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Preface to the Revised Edition 

The return of Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire: Myths 
and Prophecies in the Aztec Tradition follows the pattern of 
the Plumed Serpent in Mesoamerican history, who re­
turned time and again to renew the cosmos and the 
imaginations of various peoples. Since this book was first 
published in 1982 and again in 1992, the religious and 
political significance of the Quetzalcoatl myths- particu­
larly the myth of his return and its disputed role in the 
conquest of Tenochtitlan-have received increased atten­
tion, interpretation, and controversy. A series of impor­
tant publications and widely seen educational television 
programs have addressed, in part, the controversy sur­
rounding the "return" of Quetzalcoatl and explored the 
question of whether Quetzalcoatl' s flight from Tollan 
and prophesied return played an influential role in the 
conquest of Tenochtitlan. Once again this question has 
become an intriguing problem in Mesoamerican studies. 
There are a number of reasons for this latest return of 
Quetzalcoatl. 

On the one hand, impressive archaeological discov­
eries at the Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl in Teotihuacan 
stimulated new interpretations of Quetzalcoatl' s signifi­
cance and place in the orientation and power of 
Mesoamerican cities long before the invasion of Europe­
ans. This appreciation of indigenous views ofTopiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl is enhanced by the imminent publication 
of H. B. Nicholson's monumental Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl: 
The Once and Future Lord of the Toltecs, the most thorough 
analysis of surviving pre- and post-conquest documents 
about the Quetzalcoatl tradition. On the other hand, post­
colonial studies have insisted that scholars and the gen­
eral public pay more attention to the complex political 
and hermeneutical exchanges that took place between 
natives, Europeans, and Africans in the contact zones 
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and conflict zones where European colonialism spread its powers, bi­
ases, and institutions. One place where these colonial exchanges have 
been re-examined is Mesoamerica, where both Quetzalcoatl and Cortes 
remain powerful and complex symbols of cultural identity and political 
legitimacy. Four scholars in particular have revived the Quetzalcoatl 
controversy in persuasively written works. Miguel Le6n-Portilla' s bestsell­
ing classic Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico was 
republished in 1992, bringing Quetzalcoatl' s confusion with Cortes back 
to life. Tzvetan Todorov's celebration of Cortes's superior semiotics in 
The Conquest of America was republished, unfortunately without revision, 
in 1999. Inga Clendinnen' s perceptive Fierce and Unnatural Cruelty: Cortes 
and the Conquest of Mexico, published in 1991, continues to influence the 
idea of European control over the Quetzalcoatl and Cortes controversy. 
The most helpful recent work, in terms of source presentation and analy­
sis, has been James Lockhart's We People Here: Nahuatl Accounts of the 
Conquest of Mexico, which presents, in part, a new translation of the 
Nahuatl version of Sahagtin' s Book 12 of the Florentine Codex. 

In my view, all our sources and studies participate in a" dynamics of 
concealment." Working as a historian of religions, I see this dynamics of 
concealment present and undermining our abilities to understand on 
two levels. First, some of these works give too much prestige to the inter­
pretive strategies of Europeans, without acknowledging how much they 
attempted to conceal and erase the indigenous views of the" conquest." 
Secondly, even when we turn our attention and regard to indigenous 
religions, we are limited in gaining access to indigenous understand­
ings of myths, rituals, and cosmologies that provided the framework 
and lens through which native peoples read, interpreted, and remem­
bered the encounters in Tenochtitlan. As the new chapter in this book 
shows, much more attention and regard needs to be given to the pre- and 
post-conquest cosmologies and interpretations of cosmic and social 
changes (which I call the "strangers coming to town" theme) made by 
indigenous voices, stories, and symbols. These voices, stories, and sym­
bols are part of a Mesoamerican religious tradition that combines meanings 
and practices of both pre-Hispanic peoples and the religions developed 
after the conquest through the transculturation of native and Christian 
beliefs. While it may be true that the Spanish conquered the apex of the 
social hierarchies of Mesoamerica, they did not conquer the minds and 
memories of many indigenous peoples who continued to remember and 
imagine their historical and mythic pasts and apply those memories and 
imaginations of Tollan, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl (and his powers of cri­
tique and renewal) to their exchanges with each other and the Europeans 
and their stories, saints, and symbols. My revision of Quetzalcoatl and the 
Irony of Empire is, in part, an interpretation of the applications of those 
memories by various natives, mestizos, and Europeans who found them-
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selves immersed in and contributing to the evolving Mesoamerican reli­
gious tradition. 

I am reminded of that wonderful claim of Elizabeth Wilder Wisemann 
that in Mexico," two different kinds of life absorbed each other and pro­
duced things new and different from anything else in the world." Yes, 
there was a refigured Quetzalcoatl developed in the military and inter­
pretive battles of the conquest and colonial period, but this Quetzalcoatl 
was also ancestral and even primordial. This ancestral and refigured 
Quetzalcoatl continues to play a creative role in understandings of 
Tenochtitlan' s final years as well as political understandings of legitimacy 
and renewal in Mesoamerica today. 





