, Spain guarded the insect's secret jealously:
producing grana outside Oaxaca was a crime against the Crown's
monopoly, and the few who tried smuggling live insects out faced
severe punishment. Yet knowledge leaked, as knowledge does: the
French naturalist Nicolas-Joseph Thiéry de Menonville smuggled
cochineal to Saint-Domingue in 1777 in a botanical espionage
operation worthy of the era's imperial rivalries. The Canary Islands,
Guatemala, and later Peru and the Canaries again developed their
own production —today Peru is the world's largest producer— but
Oaxacan grana kept its prestige: like champagne, origin matters.
The red that dressed cardinals and redcoats became a commodity
in the modern sense, with prices quoted in Amsterdam and London.
And through it all, the knowledge at the chain's origin —how to seed
the insect on the nopal, when to harvest, how to dry— remained
Mixtec knowledge, transmitted in Zapotec and Mixtec towns that

never stopped farming their nopaleras.

Vanilla: the Totonac orchid

There is a Mexican gift to the world that is also a story of theft and
poetic justice: vanilla. *Tlilxochitl* —"black flower" in Nahuatl— is
the only orchid domesticated as a spice in human history, and its

cultivation was a Totonac secret for centuries.

Vanilla is a climbing orchid of the Totonacapan —the Papantla
region, Veracruz— whose fruits —the "beans"— develop, after a

complex curing process —scalding, sweating, sun-drying for
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months— the subtlest, most expensive aroma in world pastry. The
Totonacs cultivated it before the Mexica arrived, paid it in tribute to
the empire, and used it to perfume chocolate: Moctezuma's
*xocolatl* carried vanilla. It was a luxury product, of limited

production and secret technique.

The Spaniards took it to Europe in the sixteenth century, where it
caused a sensation: French pastry, Italian ice cream, Swiss
chocolate-making would not be the same without it. But there was a
problem: outside Mexico, vanilla bore no fruit. The reason —nobody
understood it for three centuries— is that the vanilla flower can only
be pollinated by a native Mesoamerican bee, the melipona, and a
specific hummingbird. Without them, vanilla plantations in

Madagascar, Tahiti, or Indonesia flowered in vain.

The mystery was solved in 1841 by a twelve-year-old slave boy on
Réunion Island: Edmond Albius discovered the flower could be
hand-pollinated, with a needle, lifting the membrane separating
pollen from stigma. His technique —still used today, flower by
flower, by hand— enabled worldwide cultivation's expansion: today
Madagascar produces most of the planet's vanilla. Albius, like so

many history's innovators, died poor, uncredited in life.

But poetic justice arrived in the twenty-first century: natural vanilla
—hand-pollinated, cured for months— is today a luxury product,
and Mexico's Totonacapan vanilla, with denomination of origin,
competes as the world's finest. Totonac producers, heirs of the
original domesticators, are back at history's center. And every
vanilla ice cream on the planet carries, in its aroma, the perfume of
an orchid only the Totonacs knew how to domesticate. Papantla's

best-kept secret ended up perfuming the world.
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Vanilla's European career has one more delicious irony: the French
—the world's arbiters of pastry— became vanilla's most passionate
devotees, and Madagascar's plantations, worked under French
colonial rule, made the island the world's supplier. But the
technigue that made it all possible was invented by a
twelve-year-old enslaved boy, and the flower's domestication by
Totonac hands centuries before any European tasted it. Every
mille-feuille, every creme brllée, every French ice cream carries
three histories in its aroma: a Totonac secret, an enslaved child's
ingenuity, and a colonial plantation system. Vanilla is the most
fragrant proof that world cuisine is a palimpsest of unequal histories

—and that the deepest layer is Mesoamerican.

The convent kitchen: where mestizaje was born

If the milpa is Mexican cuisine's pre-Hispanic root and the Spanish
pantry its European graft, the place where both were soldered was
an unexpected space: the convent. Novohispanic convent kitchens
—in Puebla, Mexico City, Oaxaca— were the laboratories where
mestizo cuisine was born, and their protagonists were nuns and

their indigenous cooks.

The mechanism was simple and profound. Novohispanic female
convents were rich institutions receiving hacienda products as
dowries: wheat, sugar, meat, spices. But those who cooked were
indigenous and mestiza women who knew pre-Hispanic cuisine:
nixtamal, metate, chile, cacao. From the encounter between the
European pantry and Mesoamerican hands came Mexican cuisine's
great baroque dishes: moles, pipianes, alfenique sweets, romeritos,

chiles en nogada.

Poblano mole —the most famous mole— has a convent origin
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legend which, true or not, reveals a cultural truth: it is said Sor
Andrea de la Asuncién, nun at Puebla's Santa Rosa convent, created
it to honor a viceroy, mixing on the metate dried chiles, chocolate,
spices, tortilla, and peanut until achieving Mexican cuisine's most
complex sauce. The legend condenses mestizaje in a pot:
pre-Hispanic ingredients —chile, cacao, peanut— and European and
Asian ones —sesame, clove, cinnamon, sugar— united by metate

technique and a cook's seasoning thinking in two traditions at once.

Chiles en nogada have an even more patriotic history: they are said
to have been created in 1821 by the Augustinian nuns of Santa
Ménica, in Puebla, to celebrate Agustin de lturbide's saint day and
the signing of the Cdérdoba Treaties consummating Independence.
The dish —stuffed poblano chile, bathed in Castilian-walnut sauce,
pomegranate, and parsley— wears the flag's three colors: the chile
and parsley's green, the nogada's white, the pomegranate's red.
Legend or history, the dish is a document: mestizo cuisine

celebrating the mestizo nation's birth.

Nuns were, moreover, the viceroyalty's great candy-makers:
jamoncillos, cocadas, borrachitos, pepita and alfeidique sweets
—that modeled-sugar art arriving from Spain and flourishing in
Mexico— left convents for popular festivals. And the indigenous
cooks, anonymous in recipe books but decisive in seasoning,
contributed the essential: chile knowledge —which chile for which
dish, how to toast without bitterness—, metate handling, nixtamal's
exact point. Convent cuisine proves mestizaje was not only
biological: it was a mestizaje of forms of knowledge, slow-cooked for

three centuries.

The convents also left written testimony of the fusion: manuscript

recipe books —like the famous *Libro de cocina* of the Convent of
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San Jerénimo, where Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz lived— preserve
hundreds of recipes in which Spanish techniques and Mesoamerican
ingredients alternate on the same page. Reading them is watching
mestizaje happen line by line: a "manjar blanco" next to a "pipian
de ajonjoli," a "torta de arroz" beside "tamales de capulin." These
manuscripts, copied by generations of nuns, are culinary codices as
valuable as any chronicle: they document not what the powerful
decreed, but what people actually ate —and eating, as this chapter

argues, is where cultures truly merge.

The hands that grind: women, guardians of flavor

One truth runs through all Mexican cuisine history that this chapter
must name clearly: those who have guarded the pre-Hispanic
culinary legacy are, overwhelmingly, women. Culinary knowledge's
transmission —from nixtamal to mole, metate to ofrenda— has for
millennia been a mother-to-daughter,

grandmother-to-granddaughter chain, sustained by female hands.

The metate —the grinding stone— is that chain's symbol. Learning
to grind on the metate is a bodily apprenticeship taking years: the
kneeling posture, the back-and-forth motion, the exact pressure for
fine dough without tiring. Girls learned watching their mothers, and
the moment a young woman ground her first acceptable tortilla was
a rite of passage into adult life. The metate is no utensil: it is a
school, a domestic altar, an inheritance. Still today, in thousands of
rural kitchens, the metate holds the place of honor, though the town

has an electric mill.

Traditional cooks —Ilike Michoacédn's, whom UNESCO took as
paradigm— are this tradition's intellectuals: women knowing

hundreds of recipes, knowing which herb cures which ailment,
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directing patron-festival ritual kitchens feeding hundreds. Their
knowledge is encyclopedic and oral: not in books but in memory,
hands, palate. When a traditional cook dies without transmitting her

knowledge, a library is lost.

Hence UNESCQO's 2010 recognition was also a recognition of women:
the Michoacdn paradigm is the paradigm of Purépecha cooks
keeping ritual cuisine alive. And hence the most valuable
culinary-rescue projects work with them: community recipe books,
traditional-cooking schools, fairs where cooks teach young women.
The Mexica gastronomic legacy's future is not in author restaurants
—though contemporary Mexico's great chefs do admirable
reinterpretation work—: it is in kitchens where a grandmother
teaches her granddaughter to shape tortillas. While a girl learns to

grind, the chain does not break.

The Encuentros de Cocineras Tradicionales —gatherings held yearly
in Michoacan, Oaxaca, and other states— have become the most
visible stage of this guardianship: hundreds of cooks present their
moles, tamales, atoles, and festival dishes to thousands of visitors,
in events that are at once fair, ritual, and school. There, a young
woman from a city can taste a uchepo she never knew existed and
hear, from the cook's own mouth, the story of the recipe: whose
grandmother invented it, for which festival it is made, what it
means. The encounters invert the usual cultural hierarchy: the
experts are not chefs with television shows but women with
metates, and the knowledge transmitted is not technique alone but
memory. Every encounter is a small victory against oblivion —and a
reminder that the most sophisticated culinary archive in Mexico is
not in any library, but in the hands of women who never wrote a
book.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 73



Mexican cuisine, heritage of humanity

This whole story culminates in a recognition few countries can
boast: in 2010, UNESCO inscribed traditional Mexican cuisine on the
Intangible Cultural Heritage list, as "Traditional Mexican cuisine —
ancestral, ongoing community culture: the Michoacan paradigm." It
was the world's first national cuisine to receive that honor

—France's would come later, the same year, in another category.

Notable about the recognition is its foundation: UNESCO did not
reward haute-cuisine restaurants or famous chefs, but Michoacan
women's community cooking —traditional cooks who grind on
metate, nixtamalize like their grandmothers, prepare patron-festival
ritual dishes. The paradigm is transmission: culinary knowledge
passing mother to daughter, grandmother to granddaughter, in an
unbroken chain reaching pre-Hispanic times. Every handmade

tortilla is an act of historical memory.