Preface to the First Edition 

The return of Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire: 
Myths and Prophecies in the Aztec Tradition to print in 
1992 is a timely event for at least two reasons. First, 
in the last decade many of the discoveries of the exca­
vation of the Great Aztec Temple have been published 
and scholars and journalists are re-imagining the 
ceremonial worlds of Moctezuma, Quetzalcoatl, Tol­
lan, Teotihuacan, Xochicalco, Chichen Itza, and Ten­
ochtitlan. An impressive number of studies, including 
some by archaeoastronomers- and historians of reli­
gions, are revitalizing Mesoamerican studies with 
new and challenging interpretations. Quetzalcoatl 
reenters the discourse with new conversation partners 
for interaction. 

When it first appeared in 1982, it was one of the 
first studies of Mesoamerican religions written by a 
historian of religions. Fortunately, it raised consider­
able critical interest among archaeologists, historians, 
art historians, and journalists in Europe, Mexico, and 
the United States, where reviewers both applauded 
and challenged its ideas. The book attempted a new 
understanding of Mesoamerican religions by viewing 
a series of Mesoamerican cities as cosmo-magical sym­
bols. The central thesis was that the symbol of Quetz­
alcoatl and the symbol of his majestic ceremonial city 
of Tollan were models for two types of orientation 
in Mesoamerican culture, the orientation of sacred 
authority and the orientation of ceremonial space. 
As I wrote in the Introduction, "These two symbols 
revealed a vision of the cosmos that depended on the 
intimacy of city, kingship, and the gods, a vision that 
helped a number of cultures and capitals achieve sta­
bility and legitimacy in a changing world." 
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Secondly, there is in the nineteen-nineties a phenomenal world­
wide interest in the Aztec, Mayan, and Incan civilizations and in 
New World religions. Museums, art galleries, films, scholarly studies, 
novels, and television shows are focusing our eyes on the dramas of 
the encounters among indigenous American, African, and European 
cultures, peoples, seeds, religions, ideas, myths, and gods. One 
recurring theme in some of these works and exhibitions, addressed 
in the last chapter of this book, is the significance of the theme of 
Quetzalcoatl's return and its role in the conquest of Tenochtitlan. My 
own work strove for a "creative hermeneutics" of Quetzalcoatl as he 
was found in indigenous and sixteenth-century sources, which, in 
the words of Alfredo Lopez Austin, "appear to have been elaborated 
with a malevolent delight in the prospect of confusing future histo­
rians." During this effort the mirage of Quetzalcoatl in Moctezuma's 
encounter with Cortes seemed particularly problematic, and probably 
a post-conquest elaboration of indigenous and Spanish perceptions. 
It was clear that the collapse of Aztec authority was caused by multiple 
factors, including not only weapons, disease, allies, and strategy but 
also myth. I also discovered that the Quetzalcoatl of Tollan tradition, 
even when viewed apart from the sixteenth-century accounts of the 
Moctezuma/Cortes conversations, constituted a sacred history influ­
encing Aztec concepts of rulership, sacred ceremonial order, and 
political collapse. This sacred history presented Quetzalcoatl of Tollan 
as one "exemplary model" of not only the ideal type city/king but 
also as a subversive genealogy of a king who failed to hold the throne in 
the presence of challenges from intruders who confronted him face 
to face. Following the still unsurpassed work of H. B. Nicholson on 
the ethnohistorical record concerning Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl of Tollan, 
my research affirmed the presence of a pre- as well as a post-contact 
native expectation of Quetzalcoatl's return (in fact, many gods return 
in Aztec mythology). In this way Quetzalcoatl could be viewed as 
doubly subversive. Was it possible that Moctezuma or later interpreters 
drew on this ambivalent sense of genealogy, this double subversion, 
as well as on Spanish narrative strategies to interpret Spanish/native 
encounters. I believe it is possible that they did. 

More recently a number of writers and translators argue that the 
story of Moctezuma's abdication of his throne was a post-conquest 
fabrication by Spaniards (and Indians tinctured by Spanish ideas) 
seeking to make Cortes look extravagantly effective and Moctezuma 
look slow to react to this-worldly political developments. In a series 
of publications focusing on our encounter with Spanish/Aztec en­
counters relayed through sixteenth-century sources, several scholars 
argue that Cortes's desperate political need to persuade the King of 
Spain of his successes in the field and thereby increase royal favor is 
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the primary agenda for the composition of this story. In this view, 
an indigenous belief in Quetzalcoatl's return played no role in Moc­
tezuma's attempt to bring the strangers from the east under cognitive 
control. Inga Clendinnen, Anthony Padgen, and others have opened 
up illuminating new strategies for reading sixteenth-century sources 
in order to place certain elements of Sahagun's texts within the con­
text of the Spanish sources. The interpretive results about the rela­
tionship between political agenda, the writing of history, and history 
itself are impressive and fruitful, and they limn dimensions of the 
problem previously unseen. But does the idea of a Spanish invention 
adequately account for the complex and powerful meanings embedded 
in the theme of Quetzalcoatl's return? What happens if we view this 
theme, written down in the early and later years after the Conquest, 
as a product of a shared, contested cultural landscape in formation, 
a landscape where autonomies, versions, political necessities, and 
desires vied for a hearing and played on each other? 

It is clear that Cortes's narrative strategy to achieve political legiti­
macy with the King in Spain influenced Indian and other Spanish 
accounts. It also seems likely that the tincturing went both ways and 
that Cortes and others were influenced by and drew upon indigenous 
agendas of interpretation. 

In my view the version of Quetzalcoatl's return in Cortes's letter 
and in the Florentine Codex is not purely a "post eventum fabrication" 
or invention but a "post even tum elaboration" of indigenous beliefs 
and applications interacting with European beliefs and applications. 