Contemporary Mexican cuisine is, indeed, a cuisine of
archaeological layers. At the bottom, the pre-Hispanic base: maize,
chile, beans, squash, tomato, cacao. Above, the viceregal layer:
wheat, rice, pork and beef, dairy, sugar, Asian spices arriving via
the Manila Galleon —clove, cinnamon, pepper. And above, modern
layers: nineteenth-century French influence, twentieth-century
North American, contemporary chefs' creativity. But the base never

moved: Mexicans still eat tortillas daily, as five thousand years ago.

Ritual dishes preserve the oldest memory. Pozole —hominy-corn
broth with meat—, fiesta tamales, wedding mole, November's pan
de muerto, posadas' champurrado: every Mexican celebration has
its food, and every ritual food repeats the ancestral gesture of

eating in community to honor gods, dead, or living. In Mexico,
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cuisine is the most everyday and deepest form of religion.

Hence this chapter can close with a claim that is history, not
hyperbole: Mexica civilization fed the world. Not with armies or
temples, but with seeds. Seeds travel farther than empires and
outlast stones. Tenochtitlan fell, but maize conquered the planet.
And every time someone, in any corner of Earth, bites an elote,
spreads avocado on bread, or sweetens coffee with vanilla, they
participate, unknowingly, in the most universal legacy of the

civilization this book vindicates.
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Chapter 4. Syncretism: The
Cosmovision in Deep Mexico

Tonantzin and Guadalupe: two mothers, one hill

On Tepeyac hill, north of Mexico City, the Virgin of Guadalupe is
venerated today, the country's most beloved religious image and
one of Mexican identity's most powerful symbols. Millions of pilgrims
reach her basilica every December; her image is on home altars,
tattoos, social-movement banners. What few pilgrims know
—though sixteenth-century friars knew it well— is that the same hill,
before the Spaniards' arrival, was the sanctuary of Tonantzin, "our

little mother," the Mexica mother goddess.

Friar Bernardino de Sahagun, no sympathizer of idolatry, left it
written with evident discomfort: at Tepeyac, where Tonantzin was
once honored, Our Lady of Guadalupe is now honored, and the
Indians who come pilgrimaging still call her Tonantzin, as if the new
name had never fully erased the old. The testimony is extraordinary
because it reveals syncretism's mechanism in purest form: it was
not substitution, but superposition. The indigenous mother was not
expelled from the hill; she stayed, dressed as a Christian virgin, and

kept receiving her children.

Guadalupan tradition places the apparitions in 1531, barely ten
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years after Tenochtitlan's fall: the Virgin appears to the Indian Juan
Diego —Cuauhtlatoatzin, "the talking eagle"— at Tepeyac and asks
for a temple. The account, fixed in writing in the 1649 *Nican
Mopohua* —a Nahuatl text of exceptional literary beauty— is full of
pre-Hispanic resonances: flowers blooming in winter on the hill, the
tilma where the image is imprinted, precious birds' song. Scholars
debate the apparitions' historicity, but their cultural meaning is
indisputable: at the moment of greatest indigenous desolation,
when the conquest seemed to have destroyed everything, a
dark-skinned mother appears to a humble Indian and speaks to him
in his language. It is the vanquisheds' symbolic revenge: the
Christianity that arrived with the sword is adopted, adapted, and

finally Mexicanized from below.

Guadalupanismo became, over centuries, Mexico's first great
national symbol. Hidalgo took Guadalupe's banner as
Independence's flag in 1810; Zapatistas carried her on their hats
during the Revolution; today she is invoked alike by migrants in the
United States and feminist movements reinterpreting her. And in
each appropriation beats, underground, Tepeyac's Tonantzin:
mother earth, fertility goddess, who never left the hill. Syncretism is
not diluted mixture: it is creative superposition where the ancient

survives inside the new.

Guadalupe's institutional career confirms the mechanism. In 1737,
during a devastating epidemic, Mexico City's authorities proclaimed
her patroness of the viceroyalty; in 1754, Pope Benedict XIV
confirmed the patronage and granted her a proper feast and office.
The dark-skinned Virgin of an Indian hill became the official
protectress of the Spanish empire's richest viceroyalty —an

elevation no theologian in 1531 could have imagined. And the
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basilica that rose at Tepeyac became, over centuries, the Catholic
world's most visited sanctuary after the Vatican. The hill that once
received offerings to Tonantzin now receives twenty million pilgrims

a year. The mother changed her name and her dress; the children

kept climbing the same hill.

Patron-saint festivals and dances that would not
die

If the Virgin of Guadalupe is syncretism in its most visible form,
Mexico's towns' patron-saint festivals are syncretism in its most
everyday and tenacious form. Every town, every barrio, every
indigenous community has its patron saint and annual festival, and
those festivals —with dances, music, ritual food, processions— are
the direct continuation, under Christian names, of the pre-Hispanic

calendar's festivals.
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The Mexica calendar, as studied in this series' ninth volume, was a
hugely complex ritual system: eighteen twenty-day veintenas, each
dedicated to a divinity and an agricultural cycle, plus the
tonalpohualli's movable feasts. The friars, with evangelizing
pragmatism, superimposed the Catholic santoral on that calendar:
where there was a Tlaloc festival, they put a saint's festival; where
there was warrior dance, they put a Moors-and-Christians dance.
But the deep structure did not change: the festival still marks the
agricultural cycle, still organizes the community, still is the moment

the town represents itself before the gods —now saints— and itself.

Dances are that continuity's living archive. The Danza de los
Concheros —also called the dance of the conquest— represents, in
its choreography, the violent encounter and fusion of two worlds:
dancers, with feathered penachos, armadillo-shell lutes —hence the
name— and ritual steps, stage a history that is both memory of
defeat and affirmation of survival. The Voladores de Papantla, which
UNESCO declared Intangible Heritage in 2009, descend spinning
from a pole-top in a pre-Hispanic-origin fertility rite the friars failed
to suppress and the Church ended up tolerating.
Moors-and-Christians dances, pastorelas, carnivals with devils and
power parodies: Mexico's entire festive repertoire is a palimpsest
where each layer —pre-Hispanic, viceregal, modern— reads through

the others.

The festival's very organization preserves pre-Hispanic structures.
The cargo system —mayordomias, in which community members
take turns assuming the responsibility and cost of organizing the
patron  festival— descends directly from  Mesoamerican
community-organization forms, adapted to the Christian framework.

Being mayordomo is an honor earned with work and generosity, as
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the Mexica warrior earned prestige with captives. The festival is not
entertainment: it is government, redistributive economy, school of
values. Whoever has seen a patron festival in a highland town has
seen the pre-Hispanic altepetl's social machinery working under

Catholic advocations.

Two festivals illustrate the mechanism's variety. Oaxaca's
Guelaguetza —today a massive July celebration of the state's
indigenous cultures— descends from pre-Hispanic rites to Centéotl,
the maize goddess, later overlaid with the feast of Our Lady of
Carmen; its name comes from the Zapotec *guendalezaa*,
"offering, mutual aid," the same reciprocity principle organizing the
cargo system. In Tlacotalpan, Veracruz, the February feast of Our
Lady of Candelaria fills the Papaloapan river with boats, jarochos,
and fandangos in a celebration friars would barely recognize as
Catholic. Each festival is a local theory of the sacred: the Church
provides the saint and the date, the community provides everything

else —the meaning, the food, the dance, the joy.

The saints who were gods

Tonantzin-and-Guadalupe is the most famous case, but not the only
one: Mexico's entire santoral is full of pre-Hispanic gods disguised
as Catholic saints. Tracing those correspondences is like doing
archaeology in the calendar: beneath each patron festival there is,
frequently, a pre-Hispanic festival that gave it its date, meaning,

even choreography.

The most transparent example is the Santa Cruz, celebrated May 3.
On that date, Mexican construction workers crown their buildings
with flower-adorned crosses and mass is said on building sites —a

tradition every Mexican knows. But May 3 falls in full rain-petition
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season, and in many indigenous towns the festival keeps its original
pre-Hispanic meaning: people climb hills to ask Tlaloc for water
—now under the Cross's advocation— with offerings, music, and
dances friars described with horror as idolatries. The May 3 cross is,
at bottom, Tlaloc under another name: the rain god still receiving

his offerings on summits, only now priests wear cassocks.

San lIsidro Labrador, farmers' patron, occupies in many towns the
place maize deities held: his festival, May 15, coincides with
planting's start, and the seed and yoke blessings made in his honor
continue pre-Hispanic agricultural rites. Santiago Apdstol, in his
fearsome Mataindios —or Spain's Matamoros— advocation, was
identified by Indians with warrior power and lightning: in the Andes
he was associated with lllapa, thunder god, and in Mexico his
equestrian image resonated with Huitzilopochtli's memory, the
warrior sun. Churches dedicated to Santiago in warrior-tradition
towns are no coincidence: they continue the protective-force cult, in

another uniform.

The Virgin Mary, in her many local advocations, absorbed each
region's mother goddesses: the Virgin of Remedies, of Zapopan, of
Juquila, of San Juan de los Lagos —each with its sanctuary,
pilgrimage, and miracle-lore— occupy the sacred places where
earth, water, or fertility goddesses were once venerated. The
mechanism is always the same: the sacred place is not abandoned,
the ritual date does not move, the community keeps pilgrimaging;
only the offering-receiver's name changes. And sometimes not even
the name fully changes: in many towns, saints are called with
affectionate diminutives —"la Virgencita," "San Juditas," "el
Nifopa"— revealing a familiarity very different from European

Catholicism's distant reverence, and very like the Mexica's with
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their gods, whom they addressed, reproached, and indulged.

The friars were not naive about this phenomenon: they denounced
it again and again as disguised idolatry. But syncretism's machinery
was stronger than inquisitorial vigilance, because it operated from
below, in language, kitchen, festival, where no visitador could
reach. The result, five centuries later, is an unmistakable Mexican
Catholicism: baroque, festive, corporal, familiar with the sacred,
which European theologians sometimes view with bewilderment and
anthropologists recognize for what it is —Mesoamerican religion

that learned to cross itself.

Contemporary syncretism keeps inventing new forms. The cult of
Santa Muerte —the skeletal folk saint venerated by millions,
especially in marginal urban neighborhoods— fuses pre-Hispanic
death familiarity, Catholic imagery, and modern anxieties into a
devotion the Church condemns and the people sustain. Devotees
insist she is not the devil but a just intercessor: death, after all, is
the only power that treats rich and poor alike —the same
democratic intuition the Mexica carved on their tzompantlis.
Whether Santa Muerte endures or fades, she proves the syncretic
machinery is still running: five centuries after the conquest, Mexico
keeps producing new saints from old gods and new anxieties, in the

same workshop where Tonantzin became Guadalupe.

The temazcal and deep Mexico's medicine

There is a Mexica legacy experienced with the whole body, in
darkness and steam: the temazcal. The *temazcalli* —"vapor
house" in Nahuatl— is the pre-Hispanic steam bath, a small stone or
adobe construction with an oven where stones are heated, then

sprinkled with herb-infused water. Entering the temazcal is
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returning to the womb: the low door forces bowing, the interior is
dark and hot, steam envelops, and the temazcalero guides songs

and prayers while the body sweats and the mind quiets.

For the Mexica, the temazcal was no luxury but a medical and ritual
institution. It was consecrated to Temazcaltoci —"our grandmother
of the temazcal"— an advocation of mother goddess Toci, and
midwives administered it: births were attended there, new mothers
purified, the sick cured, warriors prepared. Sahagun describes it as
universal practice, and codices show it as daily-life part. Spaniards
viewed it with suspicion —collective nudity, indigenous-language
songs, the ritual atmosphere smelled of idolatry— and tried
suppressing it, but the temazcal survived in towns, transmitted by
midwives and healers, and today lives a spectacular renaissance:
there are temazcales in tourist centers, urban spas, spiritual
retreats, and also —the most authentic— in communities where it

never stopped being used.

The temazcal is the visible tip of a complete medical system:
Mesoamerican herbal medicine. The Mexica knew and used
hundreds of medicinal plants, with empirically accumulated
knowledge over millennia. That knowledge was early recorded in
the *Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis* —the Badianus
Codex— of 1552, an herbal written in Latin by indigenous doctor
Martin de la Cruz and translated by Juan Badiano, both of the
Tlatelolco College: it is America's first medicine book and proof
indigenous knowledge was taken seriously by some Europeans.
Plants like epazote —antiparasitic—, damiana, toloache, pericén,
rue, Mexican arnica, remain in popular-medicine use, and modern

pharmacology has validated many of their properties.

That medicine's specialists —the curandero, the huesero who sets
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fractures, the midwife, the yerbero— still practice in thousands of
communities, sometimes competing and sometimes collaborating
with official medicine. The World Health Organization today
recognizes traditional medicines' importance, and Mexico is among
the richest countries in that field. Every time a Mexican drinks
chamomile tea for the stomach, applies arnica to a bruise, or visits
the huesero before the traumatologist, he resorts to a medical
system whose roots reach the Templo Mayor. The Mexican body,

like its language and kitchen, guards its ancestors' memory.

The temazcal's modern renaissance has a paradox worth noting: as
it spreads through spas and tourist centers, it risks becoming the
very thing it never was —a wellness commodity detached from its
ritual meaning. Purists warn against the "temazcal show" where the
songs are shortened, the prayers translated into New Age English,
and the temazcalero becomes an entertainer. But the communities
where the temazcal never stopped being used —in Puebla's Sierra
Norte, in Oaxaca, in Morelos— keep the old form: the long session,
the Nahuatl or Mixtec prayers, the midwife's knowledge of which
herbs for which ailment. The tension between commodification and
tradition is the same one running through this whole book: every
legacy that survives must negotiate with the market that wants to

sell it. The temazcal's steam, at least, cannot be bottled.

The Day of the Dead and cyclical death

No Mexican tradition better expresses pre-Hispanic cosmovision's
survival than the Day of the Dead. Every November 1 and 2,
millions of Mexicans set up ofrendas, visit cemeteries, eat pan de
muerto, and commune —literally— with their dead. UNESCO

recognized it in 2008 as Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity,
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and the whole world has learned to associate Mexico with sugar
skulls and cempasuchil altars. But what the world sees as colorful
folklore is really a pre-Hispanic-rooted philosophy of death that

survived five centuries of Christianity.

To understand it, recall how the Mexica conceived death, this series'
fourth volume's theme. Death was no end or punishment: it was
transformation, passage to another state of existence. The dead did
not go far: they inhabited Mictlan, the underworld, but kept bonds
with the living, who were obliged to feed, remember, and honor
them. The Miccailhuitontli and Miccailhuitl festivals —the veintenas
dedicated to the dead, falling toward summer's end— were the
annual reunion moment. Skulls —the tzompantli that so scandalized
Spaniards— were not macabre trophies but reminders of life-death

duality, the perpetual cycle.

Evangelization tried replacing that conception with the Christian
one: death as transit to heaven or hell, the dead as souls awaiting
judgment. And partly succeeded: today's Day of the Dead is
celebrated on the Catholic dates of All Saints and All Souls,
including crosses, prayers, and Christian images. But the deep
structure is pre-Hispanic: the ofrenda is a banquet for the dead who
*return* —not who wait— with their favorite food, drink, beloved
objects; the cempasuchil-petal path guides animas home; literary
calaveras mock death with a humor coming straight from
pre-Hispanic familiarity with skulls. Christianity contributed dates

and prayers; Mesoamerica contributed the festival.

The cyclical-time conception —eternal return, successive suns,
death as life's seed— beats in every ofrenda. The Day of the Dead
altar is a microcosm: levels represent heaven, earth, underworld;

the four elements are present —water, earth in fruits, fire in
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candles, wind in moving papel picado—; copal purifies air as five
centuries ago. Setting an ofrenda is repeating, unknowingly, Mexica
priests' ritual gesture: ordering the cosmos in miniature so the dead

find their way.

And there is something more, perhaps most important: the Day of
the Dead proves that the "spiritual conquest" —the project of fully
replacing the indigenous cosmovision— failed in its central
objective. Friars burned codices and tore down temples, but could
not wrench from towns the idea that the dead remain among us.
Five centuries later, that idea not only survives: it has become
Mexico's most universal symbol before the world. Tamed, mocked,
celebrated death —José Guadalupe Posada's Catrina strolling the
streets— is Mexica cosmovision's most elegant revenge: what they

could not kill, the whole country adopted.

The celebration's regional variants reveal the pre-Hispanic
substrate's depth. In Janitzio, Michoacan, Purépecha fishermen light
the lake with butterfly nets and candles in a night procession that
seems to float between worlds; in Huaquechula, Puebla, the
ofrendas rise as three-tiered pyramids crowned with arches of
cempasuchil, veritable ephemeral temples; in Oaxaca, the
comparsas of masked "muerteadas" dance through the streets in a
carnival of the dead. Each town has its own grammar of the festival,
and each grammar is a dialect of the same ancient language: the
dead return, the living receive them, and the boundary between
worlds thins for two nights. Anthropologists have mapped dozens of
local variants, and all point to the same conclusion: beneath
Catholic November lies the Mexica calendar of the dead, intact in its

essential structure.
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La Catrina: death in a French hat

One image sums up, better than a thousand essays, Mexico's
relationship with death: a skull dressed as a Porfirian lady, with a
wide-brimmed French hat adorned with feathers and flowers. It is La
Catrina, created by engraver José Guadalupe Posada around
1910-1913 —her original name was "La Calavera Garbancera"— and
turned into a national icon by Diego Rivera when he painted her at
the center of his mural *Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park* (1947), arm in arm with Rivera himself as a child and

Posada.

La Catrina's story is a lesson in syncretism in its purest state.
Posada created her as social satire: the "garbancera" was the
indigenous woman denying her roots and pretending to dress and

act like the European aristocracy —"garbancero" was the chickpea
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seller, metonymy for aspiring whiteness. The elegant skull was
mockery: however much French silk you wear, you remain a skull;
death equalizes us all. It was the pre-Hispanic tradition of
democratic death —Mictlan received all without rank distinction—

put at Porfirian social critique's service.

Rivera rescued and universalized her: in his mural, La Catrina is no
longer just mockery of classist pretensions, but Mexican death
itself, elegant and familiar, strolling Alameda arm in arm with
national history. From there she leapt to popular culture: today La
Catrina is the Day of the Dead's most characteristic costume, her
image on murals, tattoos, advertising, film —the movie *Coco*
carried her to every corner of the planet. A 1910 satire became the

world's symbol of Mexicanness.

What La Catrina reveals is Mexican macabre humor's deep
mechanism: familiarity with death as a way to exorcise it. The
literary calaveras —those satirical verses published in November
mocking the living by reminding them they will die— come from the
same tradition: laughing at death in order not to fear it. That
attitude is not Christian —Christianity tends to solemnize death—
nor modern —modernity tends to hide it: it is pre-Hispanic. The
Mexica lived with skulls, displayed them, decorated them; death
was an everyday presence, not a taboo. La Catrina, with her French
hat and bone smile, proves that attitude survived evangelization,
the Porfiriato, and globalization. Mexica death learned to dress

fashionably and kept strolling Alameda.

Mexican baroque: syncretism in stone

If syncretism has a cathedral, it is Mexican baroque. The

Novohispanic churches of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
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—in Puebla, Oaxaca, Taxco, highland towns— are the stone
testimony of two worlds' fusion, and those who carved them were,
mostly, indigenous artisans putting their own cosmovision into

Christian decoration.

The most extraordinary example is Santa Maria Tonantzintla church,
in Puebla: its interior is an explosion of polychrome plasterwork
where indigenous-featured, dark-skinned angels mix with tropical
fruits, maize ears, eagles, and pre-Hispanic motifs. The angels'
faces are people's faces; garlands are not European grapevine but
Mesoamerican flora; the whole is a visual feast where the Christian
paradise has filled with Anahuac's nature. Specialists debate how
much is indigenous intentionality and how much mere local
repertoire, but the effect is undeniable: entering Tonantzintla is

entering a mestizo heaven.