It is rare for an author to be satisfied with his work a decade after 
its completion. If I were writing this book today, it would be some­
what different. Yet even with its shortcomings and omissions, I still 
consider it a useful beginning to the study of Aztec religion, of the 
cities and symbols of certain ceremonial cities, and of the enigmatic 
Plumed Serpent cult that animated social and mythic dramas in 
Mesoamerica. It may be that the stage is set for a more holistic inter­
pretation of Quetzalcoatl and his many appearances. 
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Introduction: Mosaics 
and Centers 

The Aztec Empire was a mosaic of cities. 

-jacques Soustelle 
Daily Life of the Aztecs 

The story of ancient Mexico is the story of places and 
symbols of places. The little footprints crossing and 
looping the ancient maps suggest that archaic Mexi­
cans visited such places as Teotihuacan, "Abode of 
the Gods," Tollan, "Place of Reeds," Xochicalco, 
"Place of the House of Flowers," Colhuacan, "Place 
of the Ancestors," and Teocolhuacan, "Place of the 
Divine Ancestors." In a sense, ancient Mexican his­
tory is the story of people and their symbols moving 
from place to place. 

This volume is concerned with a network of 
places in pre-Hispanic Mexico that conform dramat­
ically to that social order known as the traditional citi 
and with the role one complex symbolic form, Quet­
zalcoatl, "Plumed Serpent," played in the organiza­
tion, legitimation, and subversion of a large segment 
of the urban tradition. It seeks to present a new un­
derstanding of Quetzalcoatl's significance by empha­
sizing the urban setting of the ancient culture and the 
ways in which ancient Mexicans regarded their so­
ciety as a cosmo-magical construct. It strives to do 
this by focusing on the meaning of Quetzalcoatl' s re­
lationship to the great Toltec capital of Tollan, which 
appears in the primary sources as both a historical 
capital and a fabulous symbol of a mythical city. 

Contemporary scholars are aware of the urban 
character of ancient Mexico, but an old and stubborn 
Europocentric approach to the New World has de­
flected scholarship away from a sustained awareness 
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that the ancient Mexican city-state was the center of life and that this 
has great significance for the meaning of religious symbols, including 
the plumed serpent. Working from a comparative analysis of pristine 
urbanism, Paul Wheatley, an urban geographer, has summarized the 
significance cities have for an understanding of the ancient world: "It 
is the city which has been, and to a large extent still is, the style center 
in the traditional world, disseminating social, political, technical, re­
ligious and aesthetic values and functioning as an organizing prin­
ciple, conditioning the manner and quality of life in the countryside."' 

One outstanding characteristic in the history of pre-Columbian 
cities is the eccentric periodicity of settlement and stability. The urban 
tradition had an erratic pattern, "marked by political fragmentation, 
discontinuity in occupation and decline in the crafts between the 
successive periods of intensified integrations."' This pattern of dis­
continuity was accompanied by the persistence of several religious 
symbols, among them the feathered serpent, which appeared in a 
number of regional capitals over a long period of time. It is impressive 
that Quetzalcoatl, acting in the written sources as a creator god, the 
morning star, the wind god, a culture hero, the emblem of the priest­
hood, is inlaid not only within the mosaic of cities constituting the 
Aztec empire, but also within the obscurer mosaic of cities dominating 
the long history that led up to the empire. The present study attempts 
to elucidate the manner in which the symbol of Quetzalcoatl contrib­
uted to the organization of six capitals-Teotihuacan, Cholollan, Tula, 
Xochicalco, Chichen Itza, and Tenochtitlan-by symbolizing the le­
gitimation of power and authority in a trembling world. The overall 
significance of this pattern is that Quetzalcoatl can be understood, 
along with his myriad other meanings, as the patron of capital cities 
in a significant part of Mesoamerica. Quetzalcoatl was a symbol of 
authority, not only in terms of his expression in specific circumstances, 
but in terms of the origin and sanctification of authority in capital 
cities. 

Quetzalcoatl and the city of Tollan present one of the most com­
plex puzzles for the historian of religions to work with. For years 
scholars have spoken of the Quetzalcoatl "problem" or the Toltec 
"problem." Some years ago, Henry B. Nicholson, one of the leading 
experts in Mesoamerican religions, wrote a work entitled "Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl of Tollan: A Problem in Mesoamerican Ethnohistory." 
There and elsewhere Nicholson has shown that the "tangle and com­
plexity" of the deity Quetzalcoatl is heightened by "his inextricable 
interdigitation with the life and personality of a figure whose fun­
damental historicity seems likely but who can be discerned only 
through a dense screen of mythical, legendary, and folkloristic accre­
tions: Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl."4 In my view, we can untangle some of 
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the complex and frustrating lines of meaning by seeing Quetzalcoatl, 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl, and Tollan as combined to form one of the 
major competing traditions in the sanctification of supreme authority 
which resided in major ceremonial centers and capital cities in Meso­
america. While it is clear that Quetzalcoatl was not the only symbol 
of sanctified authority in central Mesoamerica, he was a distinctly 
valued, resilient, and indispensable paradigm of authority. Although 
the meaning of the Quetzalcoatl tradition changed in content over 
time-it received marvelous and startling elaborations in different 
cities-it maintained its importance as a symbol of sanctified authority 
from Teotihuacan's empire (A.D. 250) to the very end of the Aztec 
empire (A.D. 1521). This book attempts to interpret the history of this 
religious tradition. 

This is a hermeneutical task. It is an attempt to understand the 
meanings of a variety of texts (painted, sculptured, written) that car­
ried apparent and hidden messages concerning the nature and char­
acter of authority in Mesoamerican cities. My approach depends on 
the use of the discipline and categories of the history of religions, 
especially the renewed concern for relating the religious texts of a 
people to the social and historical contexts in which they were read, 
danced, applied, and reinterpreted. In attempting to comprehend the 
enigmatic figure of Quetzalcoatl and his importance as a dynastic 
paradigm, I will draw upon the inspirational and insightful writings 
of Mircea Eliade, Charles Long, and jonathan z. Smith, whose con­
tributions toward a method of deciphering the meaning of myth, 
symbol, and religion in traditional cultures have set the stage for a 
deeper and more comprehensive understanding of Mesoamerican 
religion. Special use will be made of the categories of sacred space 
and the sacred human because they enable us to understand the 
currents of thought and action that organized and animated life in 
the pre-Columbian city. Advantage will be gained by bringing the 
"Great Tradition" of the Toltecs and their capital city, Tollan, into 
dynamic interplay with the notions of the symbolism of the center, 
sacred genealogies, cosmogonic models, and hierocosmic symbols. 
"Great Tradition" refers to the canonical traditions about the Toltec 
civilization that contained paradigms for spatial order, kingship, 
sanctity, priesthood, and major institutions of the city. The longer I 
read Mesoamerican texts, the more I am convinced that a significant 
advance in understanding can be accomplished through the sensitive 
and sustained use of history of religions' categories and methods. 

This hermeneutical effort will also benefit from a recent reinter­
pretation of the theory of the central place by the urban geographer 
Paul Wheatley, which is articulated in The Pivot of the Four Quarters. 
There and elsewhere, Wheatley has combined the methods of urban 
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studies with the insights from the history of religions and tested them 
against a multitude of sources from seven areas of primary urban 
generation to show that ceremonial centers were the "primary in­
struments for the creation of political, social, economic and sacred 
space," that constituted traditional cities and their spheres of influ­
ence." Developing the insights articulated by Fustel de Coulanges a 
hundred years before ("We have seen how the religion of the city is 
mixed up with everything"), 6 Wheatley has demonstrated some of the 
complex ways in which religious symbols and meanings contributed 
to the origin and development of cities. In Mesoamerica, it is becoming 
clear that the symbol of Quetzalcoatl integrated and was used to 
integrate the multitude of social processes that constituted the urban 
tradition. Though it is obvious that the cities under Quetzalcoatl's 
patronage were complex worlds of economic trade, hydraulic sys­
tems, and military expansion, it has been less obvious how the sym­
bolic structures managed and interpreted by elites in the ceremonial 
centers directed these processes. 

Quetzalcoatl and Tollan were religious symbols in the sense that 
they revealed and were utilized to demonstrate sacred modes of being 
in pre-Columbian society. Their sacrality derived from their capacity 
to participate in powers that transcended the pragmatic realms of 
textures, spaces, and beings, or what Mircea Eliade calls celestial 
archetypes.' Put simply, Tollan was a symbol of sacred space and 
Quetzalcoatl was a symbol of sacred authority. These symbols were 
models for two types of orientation in Mesoamerican culture; orien­
tation in space and orientation in the social hierarchy. Tollan expressed 
and gave sacred prestige to the effective organization of space asso­
ciated with ceremonial cities while Quetzalcoatl was the standard for 
the vital relationship between kingship and divinity. Religious sym­
bols, however, are never simple expressions, but always multivalent 
and complex. They have the capacity to express simultaneously a 
number of meanings that have hidden but vital correspondences. 
Within the history of Mesoamerican urbanism, the symbol of Quet­
zalcoatl imbued kings, merchants, artists, and priests with sacrality 
and celestial power. Also, there were many Tollans-cities that sym­
bolized in different ways the interaction between terrestrial space and 
celestial design. These two symbols revealed a vision of the cosmos 
that depended on the intimacy of city, kingship, and the gods, a 
vision that helped a number of cultures and capitals achieve stability 
and legitimacy in a changing world. 

But there is also an irony in this vision which derives in part from 
the nature of religious symbols and in part from the Mesoamerican 
conception of authority, for, as Eliade notes, religious symbols can 
express contradictory aspects of ultimate reality, combining them in 
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a coincidence of opposites. The tradition of Quetzalcoatl in Tollan 
reveals that at critical moments in the urban process, when kingship 
and city had achieved a marvelous stability, there appeared a contra­
diction of this stability from within the tradition itself. Mesoamerican 
empires, which are founded on an obsession for order, place, stability, 
and continuity, were based on a paradigm that had an "other" di­
mension and destiny. The symbols of Quetzalcoatl and Tollan con­
tained the promise of disjunction, collapse, and abdication of order 
and authority. This study of the Mesoamerican urban tradition will 
attempt to show both the imperial security of Quetzalcoatl's symbol 
and the ironic subversion embedded in the myths and prophecies 
about Quetzalcoatl. When the Aztec elites utilized the prophecy of 
Quetzalcoatl' s return to interpret the arrival of Spaniards in their 
kingdom, the Aztecs contributed to the reversal of their efforts to 
control their destiny. It is the combination of the Aztec dependence 
on the Toltec tradition for legitimacy and their application of the myth 
of Quetzalcoatl' s return which constitutes the irony of empire. 