The phenomenon repeats across the country: in Puebla's Rosario
chapel —considered the "eighth wonder of the world" in its day—,
Oaxaca's Santo Domingo, Taxco's Santa Prisca, indigenous artisans
carved in stone and stucco their own version of paradise. Cherubs
have quetzal-feather wings, columns tangle in tropical vegetation,
saints gaze with obsidian eyes. It is the same religious-syncretism
mechanism operating in art: the form is European, the content

mestizo, and the soul —sometimes— pre-Hispanic.

Mexican baroque is, in this sense, the architectural refutation of the
total-murder thesis: if Mexica culture had been annihilated, its
artisans could not have infiltrated their symbols into their victors'
churches. But there they are, in plain sight, in the viceroyalty's most
official temples: maize on altars, dark-skinned angels on vaults,
Anadhuac's nature in the Christian paradise. Stone, like language and

kitchen, guarded memory. And five centuries later, tourists
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photographing Tonantzintla without knowing what they behold are

admiring, unknowingly, deep Mexico's most beautiful resistance.

The same mestizo sighature appears across the viceroyalty's sacred
geography. In Oaxaca, Santo Domingo's church ceiling blooms with
gilded botanical motifs no European craftsman would have
imagined; in San Miguel de Allende, the parish church's pink
neo-Gothic facade —built by an indigenous stonemason, Zeferino
Gutiérrez, from postcards of European cathedrals— reinterprets
Gothic through Mexican eyes. In the Yucatdn, Maya artisans carved
their own faces into convent stones; in the northern missions, the
baroque of Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi mixed European columns
with desert flora. Every region's baroque is a local dialect of the
same mestizo language: European grammar, American vocabulary.
And in every church, if you look closely at the carved foliage, you
will find plants the carver knew from his milpa, not from pattern

books.

The Voladores de Papantla: the rite they could not
ban

Among all dances surviving the conquest, one is performed in the
air: the Papantla Flyers' ritual. Four men —the flyers— hurl
themselves into the void from a twenty- or thirty-meter pole-top,
tied by the ankles with ropes unwinding as they spin, descending in
spiral to the ground. Above, a fifth man —the caporal— dances and
plays flute and drum on a tiny platform, holding onto nothing. It is
one of the world's most impressive ritual spectacles, and

pre-Hispanic to the marrow.

The rite is Totonac, not Mexica —it comes from Papantla, Veracruz—

but the Mexica knew and practiced it: it belongs to the

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 90



Mesoamerican ritual heritage this book vindicates as a whole. Its
symbolism is cosmological: the four flyers represent the universe's
four directions; the thirteen turns each makes descending —thirteen
times four, fifty-two— represent the Mesoamerican calendrical
cycle's fifty-two years, the "binding of years" marking time's
renewal. The caporal above is the sun; the pole is the axis mundi,

the world's axis. Every flight recreates the cosmos.

The friars tried banning it: it was a pagan, dangerous, idolatrous
rite. Yet it survived, first in Totonac towns' clandestinity, then in
broad daylight, tolerated by authorities who could not extirpate it
and ended up adopting it as spectacle. In 2009, UNESCO declared it
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, and today the flyers fly in
Papantla, at El Tajin, in Xcaret, and in plazas across Mexico, before

millions of spectators.

The flyers' lesson is all syncretism's lesson: what cannot be banned
ends up celebrated. The rite friars wanted buried is today one of
Mexico's most photographed symbols. And every time the four men
hurl themselves into the wvoid, spinning thirteen times before
touching earth, they repeat a calendrical calculation Mesoamerican
priests made a thousand years ago: fifty-two, time's sacred number.

The Totonac sky keeps turning over twenty-first-century Mexico.

Carnival: the ritual inversion of the world

There is a Mexican festival where everything turns upside down:
men dress as women, the poor mock the rich, devils dance with
saints, and death laughs at the living. It is carnival, and though its
date is Christian —the days before Lent— its logic is pre-Hispanic:

ritual inversion of order as a way to renew the world.
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Mexico's most famous carnivals —Tlaxcala's, Puebla's, Veracruz's,
Campeche's— have roots sinking into pre-Hispanic
inversion-and-parody festivals. Tlaxcala's huehues —"the old ones,"
dancers with bearded-old-men masks parodying Spanish
conquistadors— are the most transparent example: the mocked
European's mask, the colonizer turned into ritual laughingstock. It is
the vanquisheds' symbolic revenge, performed vyearly before

thousands of complicitly laughing spectators.

Carnival's structure —permitted disorder, satire of the powerful,
sacred-and-profane mixing— reproduces Mexica end-of-cycle
festivals' logic, where order ritually dissolved to be reborn renewed.
The friars tried Christianizing carnival, turning it into farewell to
flesh before Lent, but the people kept it as what it always was: a
collective escape valve, a moment when hierarchies suspend and

the community laughs at itself.

Carnival is, in this sense, the Day of the Dead's festive cousin:
another occasion when Mexicans play with limits —between order
and chaos, sacred and profane, life and death— with a freedom
coming from pre-Hispanic cosmovision. Ritual laughter, parody of
the powerful, role inversion: all that was in Andhuac's festivals
before Spaniards arrived. Carnival is no European import: it is a

Mesoamerican tradition that dressed as Lent to survive.

Pilgrimages: Mexico's sacred map

There is an invisible geography crossing Mexico from end to end,
traced not by highways but by millions of pilgrims' steps: the sacred
map of sanctuaries. Every year, tens of millions of Mexicans
pilgrimage on foot, by bicycle, or by bus to the great devotion

centers: the Guadalupe Basilica in December, Chalma in Lent,
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Juquila in December, San Juan de los Lagos in February, Zapopan in
October. Pilgrimages are among the world's most massive religious

phenomena, and their logic is deeply pre-Hispanic.

The Mexica pilgrimaged too: to gods' sanctuaries on hills
—Tonantzin's Tepeyac, the Hill of the Star for the New Fire—, to
oracular caves, to sacred springs. Mesoamerican pilgrimage
combined physical effort —walking barefoot, carrying offerings,
fasting— with concrete petition: health, rain, forgiveness,
protection. The sanctuary was a place where the sacred
concentrated, where the god listened better. That structure did not
change with evangelization: sanctuary names changed, but

pilgrimage's logic did not.

The Lord of Chalma sanctuary, in the State of Mexico, is the perfect
example. Before the conquest, in a ravine cave, Oztoteotl, god of
caves, was venerated; rites included sacrifices that scandalized
friars. Augustinians placed a crucified Christ in the cave —the Lord
of Chalma— and the sanctuary not only survived: it became one of
the country's most attended. Pilgrims still arrive on foot, still bathe
in the river —the purification ritual— still crown themselves with
flowers in the atrium —the "crowning." The cave remains a cave;

the god changed faces.

The December Guadalupan pilgrimages are the biggest
phenomenon: millions reach the Basilica, many walking for days
from their towns, with banners, music, dances. Anthropologists
have noted continuity with pre-Hispanic Tepeyac pilgrimages: the
same hill, roughly the same dates —December, the agricultural
cycle's end— the same bodily effort as offering. The hill's mother
keeps receiving her children; only now they arrive in

parish-organized pilgrimages, television cameras broadcasting live.
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Mexico's sacred map is, in short, Mesoamerica's sacred map with
Christian names: hills, caves, springs, and summits remain
sacredness's nodes, as a thousand years ago. Geography is not
evangelized: it is rebaptized. And every pilgrim climbing barefoot to
Chalma or walking on knees toward the Basilica repeats a gesture
his pre-Hispanic ancestors would instantly recognize: the body as

offering, the road as prayer, the sanctuary as encounter.

Deep Mexico: silent resistance

In 1987, anthropologist Guillermo Bonfil Batalla published a book
that forever changed how Mexico is understood: *México profundo:
una civilizacion negada* (*Deep Mexico: A Negated Civilization*).
His thesis is simple and devastating: two civilizations coexist in
Mexico. One is the "imaginary Mexico": Western, modern, urban
Mexico, mirroring itself in Europe and the United States, which has
led the state since Independence. The other is "deep Mexico": the
Mesoamerican civilization that never disappeared, still alive in
millions —indigenous and non-indigenous— organizing life by
principles inherited from the pre-Hispanic past: community above
individual, festival as institution, reciprocity, respect for land, living

relationship with the dead.

Deep Mexico is not only indigenous towns —though they are its
most conscious core. It is also the city's popular barrio, the highland
mestizo town, the family setting the ofrenda without knowing why,
the mayordomia organizing the festival, the tianguis working as five
hundred years ago. Bonfil calculated that most Mexicans
participate, to some degree, in Mesoamerican civilization, though
imaginary Mexico insists on denying it. The denial has history: from

the Colony to the twentieth century, the official project was to
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"de-Indianize" Mexico, turning Indians into mestizos and mestizos
into Westerners. School, military service, media: everything pushed

the same direction.

And yet deep Mexico resisted. It resisted with the weak's silent
weapons: apparent submission hiding persistence, formal
Christianity adoption preserving the pre-Hispanic core, migration to
the city rebuilding the town in the urban periphery. James
Lockhart's studies of Nahuatl documents showed central Mexican
communities kept their lands, local governments, and customs
through three viceregal centuries, negotiating with colonial power
without surrendering. Resistance is not always rebellion: sometimes

it is stubbornness.

Bonfil's concept illuminates this whole volume. Surviving Nahuatl is
deep Mexico speaking. The still-planted milpa is deep Mexico
eating. The November ofrenda is deep Mexico praying. The patron
festival is deep Mexico governing itself. And the national shield's
eagle —our final chapter's theme— is deep Mexico peeking, again
and again, in imaginary Mexico's symbols, reminding the country its

roots are not in Europe but in Lake Texcoco.