This relationship between sacred symbol and social process is 
reflected in the fact that at least six important Mesoamerican cities, 
Teotihuacan, Tula, Xochicalco, Cholollan, Chichen Itza, and Tenoch­
titlan, were organized around shrines that carried the image of Quet­
zalcoatl and integrated the social complexities of regional kingdoms, 
city-states, or empires. These centers were places where the sacred, 
as it was conceived in Mesoamerica, had manifested itself in elemen­
tary hierophanies (through caves, springs, mountains, rocks, animals) 
or in more evolved hierophanies (manifestations of specific deities to 
priestly elites) and so were considered the quintessential meeting 
places of the supernatural and natural realms. The temples and pyr­
amid temples marking these "world axes" received their sanctity and 
authority, in part, from the traditions of meanings associated with 
Quetzalcoatl. 

This study does not seek merely to confirm the efficacy of history 
of religions' categories in the study of Mesoamerican religions. Its aim 
is to sketch out the lines of force that related the central shrines 
associated with Quetzalcoatl to the social and historical processes that 
animated the cities in question. From studying the history of Meso­
american urbanism and the complex changes that influenced the long 
tradition of legitimacy and authority, I have become convinced that 
some categories, for example, the symbolism of the center, need to 
be enlarged upon in order to reach a fuller understanding of Quetzal­
coati and the city in Mesoamerica. More attention must be given to 
the centrifugal functions and influences of sacred centers and sacred 
cities. Great centers like Tenochtitlan, Chichen Itza, and Tula did not 
just integrate, attract, and consolidate peoples and process; they also 
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extended, pushed, and broke the boundaries of their cosmos. Capital 
cities with their ceremonial centers were involved in rebellions, sub­
versive movements, competing traditions, conquests, and military 
defeats. The centrifugal tendencies of Tenochtitlan, for instance, 
weakened the power we usually attribute to the symbolism of the 
center. The recent excavations at the Templo Mayor in Mexico City 
suggest that the Aztec "Center of the World" not only integrated the 
periphery, but also was manipulated by peripheral kingdoms to mag­
nify its ideological and ritual system to the point of near self-destruc­
tion. In short, more focus needs to be placed on the periphery and 
the role of the periphery in the expression of Mesoamerican religion. 
In this study I attempt to expand the notion of a creative hermeneutic 
by utilizing the shape and character of ancient Mexican history to 
expand concepts like symbolism of the center and the axis mundi by 
noting the interplay between centers and peripheries and their social 
and symbolic consequences. 

One major difficulty facing the historian of religions interpreting 
this pattern is the difficulty of "establishing the text." This arises from 
the fragmentary nature of the mute and written primary sources, the 
colonial nature of most of the written works, and the amazing variety 
of feathered serpents found in these texts. Recently, scholars such as 
jacques Soustelle and Robert McC. Adams have argued that the pri­
mary sources are adequate, yielding in their archaeological sequence 
a detailed picture of Aztec life just prior to the conquest. But this 
optimistic view minimizes and obscures the rupture in transmission 
of indigenous traditions caused not only by pre-Columbian upheav­
als, but also by the conquest of Mexico and the colonial pressures of 
the sixteenth century. It is common for scholars working in this area 
to skim over the significant hermeneutical adjustments made by Span­
ish and Indian writers influenced by colonial politics, personal needs, 
mendicant theology and goals, and language differences. Alfredo 
Lopez Austin refers to our predicament when he notes, "the indig­
enous sources ... appear to have been elaborated with malevolent 
delight in the prospect of confusing future historians."8 In a number 
of cases (Sahagun's celebrated Florentine Codex is one), what we call 
primary sources are elaborate Spanish glosses of original sources now 
lost. This hazardous situation invites an exegesis not only of the 
content concerning Quetzalcoatl but of the sources themselves. 

The scholar or layman who enters upon these archives is not in 
the same position as one who studies the texts of most other religious 
traditions, like Christian, Judaic, Buddhist, or Hindu, or even one 
who does field work among contemporary native peoples. Between 
us and the pre-Columbian city and its symbols stand not just time 
and wear, distance and cultural diversity, and renewal within a Ira-
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dition of wisdom, but also the conquest of Mexico and the invention 
of the American Indian. Before building my own interpretation of 
Quetzalcoatl and the ancient city, I will begin to define the "text" by 
discussing the transformation in primary texts that will serve as the 
basis for my interpretation. I call this transformation "from storybook 
to encyclopedia." It is outlined in chapter 1, where I identify the 
history, nature, and reliability of those sources carrying significant 
versions of the Quetzalcoatl tradition. I also review the ways in which 
scholars encountering this fragmented situation and the enigmatic 
Quetzalcoatl have attempted to design and redesign the symbol's 
significance according to their theories of culture, religion, civilization, 
and Indians. 

The unusual nature of the evidence demands a skillful inter­
weaving of material from both archaeological and written sources. In 
some instances it is not simply a matter of weaving, but also of ten­
tative reconstruction, projection, and just plain guessing. For exam­
ple, two of the six capitals we are examining are known almost 
exclusively through archaeological work. This presents the historian 
of religions seeking to understand social and symbolic changes with 
serious methodological problems. One distinguished scholar has de­
scribed the limits of archaeological evidence: 

Emphasis is given to objects and institutions evoking consen­
sual patterns of behavior, art styles, cult objects, rituals, rather 
than to those which might suggest incipient patterns of differ­
entiation and stratification .... Art tends to deal mainly with 
traditionalized symbolic themes which probably always were 
most resistant to change.' 