Syncretism's final lesson is that civilizations do not die as
individuals die. There is no last breath, no death certificate. There
are transformations, adaptations, camouflages, rebirths. Mexica
culture did not survive intact —nothing survives five centuries
intact; it survived transformed, mixed, sometimes unrecognizable to
the untrained eye. But it survived. And every time a Mexican lights
a candle before the Virgin of Guadalupe, sets an ofrenda in
November, or dances at his town's festival, he repeats gestures his
pre-Hispanic ancestors would recognize. Syncretism is not proof the

ancient died: it is proof it learned to live inside the new.
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Bonfil's thesis has not gone unchallenged, and intellectual honesty
requires noting the objections. Critics argue the "deep Mexico
versus imaginary Mexico" dichotomy is too rigid: it romanticizes
indigenous communities as timeless and homogeneous, ignoring
their internal divisions, their own histories of change, and the many
Mexicans who live comfortably between both worlds. Others warn
that celebrating "resistance" can become an excuse for the state to
abandon communities —if deep Mexico is so resilient, why invest in
it? The objections have merit, and they refine rather than refute the
concept: deep Mexico is not a museum of purity, but a living
civilization that changes, argues with itself, and sometimes
contradicts its own traditions. Its strength is not immobility but
adaptability —the same adaptability that let it survive the conquest.
A civilization that can absorb the Virgin of Guadalupe, the Spanish
language, and the smartphone without ceasing to be itself is not

fragile: it is antifragile.
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Chapter 5. Mexican Identity:
The Eagle of the Myth

The eagle on the flag

Few national symbols in the world are as ancient and history-laden
as Mexico's coat of arms. The eagle perched on a nopal, devouring
a serpent, is no modern invention or decorative emblem: it is
Mexica civilization's founding image, the sign —per myth—
Huitzilopochtli gave his people to mark where to found their city.
When the Mexica saw the eagle on the nopal on Lake Texcoco's
islet, they knew they had arrived. That image, born as religious
prophecy seven centuries ago, flies today on the flag of a republic

of one hundred thirty million inhabitants.

The eagle's adoption as national symbol occurred at independent
Mexico's very birth. In 1821, Agustin de lturbide and the Trigarate
movement needed an emblem for the new nation, and sought it
—significantly— not in Europe but in the pre-Hispanic past. The
Three Guarantees flag and the First Mexican Empire's coat of arms
incorporated the eagle on the nopal as a declaration of principles:
the new country claimed itself heir of the Mexica, not the
conquistadors. It was a bold political gesture: founding the nation's

legitimacy in the civilization defeated three centuries earlier.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 97



That the eagle was available as a symbol is itself a historical fact
worth pausing on. For the Mexica, the eagle —*cuauhtli*— was
Huitzilopochtli's own animal: the sun's bird, the warrior's emblem,
the sign of the sky's masculine power paired with the jaguar's
earthly force. The elite eagle warriors wore eagle costumes into
battle, and the sun's daily journey was imagined as an eagle's flight.
When the founders of Tenochtitlan saw the eagle on the nopal, they
recognized their god's signature. Three centuries of colony could
not erase that association: the eagle remained, in popular memory,
the Mexica sign par excellence. lturbide's choice was therefore not
antiquarian decoration but political archaeology: digging up the
most powerful available symbol of American —not Spanish—
legitimacy. The new nation's founders understood, intuitively, what
this book argues explicitly: that Mexico's roots are in the lake, not

across the sea.

The design refined over time. The profile eagle devouring the
serpent, the nopal with its tunas, the oak-and-laurel crown, the
ribbon with patriotic colors: each element was fixed by successive
decrees until today's design, the artist Francisco Eppens's work
made official in 1968. But the essential never changed: the shield's
heart is the Mexica founding myth. Every time the flag is raised at
the Zocalo, every time a Mexican athlete wears it on the chest,
every time it flies at an embassy, the country repeats —without
saying it— the Aztlan pilgrims' gesture: here we are, this is our land,

the eagle marked it for us.

The paradox is delicious: the Mexican state's most official symbol,
appearing on coins, documents, and public buildings, is a
pre-Hispanic symbol that survived the Conquest, the Colony,

Independence, and the Revolution without losing power. The
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Spaniards could not erase it; enlightened creoles adopted it;
nineteenth-century liberals kept it; twentieth-century
revolutionaries vindicated it. The myth's eagle is this book's thesis's
most visible proof: the Mexica legacy is no pious memory of the

past; it is the country's present.

The current design —the work of artist Francisco Eppens, made
official by decree in 1968— refined centuries of variations into the
eagle Mexicans recognize today: profile view, serpent in beak and
talon, perched on a flowering nopal growing from a lake islet,
framed by oak and laurel. Eppens, a painter and filmmaker, gave
the ancient myth a modern graphic force that works as well on a
presidential sash as on a soccer jersey. And the 1968 decree fixed
not only the drawing but the colors and proportions, turning a
seven-century-old prophecy into a contemporary brand —one of the
world's most distinctive national shields, instantly recognizable

even to those who know nothing of Huitzilopochtli.
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Independence and Revolution: the past as banner

Mexico's Independence, begun by Miguel Hidalgo in 1810, was also
—though textbooks don't always stress it— a vindication of the
indigenous past. Hidalgo did not take as standard a
Spanish-monarchy image or an enlightened symbol: he took the

Virgin of Guadalupe, Tepeyac's dark-skinned mother, Tonantzin's
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heiress. The gesture was transparent to the Indians and mestizos
forming his armies: the war against Spaniards was also the war for
everyone's mother, who had protected the vanquished since 1531.
José Maria Morelos, in his 1813 *Sentimientos de la Nacién*,
proposed celebrating September 16 as a national holiday and
honoring the past's indigenous heroes. The nascent nation defined
itself against Spain and therefore for what was American: and the

most American thing was the pre-Hispanic.

The Mexican nineteenth century was crossed by tension between
that symbolic vindication and real contempt for living Indians.
Liberals —Benito Juarez at the head, himself of Zapotec origin—
wanted a modern Mexico, and modernity demanded, they thought,
overcoming indigenous “"backwardness." The Reform Laws
disentailed towns' communal lands, destroying communities'
economic base with the argument of turning Indians into propertied
citizens. Nineteenth-century indigenismo was largely museum
indigenismo: dead Mexica admired, living Indians despised. The
era's great monuments —the Cuauhtémoc Monument on Paseo de
la Reforma, inaugurated in 1887 under the Porfiriato— honored the

last tlatoani as a tragic hero, not a living ancestor.

The Mexican Revolution of 1910-1920 changed that relationship's
sign. The Revolution was, among many things, a rebellion of deep
Mexico against imaginary Mexico: Emiliano Zapata's peasant armies
in the south and Francisco Villa's in the north were, in composition
and demands —"Land and Liberty," the Plan de Ayala demanding
restitution of communal lands— Mesoamerican civilization's
irruption into national politics. Zapata, a Morelense of Nahua roots,
did not speak of European socialism: he spoke of towns, their lands,

their uses and customs. It was the altepetl reclaiming its own.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 101



The state emerging from the Revolution made the indigenous past
its official ideology. José Vasconcelos, from the Public Education
Secretariat created in 1921, drove an unprecedented cultural
project: bringing education to every corner while forging a national
identity rooted in the pre-Hispanic. His *La raza césmica* (1925)
proposed that Mexican mestizaje —indigenous and Spanish fusion—
would birth a superior universal civilization. The thesis is debatable
and has been criticized for implicit whitening, but its cultural effect
was immense: for the first time, the Mexican state officially said

being descended from the Mexica was pride, not shame.

Muralism was that project's artistic arm. Diego Rivera, José
Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros covered public
buildings' walls with Mexico's history told from the pre-Hispanic
past: Tlatelolco's markets, codices, conquest as tragedy, revolution
as redemption. The National Palace, Education Secretariat, and
Guadalajara University murals turned Mexica history into visual
pedagogy for millions of illiterates. Twentieth-century Mexico's most
avant-garde art had as central theme the civilization conquistadors
wanted erased. The irony is perfect: five hundred years later, the
vanquisheds' descendants painted their history in the victors'

palaces.

Vasconcelos's project went beyond walls. The cultural missions
—brigades of teachers sent to rural towns with books, music, and
theater— carried reproductions of pre-Hispanic art alongside
literacy primers; the 1921 centennial of Independence's
consummation staged the past as national theater. And the new
state's symbolism saturated daily life: the eagle on coins and
stamps, Cuauhtémoc honored on school murals, the "Dia de la

Raza" reframed as mestizo pride. For the first time, a Mexican child
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in @ remote sierra could see her ancestors' gods on a public building
and learn their names at school. The Revolution did not only
redistribute land: it redistributed the past, taking it from the
museums of the elite and handing it to the people as collective
property.

v“

1790: the Sun Stone emerges in the plaza

Almost two centuries before the Coyolxauhqui find, Mexico City's
downtown earth had already given a first warning of what it
guarded. In 1790, during the Plaza Mayor remodeling ordered by
Viceroy Revillagigedo —Juan Vicente de GuUemes— workers
unearthed two colossal monuments: on August 13, the imposing
Coatlicue sculpture, the serpent-skirt goddess, nearly three meters
tal;, and on December 17, the Sun Stone, the great

3.6-meter-diameter, 24-ton basalt disk that today is the world's
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most recognizable Mexica-art icon.

The impact on Novohispanic society was enormous. The
Enlightenment had reached Mexico, and a group of erudite creoles
—led by Antonio de Leén y Gama, astronomer and antiquarian—
studied the monuments with scientific methods. His *Descripcion
histérica y cronoldgica de las dos piedras*, published in 1792, is
Mexican archaeology's founding work: Leén y Gama correctly
interpreted the Sun Stone's calendrical glyphs, identified dates and
cosmological symbols, and proved ancient Mexicans had possessed
sophisticated astronomy. It was the first time Mexica culture was

studied with scholarly respect, not as idolatrous curiosity.

But the era was not ready for that lesson. The Coatlicue sculpture
—with its serpents, skulls, terrible aspect— scandalized authorities:
it was ordered reburied in the University patio so Indians would not
idolize it again —and indeed, testimonies say they secretly brought
it offerings. The Sun Stone was set into the Cathedral's west-tower
base, sideways, as an architectural curiosity. The message was
clear: the pre-Hispanic past could be admired as antiquity, but not
venerated as living presence. Almost two centuries had to pass
before Mexico learned to look Coatlicue in the face, today honorably
displayed at the National Museum of Anthropology, where her
terrible beauty is among the most intense aesthetic experiences

universal art offers.

The 1790 episode has deep meaning for our story: it shows
Mexica-past rediscovery did not start in 1978, but is a
two-century-plus process, with advances and setbacks, in which
each Mexican generation has had to renegotiate its relationship
with ancestors. The enlightened creoles of 1790 used the Sun Stone

as American-pride argument against European contempt —the
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same gesture 1810 insurgents and 1920 muralists would make.
Every time Mexico has sought itself, it has unearthed —literally or

metaphorically— a Mexica stone.