The static messages of ruins, monuments, and inscriptions demand 
a delicate caution in deciphering the meaning, enrichments, and al­
terations in a symbolic complex over time. But if we look at the evi­
dence through a different lens, the limits of the evidence can work 
to our advantage. While it is apparent that archaeological data does 
not yield pictures of changes "taking place," it does provide state­
ments about continuities and discontinuities in traditions that have 
"taken place." The possibilities of such a view are enhanced by the 
exciting advances made in recent decades, up to the present, by sci­
entists working in the archaeological zones that dot Mexico's land­
scape. This is especially true regarding the discoveries at the Templo 
Mayor in Mexico City. As a recent conference of Mesoamerican spe­
cialists has shown, a new reconstruction of Tenochtitlan' s history is 
possible through the examination of chronicles and archaeological 
evidence concerning the Templo Mayor. 10 
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A second problem presented by working with archaeological 
sources is locating a fruitful starting place. The historian of religions 
must wade into the pools of evidence at the safest starting point. In 
terms of the Mesoamerican iconography of the city and the feathered 
serpent, the safest entry point is the Post-Classic iconographic tra­
dition, which is accompanied by abundant if hazardous documen­
tation. We must work backward from the known Aztec and Toltec 
periods to the unknown or partially known Classic and pre-Classic 
periods with sensitivity and skill. I am not, however, suggesting a 
thoughtless use of analogy and comparison to drive the understood 
messages of one time period back into the obscurer puzzles of another. 
I am saying that, after analyzing the sacred temple tradition in Meso­
america's many Tollans, it is possible to trace the modes of symbolic, 
stylistic, and architectural connections between relevant data and, 
with the "eyes of critical restraint and disciplined imagination,"" to 
identify authentic continuities and changes in the iconographic tra­
dition back to Teotihuacan and its contemporaries. 

My approach is based on the observation of the coincidence of 
two images in Mesoamerican urbanism, the original image of Tollan 
in the written sources and the sculptured, painted, and written images 
of Quetzalcoatl. In his fullest and most enigmatic manifestations, the 
plumed serpent appears within, at the center of, or related to the 
image of Tollan and its urban replications. While the two images have 
been discussed in relation to one another before, more advantage can 
be gained by focusing on the significance of Tollan as a city symbol­
izing the magnificent achievement of an elaborate level of social in­
tegration, creativity, and influence, and by utilizing this significance 
as a context in which to interpret Quetzalcoatl as patron of the urban 
structure as a living and vital form in ancient Mexico. The point is 
not merely that Quetzalcoatl was the symbol of authority in a number 
of cities in Central Mexico, but that Quetzalcoatl was the symbol of 
the authority of the urban form and structure itself. Chapter 2 contains 
a discussion of the paradigmatic meaning of this conjunction of Quet­
zalcoatl and Tollan utilizing evidence associated with the ceremonial 
city of Tula Xicocotitlan. This chapter also includes a discussion and 
interpretation of Quetzalcoatl's role in Mesoamerican cosmology. 
Chapter 3 demonstrates how the symbol of Quetzalcoatl functioned 
in "other Tollans," a series of regional capitals that renewed the Toltec 
tradition by serving as the social and cultural pivots on which the 
culture of the time stood and from which came the social and symbolic 
powers that dominated the society. A series of short histories is pre­
sented to show the variety of Quetzalcoatls manifest in the urban 
traditions and the ways in which the general orientation of Quetzal-
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coat! and city persisted and was altered by social changes, and yet 
continued to sanction and justify those changes. 

This study will also reveal how Quetzalcoatl finally became an 
ironic symbol of urban authority. For not only did he function to 
guide, inspire, and stabilize the Aztec elites of fifteenth- and sixteenth­
century Mexico, but with the detail of the prophesied return of the 
ancient priest-king, he worked to undermine the structure of sover­
eignty in Aztec Mexico. Chapter 4 shows how the ideal image of 
Quetzalcoatl in Tollan functioned as a subversive genealogy, a critique 
against the royal line that ordered the capital of an empire, in the face 
of the sixteenth-century crisis that threatened Tenochtitlan. Our dis­
cussion utilizes the notions of center and periphery as interpretive 
devices to help us understand the meaning of the evidence uncovered 
at the Templo Mayor, the great Aztec shrine of this last Tollan of pre­
Columbian history. Through our focus on the mythic drama of the 
return of Quetzalcoatl and his identification with Cortes, we will see 
how the Toltec paradigms related to and overpowered the other deities 
and ancestral heroes in the last days of the Aztec kingdom. Quet­
zalcoatl and Tollan maintained their prestige as the preeminent sym­
bols of place and the authority of place. In this way, we can come to 
understand how the myths and prophecies of Quetzalcoatl reflected 
the irony of the last Mesoamerican empire. 
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The Sources: From Storybook 
to Encyclopedia 

QuETZALCOATL IN THE PRIMARY SouRCES 

Text and Context 

These religious documents are at the same time historical docu­
ments; they are an integral part of different cultural contexts. 