The episode's most telling detail is what happened to Coatlicue. The
goddess —serpent-skirted, skull-necklaced, terrible and
magnificent— was reburied by order of the authorities, lest the
Indians "return to their idolatries." And they were right to fear:
testimonies record that Indians secretly brought offerings to the
buried statue, lighting candles in the university patio where it lay
hidden. A few years later, Alexander von Humboldt himself —the
great German naturalist— visited the buried goddess and sketched
her, including the drawing in his *Vues des cordilleres*. The most
feared image of the Mexica pantheon, buried to prevent worship,
ended up illustrated in a European scientific masterpiece while
receiving clandestine offerings underground. Suppression and
fascination, in the same patio: the whole history of Mexico's

relationship with its past, in one anecdote.

Twentieth-century indigenismo: from Gamio to
pluricultural Mexico

The Revolution turned indigenous-past vindication into state policy,
and that policy's instrument was indigenismo: the intellectual and
governmental current proposing to "integrate" Indians into the
modern nation. Its founding figure is Manuel Gamio, a Boas-trained
anthropologist who in *Forjando patria* (1916) —written
mid-Revolution— proposed Mexico must be forged fusing its two
heritages, requiring scientific knowledge of the indigenous
population. Gamio directed Teotihuacan's 1920s excavations,

making the "city of gods" the first great national archaeological
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project.

Official indigenismo peaked with Cardenismo. Lazaro Cardenas,
president 1934-1940, created the Department of Indigenous Affairs,
distributed ejido lands to communities, and in 1940 organized the
Inter-American Indigenist Congress at Patzcuaro, from which the
Inter-American Indigenist Institute was born. In 1948 the National
Indigenist Institute (INI) was founded, for years led by Alfonso Caso
—discoverer of Monte Albédn's Tomb 7. The INI brought schools,
clinics, and roads to indigenous regions, and trained the bilingual

“cultural promoters" bridging communities and state.

Indigenismo's balance is ambivalent, and historiographical honesty
obliges saying so. On one hand, it rescued the pre-Hispanic past
from oblivion, financed archaeology, created museums —the
National Museum of Anthropology, inaugurated 1964, is its
cathedral— and materially improved many communities' lives. On
the other, its ultimate goal was assimilation: "Mexicanizing the
Indian," in the era's brutally honest formula. INI schools taught
Castilian and modern trades; indigenous languages were seen as
obstacles to overcome, not heritages to preserve. It was imaginary
Mexico trying to absorb deep Mexico by kindness, after centuries of

trying by harshness.

The decisive turn came late twentieth century. In 1992, the
Constitution was reformed to recognize Mexico as a pluricultural
nation originally sustained by its indigenous peoples —the first time
the fundamental law named that reality. In 2001, after the 1994
Zapatista uprising and the San Andrés Accords, Article Two was
reformed to recognize indigenous peoples' rights to autonomy,
languages, and organization forms. In 2003 the National Institute of

Indigenous Languages was created. In 2018, the INI became the
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National Institute of Indigenous Peoples (INPI). The paradigm
changed: no longer integrating the Indian into Mexico, but

recognizing Mexico is, in good measure, indigenous.

Much remains before legal recognition becomes full justice
—communities still await lands, water, dignified schools, effective
respect. But the paradigm shift is irreversible: no Mexican
government today can speak of national identity without
mentioning originary peoples, no textbook can ignore the
pre-Hispanic past, no educated Mexican can be unaware his country
rests on a civilization conquistadors failed to kill. Indigenismo began

wanting to redeem Indians; it ended redeeming Mexico.

The institutions indigenismo built deserve their due as cultural
facts. The National Museum of Anthropology —inaugurated in 1964,
with its famous umbrella fountain and its halls organized by
culture— receives millions of visitors a year and has become, for
many Mexicans, the true temple of national identity: more visited,
and arguably more loved, than many cathedrals. The Templo Mayor
Museum, the regional museums, the archaeological zones with their
site museums: together they form an infrastructure of memory no
other Latin American country matches. Whatever the original
assimilationist intentions, the buildings outgrew their makers: today
they serve communities reclaiming their own past, schoolchildren
discovering their ancestors, and tourists learning that Mexico's
history did not begin in 1521. Concrete built for one ideology ended

up serving another —a very Mexican form of syncretism.

The Templo Mayor returns to light

And then, in the full twentieth century, the earth itself began

returning what it had kept. On February 21, 1978, workers of the
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Compania de Luz y Fuerza del Centro digging in downtown Mexico
City, steps from the Cathedral, struck an enormous carved stone. It
was the Coyolxauhqui monolith —the moon goddess dismembered
by her brother Huitzilopochtli in the founding myth— a circular
sculpture over three meters in diameter and eight tons, buried for
centuries under asphalt. The find was fortuitous, but its

consequences were scientific and symbolic of the first order.

The government ordered demolishing several colonial buildings in
the zone and creating the Templo Mayor Project, led by
archaeologist Eduardo Matos Moctezuma. What followed was one of
the world's most important urban excavations: beneath the modern
capital's heart emerged Tenochtitlan's sacred precinct, with
superimposed construction stages —seven temple enlargements,
one atop another, like geological layers of devotion— intact
offerings, monumental sculptures, remains of the city's ritual life.
The Templo Mayor Museum, inaugurated 1987, today receives

millions of visitors who walk, literally, on stones Mexica priests trod.

The discovery's symbolic impact is hard to exaggerate. For
centuries, Tenochtitlan had been a ghost city: known to lie below,
but invisible, a legend under pavement. The Templo Mayor made it
visible again, at the exact center of the country's political and
religious power —beside the Cathedral, facing the National Palace.
The metaphor is irresistible: the civilization thought buried emerged
at the nation's most visible spot, forcing Mexico to face it. Every
discovered offering —with flint knives, cups, sacred-animal
remains— is a message from the past the earth patiently kept until

the country was ready to listen.

The Templo Mayor Project continues today, each excavation season

bringing new finds: the Tlaltecuhtli monolith discovered in 2006,
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one of the largest Mexica sculptures ever found; offerings with wolf,
jaguar, and eagle remains; evidence of rituals codices described.
Archaeology has confirmed, nuanced, and sometimes corrected
what written sources said. But beyond data, the Templo Mayor is
this volume's thesis's physical proof: the Mexica past is not past. It
is here, underfoot, emerging every time a trench opens downtown.

Tenochtitlan never left: it was only waiting.

The finds keep rewriting the story's details. The Tlaltecuhtli
monolith —discovered in October 2006, four meters by three and a
half, the largest Mexica stone sculpture ever found— depicts the
earth goddess in her characteristic squatting birth position, and its
polychromy survived almost intact: reds, blues, whites, and ochres
that let us see Mexica sculpture as the Mexica saw it —not gray
stone, but blazing color. The Casa de las Aguilas —the warriors'
house adjoining the Templo Mayor— yielded benches carved with
eagles and remains of autosacrificial rituals. Offering after offering
has confirmed the codices' accounts while adding surprises: a wolf
dressed as a warrior, a jaguar with a wooden ball in its jaws, copal
figures, hundreds of shells from both oceans. Each offering is a time
capsule, deliberately buried by priests who expected the gods —not
archaeologists— to find it. That we find them instead is the past's
unintended generosity: the Mexica buried messages for eternity,

and eternity turned out to include us.
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The eagle in stone and metro: the Zécalo and its
line

There is a place in Mexico where the Mexica legacy is touched with
feet: the Zécalo, the Plaza de la Constitucion, the country's political
and symbolic center. The plaza sits —literally— atop Tenochtitlan's
sacred precinct; the Templo Mayor is steps away; the Cathedral was
built with the temple's stones; the National Palace stands where
Moctezuma's New Houses stood. Every flag ceremony at the Z4calo,
every rally, every Independence cry, is performed over the Mexica

city's heart. Geography has memory.

The Metro's Line 8 offers the most beautiful modern parable. During
its 1990s construction, archaeologists found the remains of the
Ehécatl-Quetzalcdatl temple —one of the largest ever discovered—

and instead of destroying it, the project integrated it: the Pino
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Suarez station houses the pyramid in its lobby, visible to millions of
commuters daily. It is the world's only metro station with a
pre-Hispanic temple inside. Millions of Mexicans walk daily beside
stones placed by Mexica priests five centuries ago, on their way to

work.

And there is more: the capital's metro icons are full of pre-Hispanic
references —the Zd4calo station shows the shield, Bellas Artes' the
palace, La Raza's the "Monument to Mestizaje." The Metro, the daily
transport of the popular classes, is an involuntary museum of the
Mexica past. The city's very infrastructure repeats the lesson: you

cannot dig in Mexico City without finding ancestors.

The Zo6calo concentrates, in one space, Mexico's entire history:
pre-Hispanic temple, viceregal cathedral, independent palace,
revolutionary plaza, twenty-first-century protests. It is the
palimpsest made plaza. And at its center flies the flag with the
eagle on the nopal, the founding myth's image, marking the exact
spot —more or less, archaeologists debate the precise point—
where the Mexica saw the sign. The circle closes: the city founded
on prophecy keeps being founded, every day, by those who inhabit
it.

The Zbcalo's subsoil keeps score of every era. Beneath the plaza's
pavement, archaeologists have mapped not only Mexica remains
but colonial foundations, nineteenth-century infrastructure, and
twentieth-century rubble: the city's biography written in strata.
When the 1985 earthquake cracked downtown buildings, rescue
excavations revealed offerings no one suspected; when Line 8's
tunnels advanced in the 1990s, each meter of progress was
negotiated with INAH archaeologists standing guard beside the

tunnel-boring machines. Mexico City is perhaps the only capital in
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the world where civil engineers routinely budget for archaeology
—where building the future requires a permit from the past. The

palimpsest is not a metaphor: it is a construction regulation.

The eagle on the field and in the street

The national shield does not live only on official documents: the
Mexica eagle has conquered popular culture with the same
effectiveness with which maize conquered the world's kitchens.
Tracing its appearances is taking a census of contemporary Mexican

pride.

In sports, the eagle is ubiquitous: the national soccer team —EI Tri—
wears the shield on its chest, and millions of Mexicans cry and
celebrate with that jersey as if it were a relic. Club América —the
Aguilas, the Eagles— took its name from the national symbol.
Mexican boxers climb into the ring wrapped in flags; masked
luchadores incorporate pre-Hispanic motifs into their masks. Sport,
one of modernity's most powerful collective rituals, has adopted the

Mexica eagle as totem.

In the street, the eagle is on barrio murals, on young people's
tattoos, on tianguis t-shirts, on home altars beside the Virgin of
Guadalupe. Artisans carve it in wood, embroider it on textiles, cast
it in silver; graphic designers reinterpret it in logos and posters. It is
a symbol that works in every register: the solemn one of the
military parade and the festive one of carnival, the official one of
the banknote and the rebellious one of social protest —where the
flag appears again and again, claimed by every side, because all

feel themselves heirs.

This omnipresence has deep meaning: the founding myth's eagle is
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perhaps the only symbol uniting all Mexicans above their divisions
—of class, region, ideology, language. The Catholic and the atheist,
the indigenous and the mestizo, the northerner and the southerner,
the migrant in Chicago and the peasant in Chiapas: all recognize
the eagle on the nopal as their own. Few countries have a national
symbol with that convening power, and none has one with that
antiquity: seven centuries of continuous  history, from
Huitzilopochtli's prophecy to the young person's tattoo on the
metro. If symbols are peoples' visible memory, the Mexican eagle is
proof that Mexica memory not only survived: it became everyone's

memory.

The names of the homeland: Mexico, Anahuac,
Tenochtitlan

Even the country's name is a disputed Mexica legacy. "Mexico"
—from Nahuatl *Méxihco*— is a word whose exact etymology has
been debated for centuries: "the place of the Mexica," "the navel of
the moon" —from *metztli*, moon, and *xictli*, navel—, "the place
of the god Mexi," one of Huitzilopochtli's advocations. What is not
debated is its origin: the country is named as the Mexica city was
named, and the city was named for its people. Every time a

Mexican says his homeland's name, he is speaking Nahuatl.

The full official name —United Mexican States— was fixed in the
1824 Constitution, when the framers long debated what to call the
new republic. Some proposed "Andhuac" —"the land beside the
water," the poetic name of the Mexica territory— and the term
survived in patriotic rhetoric: the insurgents spoke of "Anahuac,"
and even today "anahuaca" is a cultured synonym for "Mexican."

But "Mexico" won, the city's name extended to the whole country:
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the capital gave its name to the nation, as Rome gave hers to an

empire.

Tenochtitlan, for its part, never fully disappeared from urban
nomenclature. In Mexico City there are streets, metro stations
—Zo6calo-Tenochtitlan—, schools, and monuments bearing the old
name. Toponymic rescue has been one of vindication's most visible
forms: where the Colony imposed saints' and viceroys' names,
modern Mexico has returned Nahua names to plazas, avenues, and
towns. It is no innocent gesture: naming is symbolically possessing,

and every "Tenochtitlan" appearing on a map is a small restitution.

There is, moreover, an orthographic battle with political
background: "México" or "Méjico"? The Royal Spanish Academy long
accepted the "j" spelling, but Mexico imposed the "x" as a matter of
cultural sovereignty: the "x" represents the original Nahuatl sound
—the "sh" of *Méxihco*— and writing "Méjico" was, for Mexicans, a
way of denaturing the name. The RAE ended up accepting "México"

as the preferred form. A letter can be an act of independence.

And the demonym —"Mexican"— carries the same charge: being
Mexican is, etymologically, being "from the Mexicas' place." The
eighteenth-century creoles who began «calling themselves
"Mexicans" instead of "American Spaniards" were making an
identity declaration: we are from here, from this land, from the
people who founded it. The country's name is Mexica civilization's
most everyday and most democratic legacy: one hundred thirty
million people pronounce it every day, most without knowing they

are speaking Moctezuma's language.

The Sun Stone as pop icon
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Few archaeological objects in the world have had as intense a
second life as the Sun Stone. The 24-ton monolith Leén y Gama
studied in 1790 is today, probably, the planet's most reproduced
pre-Hispanic image: it sits at the center of the ten-peso coin,
appears on banknotes, presides over the National Museum of
Anthropology, illustrates book covers, t-shirts, tattoos, logos, and
murals. It is Mexico's visual icon before the world, as recognizable

as the Eiffel Tower is for France.

The curious thing is that almost nobody knows what it is. The "Aztec
calendar stone" —as tourism calls it— is no calendar in the modern
sense: it is a cosmological monument representing the Mexica
universe's structure —the four previous suns destroyed, the current
fifth sun at the center with Tonatiuh's face, the day-sign rings and
time's symbols. Its exact function is debated: sacrificial altar?
commemorative monument? ritual throne? What is not debated is
its visual power: it is one of universal art's most perfect sculptures,
comparable in sacred geometry to a Gothic rose window or a

Tibetan mandala.

Its career as icon began in the twentieth century, with revolutionary
nationalism: the state adopted it as emblem of pre-Hispanic
greatness, and popular culture did the rest. Today the Sun Stone
works at every level: the solemn —in the museum, lit like a jewel—,
the commercial —on souvenirs of every kind—, the countercultural
—in tattoos and urban art— and the digital —in memes and
stickers. It is, literally, the Mexica past's face in the Mexican

present.

And there is something deeply fitting in precisely this object —a
stone disk representing cyclical time— being the legacy's icon.

Because the Sun Stone's message is this book's message: time is no
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line advancing leaving the past behind, but a circle where
everything returns. Suns succeed one another, civilizations
transform, but the center remains. Tonatiuh keeps gazing from the
stone's center, as the eagle keeps perched on the nopal: the fifth

sun has not yet gone out.

Pride of roots: Mexico today

This story's last chapter is written every day, in the streets, schools,
and social networks of contemporary Mexico. Pride in pre-Hispanic
roots —for centuries a clandestine feeling, repressed by official

contempt— is today an open, massive, expanding cultural force.

It shows in education: free textbooks teach children pre-Hispanic
history as a central part of national identity; school visits to the
National Museum of Anthropology and the Templo Mayor are rites of
passage of Mexican childhood. It shows in popular culture:
Moctezuma's headdress —whose return Mexico has claimed from
Vienna's museum for decades— is a symbol that ignites passions;
commercial brands use pre-Hispanic motifs; Quetzalcéatl and
Aztec-calendar tattoos are ubiquitous. It shows in politics: official
speeches invoke originary peoples, the Constitution recognizes
Mexico as a pluricultural nation, and indigenous movements —from
1994's Zapatismo to today's struggles for territory and water—

claim not only rights but civilizational recognition.

It shows, above all, in a deep attitude change. The current
generation of young Mexicans —urban, connected, bilingual—
rediscovers the pre-Hispanic past without their grandparents'
complexes. They learn Nahuatl for pleasure, not need; visit
archaeological zones as one visits family; argue on social networks

about the Conquest with a passion revealing the wound is still open,
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but also that the wound is identity. The old debate between
Hispanists and indigenists has become a richer conversation:
Mexico is mestizo, yes, but a mestizaje finally beginning to

recognize that its indigenous half is not the shameful half.

There remain, of course, the pending debts, and it would be
dishonest not to name them. Today's indigenous peoples —the
direct heirs of the civilization this book celebrates— remain the
country's poorest, most discriminated, most dispossessed. Pride in
dead Mexicas coexists with contempt for living Nahuas: the paradox
already noted for the nineteenth century has not been fully
resolved. Originary languages lose speakers every year; indigenous
territories are under pressure; justice for communities is an unkept
promise. Vindicating the Mexica legacy without vindicating its living
heirs would be an act of historical hypocrisy. The true homage to
Andhuac's civilization is not in museums: it is in bilingual schools, in
sierra hospitals, in protected communal lands, in effective respect

for those who still speak the tlamatinime's language.

2021: five centuries and the asking of forgiveness

In 2021, Mexico commemorated five centuries since Tenochtitlan's
fall: August 13, 1521 — August 13, 2021. The commemoration was
no triumphalist anniversary: it was a national exercise in memory
and reckoning, and its terms reveal how far the country's

relationship with the Mexica past has evolved.

The federal government decided to call it not "celebration" but
"commemoration," and chose an emblematic slogan: "500 years of
indigenous resistance." The official narrative did not honor the
conquest but those who resisted it. A replica of the Templo Mayor

—the "luminous maquette"— was built at the Zdécalo, and massive
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projections recalled the city's history. More significantly: President
Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador formally asked Spain and the
Catholic Church for forgiveness for the conquest's abuses. The
letter, sent in 2019 to King Felipe VI and Pope Francis, asked for "a
public and official apology for the grievous affronts committed
during the conquest." The gesture sparked international debate
—Spain declined to apologize; Pope Francis expressed "sorrow for
past and present sins" without a formal apology— but its meaning

within Mexico is clear: the state officially sides with the vanquished.

Beyond polemics, 2021 left a balance of historical knowledge:
exhibitions, publications, debates, documentaries that brought the
latest research to millions. The figure of Cuauhtémoc —the last
tlatoani, tortured and executed by Cortés in 1525— was vindicated
as national hero; his remains' whereabouts, in Ixcateopan,
Guerrero, keep generating debate, but his symbolic status is
undisputed. And the conquest's narrative itself changed tone: less
"heroic founding of New Spain," more "encounter of civilizations

with catastrophic costs."

The commemoration's most honest gesture may have been an
absence: Mexico did not celebrate the conquest; it remembered the
defeated. Five centuries later, the country that speaks Spanish, is
Catholic, and calls itself mestizo chose to honor those who lost. That
choice —unthinkable a century earlier, when the official narrative
was "the meeting of two worlds"— shows the Mexica legacy's final
victory: not military, not political, but moral. The vanquished

became the country's moral conscience.

The debate the commemorations opened has not closed. Historians
argued over numbers —how many died, how many fought on each

side— over words —"conquest," "invasion," "encounter"— and over
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symbols: should Cuauhtémoc's statues multiply, should the "Arbol
de la Noche Triste" be renamed, should Spain apologize? The
intensity of the argument is itself the point: five hundred years
later, the conquest is not a closed chapter but an open wound and
an open identity. Few nations argue about their founding trauma
with such passion; fewer still turn the argument into a national
celebration. Mexico commemorated its defeat as a victory of
memory —and in doing so, proved once more that the civilization

Soustelle thought murdered is still the country's interlocutor.