Mircea Eliade 

The historian of religions working with primary 
sources representing Mesoamerican religions is faced 
with a distinctly complex relationship between the 
texts and their contexts. Not only is he faced with the 
problem of understanding the usual idiosyncratic in­
fluences of indigenous cultural and historical realities 
upon the origin, contents, and purposes of these 
sources, but also with the problem of understanding 
the influences of a foreign, conquering culture upon 
the bulk of the primary evidence. The documents that 
record events under the dynasties of the Aztecs, their 
neighbors, and precursors reflect not only the world 
views, beliefs, and artistic styles of ancient Mexican 
society, but also the world views, beliefs, and millen­
nia! dreams of the dynamic conquest culture of New 
Spain. To use Mircea Eliade' s phrase in a way he did 
not intend, the religious documents from Mesoamer­
ica are a part of at least two different cultural contexts, 
the pre-Columbian and the colonial world of New 
Spain. 1 

It is not that authentic pre-Columbian material is 
unavailable to the scholar because of the oppressive 
strategies of conquering Spaniards. But the student 
of pre-Columbian cultures needs to practice a special 
form of the "hermeneutics of suspicion" when ad­
dressing and using those documents classified as pri­
mary sources. "Hermeneutics of suspicion" means 

11 
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that before we display a "willingness to listen" and try to make 
something meaningful out of the material available, we must ask 
penetrating questions about the nature, reliability, and intentions of 
the material itself. 2 Reading the evidence shows that the impact of 
Spanish colonial processes generated a heated, pressurized, danger­
ous social atmosphere which penetrated the sixteenth-century trans­
mission of indigenous historical and religious traditions to the extent 
that almost all of the available documents contain alterations in the 
picture of pre-Columbian life. This does not eliminate the possibility 
of interpreting creatively, if cautiously, the evidence about Quetzal­
coati and the pre-Columbian city, but it does require that we postpone 
interpretation until we have examined the historical and hermeneu­
tical circumstances that affected the transmission of information about 
pre-Columbian life. We find ourselves faced with a perplexing situ­
ation. On the one hand, it is clear that a thick Spanish, colonial, 
Christian gloss has been brushed across the ideas, beliefs, symbols, 
and dramas of ancient Mexican culture. At times, the evidence seems 
distorted, confused, and inconsistent. Our attempt to understand and 
interpret pre-Hispanic religion is thwarted by what one scholar calls 
"an acute consciousness of what may have been lost."3 On the other 
hand, it appears that significant segments of authentic pre-Hispanic 
culture can be discerned and understood in an illuminating fashion. 
Through the gloss, indigenous images and patterns show themselves 
in an engaging manner. 

A close look at the primary sources reveals that during the six­
teenth century there were important changes in the types of docu­
ments that carried the evidence about ancient Mexico. The scholar is 
faced with a broad spectrum of sources; at one end we have the pre­
Columbian storybook, which consists of elaborately painted scenes 
depicting Indian genealogies, calendars, wars, rituals, and creation 
myths. At the other end we have the same material presented in 
European style prose histories (in one instance in encyclopedic form), 
often with Christian polemics and interpretations inserted. These 
changes reflect, to some degree, the social dynamics of the colonial 
culture. Social, religious, and political developments in New Spain 
altered the style and content of those documents that are today clas­
sified as primary sources. This dynamic literary situation demands 
our attention and caution so that we can realistically assess the degree 
of European manipulation and the persistence of authentic pre-Co­
lumbian beliefs. In the short section that follows, I briefly summarize 
the influences the conquest had on the transmission and destruction 
of the pre-Columbian world view in the sixteenth century. Then we 
shall look at the specific documents that carry important evidence 
about the Toltec tradition and Quetzalcoatl. Thus, our account of the 
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textual meanings of Quetzalcoatl and city begins by using what Robert 
McC. Adams calls a contextual approach, which formulates "a series 
of structured summaries or syntheses, rather than confining analyses 
to fragmentary, isolated cultural components."' As will be clear, Quet­
zalcoatl' s role in the history of Mesoamerican cities can best be dis­
covered through combining a synthetic outlook with "a tolerance for 
ambiguity" found in all the primary sources. It is through the com­
bination of suspicion, synthesis, and tolerance that one is free to 
practice a creative hermeneutics in Mesoamerican studies. 

Conquerors and Apostles 
In 1535 the apostolic inquisitor of Mexico, Juan de Zumarraga, 

ordered the collection and destruction of the pictorial libraries be­
longing to the Nahuatl cultural capital Tezcoco. Tradition tells us that 
the abundance of existing manuscripts, when gathered together, 
formed a mountain-heap in the local marketplace. In a Christian cer­
emony marked by a religious fervor aimed at wiping out Indian idol­
atry, the brilliant intellectual and artistic treasures of ancient Mexico 
were committed to the flames and became ashes. Although this par­
ticular story may be apocryphal,' it is a fact, bitter to the minds of 
scholars, that of the scores of pictorial manuscripts extant in Mexico 
in 1519 showing the histories, genealogies, cosmologies, and cartog­
raphies of the ancient culture, only sixteen remain today.' 