The myth of the eagle and the snake: foundation
and prophecy

Before closing, it is worth returning to the founding image itself: the
eagle on the nopal devouring a serpent. Where did it come from,
and what did it mean to the Mexica? The sources —the Boturini
Codex, the Mendoza, the Mexica tradition collected by Sahagun—
tell that Huitzilopochtli ordered his people, during the Aztlan
pilgrimage, to seek the sign: an eagle on a nopal, devouring a
serpent —in some versions, devouring a bird. When they found it on
Lake Texcoco's islet, they knew the wandering was over: there they
would found Mexico-Tenochtitlan, "in the moon's navel's tunas'

place."

Modern scholars debate the image's details —whether the serpent
is a colonial addition, whether the nopal is the "tenochtli" giving the
city its name— but its symbolic power is beyond discussion. For the
Mexica, it was prophecy fulfilled: divine legitimation of their
settlement in an unlikely place, a lake's middle. For independent
Mexico, it became national legitimation: the country's roots in

American soil, not Europe. For today's Mexico, it is identity: the
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shield every child draws at school, the tattoo migrants wear in the

United States, the mark distinguishing the country worldwide.

The image condenses the whole civilization: the eagle is the sun,
war, Huitzilopochtli's power; the nopal is the earth, fertility, the
Andhuac landscape; the serpent is water, wisdom, Quetzalcéatl's
knowledge. Sky, earth, and water united in one emblem: the
Mesoamerican cosmovision in miniature. Every time a Mexican
looks at the flag, he beholds —without knowing it— his ancestors'

theology.

And there is a final, beautiful irony: the serpent the eagle devours
was added or emphasized in colonial versions, and some scholars
see in it the struggle between good and evil in Christian terms. But
in the pre-Hispanic cosmovision, the serpent was no evil: it was
sacred. The colonial reading Christianized the image; the modern
reading has re-Mexicanized it. The shield, like everything in this
book, is a palimpsest: each era reads in it what it needs, and the

image endures because it is deep enough to hold all readings.

The founding myth itself has variants worth knowing, for they show
how living traditions work. The Boturini Codex —the "Tira de la
Peregrinacion"— depicts the wandering from Aztlan with footprints
marking the years; the Mendoza Codex opens with the eagle on the
nopal as the city's foundational vignette. In some accounts, the
eagle devours a bird rather than a serpent; in others, it stands on a
rock rather than a nopal. The differences do not weaken the myth:
they prove it was told and retold, painted and repainted, by
generations who felt free to adjust the details because the meaning
was fixed. Myths that admit no variants are dead myths; the eagle's
myth, with its productive inconsistencies, is gloriously alive —alive

enough to survive being printed on a hundred million coins.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 120



The legacy: an unfinished civilization

We reach this series' end, and it is time to gather the threads.
Twelve volumes have reconstructed Mexica civilization from its
mythic origins to its twenty-first-century legacy: its gods, cities,
calendars, wars, markets, codices, families, women, warriors,
priests, merchants, farmers, artisans. This final chapter must

answer the question with which the series began: what remains?

The first answer is material: maize still feeds the planet, chocolate
sweetens it, Nahuatl is still spoken, the temazcal still steams, the
ofrenda is still set. The second answer is symbolic: the eagle still
flies on the flag, the Virgin still receives millions at Tepeyac, the
dead still return in November. The third answer is structural: deep
Mexico still organizes millions of lives by Mesoamerican principles

—community, reciprocity, festival, land.

But there is a fourth answer, the deepest: Mexica civilization is
unfinished. Not in the sense of truncated —though the conquest
truncated it— but in the sense of open, ongoing, still being written.
Every child who learns Nahuatl at school, every young woman who
plants a milpa, every cook who grinds on metate, every dancer who
flies from the pole, every pilgrim who walks to Tepeyac, is
continuing the civilization. It is not a museum piece: it is a living

process.

Soustelle called the conquest "the murder of a civilization." This
book has argued it was no murder: it was a catastrophe, a trauma,
a near-death, but not a death. Civilizations do not die as individuals
die. They transform, hide, adapt, resurge. Mexica civilization
transformed into Novohispanic, hid in syncretism, adapted to the

Colony, resurged in Independence and Revolution. And today, in a
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Mexico that officially recognizes itself as pluricultural, it is more

visible than ever.

The final lesson is for the future. Mexico faces the twenty-first
century with challenges the Mexica would recognize: feeding
millions, governing water, organizing community, finding meaning.
And it has, to face them, a millennial heritage: the milpa as
sustainable agriculture, the tianguis as popular economy, the cargo
system as community government, the cosmovision as relationship
with nature. The past is no burden: it is a toolbox. The civilization
conquistadors wanted erased turns out to contain answers for the

future they could not imagine.

The eagle still flies. The nopal still fruits. The serpent still winds. And
on Lake Texcoco's ancient bed, where the Mexica saw the sign, one
hundred thirty million Mexicans keep founding, every day, the city
prophecy promised them. The legacy is not what remains of a dead
civilization: it is what a living civilization keeps creating. The story
does not end here. It continues —in Nahuatl, in the milpa, in the

ofrenda, in the flag— every day, forever.

Twelve volumes ago, this series began with a question: who were
the Mexica, and what became of them? The answer, after the
journey, is simpler and stranger than any thesis: they became us.
Not metaphorically, but literally —in the blood of millions, in the
words of a living language, in the seeds that feed the planet, in the
festivals that order the year, in the eagle that marks the flag. The
civilization that was supposed to have been murdered in the
fullness of its development turned out to be unmurderable: it hid in
a hill's Virgin, in a grandmother's recipe, in a child's schoolbook
drawing, and waited. Five centuries is a long time to wait. But the

eagle is patient. It is still perched on the nopal, still watching, still
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promising that the wandering is over and the city —the real one,
the one we are still building— is here. The prophecy was never
about a place: it was about a people, and the people are still

arriving.

And so this series ends where all honest histories end: not with a
conclusion, but with an invitation. The reader who has traveled
these twelve volumes —from Aztlan's mythic marshes to the
Templo Mayor's excavated stones— now carries a map of the
Mexica world. But the map is not the territory, and the territory is
still there: in the Nahuatl spoken in a Puebla market, in the milpa
greening a Oaxacan hillside, in the ofrenda glowing on a November
night, in the eagle watching from the flag. The best way to honor
this book's subject is to go and see: to visit the Templo Mayor, to
eat in a traditional cook's kitchen, to listen to a cantar in its original
tongue. The legacy is not in these pages. It is out there, waiting

—as it has waited for five centuries— for someone to look.
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Glossary of Nahuatl Terms

Aztlan — "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."”
Cihuacéatl — "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.

Quetzalcéatl — "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.
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Xiuhpohualli — Solar calendar of 365 days.
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Timeline

1110 (tradition) — Departure from Aztldn; 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 llhuicamina; 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 — Hernan 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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Series Epilogue

The history of the Mexica is not only the history of a defeated
empire. It is the story of a people who, from an islet in the middle of
a lake, built one of the most impressive cities of their time. It is the
story of a culture that developed calendars of astonishing precision,
that tamed maize and created floating gardens, that crafted a
profound philosophy on the meaning of life and death, and that

recorded its memory in codices of enduring beauty.

Across these twelve volumes we have traveled that history from
within its own internal logic: the founding myth that gave meaning
to the pilgrimage, the sacred city that mirrored the cosmos on
earth, the gods who demanded reciprocity, the state that
administered an empire with accounting efficiency, the stratified yet
merit-permeable society, the tribute that fed the capital, the
ritualized day of the common man, the science that conquered the
lake and the war that sustained the sun, the pictographic memory
that defied oblivion, the tragedy of the conquest, and finally the

legacy that survives.

The historiographical debate remains open: was it a cultural murder
or an inevitable collapse? What no interpretation can deny is that
the Mexica built one of the most remarkable civilizations in human
history, and that their legacy —painful and ambivalent— remains a

fundamental part of Mexican identity. Nahuatl is spoken by millions.
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Maize, chile, and chocolate feed the world. The eagle on the cactus
flies on the flag. And every November 2nd, the ofrendas of the Day
of the Dead repeat the ancestral gesture of conversing with the
dead.

To vindicate that memory is also to vindicate the capacity of
Indigenous peoples to create, to think, and to organize. The official
history, written from the victor's perspective, tended to reduce the
Mexica to images of barbarism and sacrifice. This series has tried to

show a more nuanced, complex, and human picture.

The Mexica were, above all, human. With virtues and flaws,
successes and mistakes, light and shadow. Their legacy invites us
to look at the past with respect and to build a future that recognizes
the richness of our roots. Because a people who know their origin

know where they are walking.
Colibri Digital Library
Exhaustive academic research
Research: Esteban Gutiérrez A.

Edited by EGA
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ANCESTRAL LEGACY - HISTORY OF MEXICO - VOLUME 12

The Legacy of a
Civilization

What remains of a civilization murdered in the fullness of its
development? This twelfth and final volume of ANCESTRAL LEGACY
answers with five centuries of evidence: the Mexica legacy did not die
with the fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521; it transformed, resisted in silence,
and blossomed again in the Mexico of today. The book opens with the
great historiographical debate — was it cultural murder or inevitable
collapse? — starting from Jacques Soustelle's famous phrase, and
rigorously examines the causes of the demographic catastrophe and

the deliberate destruction of a culture at its peak.

It then traces the living proofs of survival: Nahuatl, the lingua franca of
the viceroyalty still spoken by more than a million and a half people;
the gastronomy of maize, chile, and chocolate, the foundation of
Mexican cuisine that fed the world; the syncretism of Tonantzin and
Guadalupe, the dances, the patron-saint festivals, and the Day of the
Dead; and the national identity forged around the eagle of the
founding myth. From the rediscovery of the Templo Mayor to the
chinampas of Xochimilco, this volume closes the series by showing that

Tenochtitlan never fully disappeared: it still beats beneath Mexico City.
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