The destruction and defacing of ancient Mexican symbols and 
images was by no means restricted to the picture books. The earliest 
conquerors, priests and soldiers alike, saw the destruction of the 
symbols of the indigenous religion as one of their purposes. Hernan 
Cortes's march from Villa Rica de Ia Vera Cruz to Tenochtith\n was 
punctuated with the removal, destruction, and whitewashing of re­
ligious monuments, idols, and images. Temples were whitewashed, 
idols were broken and crosses were set up in their place. This process 
was often characterized by symbolic and structural superimposition 
of Spanish Christian forms. Consider Bernal Diaz del Castillo's report 
of an amusing event that took place in the Aztec capital soon after 
the arrival of the Spanish troops. Moctezuma had invited Cortes and 
his inner circle of "officers and priests to visit the major ceremonial 
pyramid located in the center of the city. The scene supposedly took 
place on the summit of the "great Cue" in Tiatelolco. Diaz del Castillo 
writes: 

Let us leave this and return to our captain who said to Fray 
Bartolome de Olmedo, who happened to be nearby him, "It 
seems to me, Senor Padre, that it would be a good thing to 
throw out a feeler to Montezuma as to whether he would allow 
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us to build our church here," and the Padre replied that it 
would be a good thing if it were successful, but it seemed to 
him that it was not quite a suitable time to speak about it, for 
Montezuma did not appear to be inclined to do such a thing. 7 

In the end Moctezuma' s inclinations worked to enhance the Spanish 
conquest and the superimposition of Spanish Catholic forms became 
a common practice in many cities and towns that contained important 
ceremonial centers. The material and spiritual conquest of the Mexican 
kingdom was partially accomplished by the destruction of indigenous 
monuments, books, images, and symbols. 

The Spanish effort to eliminate Indian symbols and images was 
successful enough that scholars debate whether we should lament 
the extinction of pre-Columbian cultural forms or study their frag­
mented survivals. Aztec society was so seriously wrecked that colonial 
historians were faced with reconstructing parts of a dead civilization. 
A careful examination of the art motifs in sixteenth-century Mexican 
art and architecture has led the distinguished art historian George 
Kubler to lament, "nearly all symbolic expressions of native origin 
were suppressed by the colonial authorities as well as by native lead­
ers whose position depended upon conforming obedience." There 
were a number of distinctive dimensions to the conquest of Mexico. 
One was speed. Kubler summarized the situation: "One generation 
after the conquest of Mexico, by 1550, a great colonial state stood 
upon the ruins of Indian civilization. The rapid creation of this ordered 
polity was beset by factional disputes, contradictory methods, and 
the familiar struggle for power."' Seldom, if ever, has a developing 
civilization, with its economic, political, and spiritual processes intact 
and alive, ended with such sweeping finality. Although important 
vestiges of pre-Columbian life continued into the sixteenth century, 
indeed some survive today, the complex processes that constituted 
the native literary tradition, its manuscript art, and the political, re­
ligious, and economic systems of Aztec society were used for Spanish 
gain or destroyed altogether. As Kubler has noted, the confrontation 
of Spaniard and American Indian "produced a reaction violent 
enough to strip apart the symbolic system from the practical behavior 
of an entire continent." But it is important to be aware that the many 
fires and purification rituals of the conquerors were ignited as part 
of a much larger plan of cultural alteration, a plan to gain control of 
the content and transmission of the ancient world view in order to 
transform it. One does not have to read far into the documents to see 
that the Spaniards had more in mind than the destruction of dead 
men's thoughts lingering in the screenfolds. The fires of Zumarraga 
destroyed the brilliant colors and signs of the Nahuatl picture books-



The Sources: From Storybook to Encyclopedia 15 

they became black ashes. But the event symbolized a more profound, 
if less dramatic, change-a kind of literary conquest that was central 
to the transformation of world views. We refer to the intense and 
intricate changes in the documentary evidence that took place during 
the last three-quarters of the sixteenth century. These changes, as we 
shall see, were directed by religious and cultural preferences that 
resulted not merely in the evolution of one kind of document into 
another, but in the transmutation of one general form and style into 
a radically different form and style. And the content was changed as 
well on more than a few occasions. 

In the decades immediately following the fall of Tenochtithin, 
another strategy concerning the indigenous historical and religious 
traditions operated in the minds of the colonizers. Along with the 
campaign to eliminate idolatrous documents, to "put an end to every­
thing indigenous, especially in the realm of ideas, even so far as to 
leave no sign of them,"' there developed a movement to collect. re­
produce, and interpret selected parts of the native pictorial and oral 
tradition so that they could be used (a) to inform European society, 
especially the Spanish court and literate public, about the natives of 
New Spain, (b) to organize the developing colonial society, and (c) to 
enhance the missionary work of New World Mendicants and insure 
the effective conversion of the natives who had so abruptly become 
a part of Spanish colonial society. In each instance, the native pictorial 
and oral tradition was revived and the results are immensely valuable 
for our understanding of pre-Columbian life and religion. 

The conquest of Mexico was one aggressive part of the Iberian 
project to expand its hegemony beyond the known world. One result 
of this amazing adventure was, surprisingly, a reorientation in world 
view that, in cartographic terms, saw the growing outline of America 
replace jerusalem as the symbolic center of the world.'' The enchant­
ing places and inhabitants of the Indies were the focus of tremendous 
curiosity and confusion in Spain. This led to a flurry of published 
accounts and histories of the explorations, discoveries, and conquests, 
as well as descriptions of the societies that had been subdued. In this 
context, there was an effort to produce documents "more satisfying 
to the Europeans and make them more readable to one not versed 
in the native traditions."" This resulted in the limited but enthusiastic 
encouragement of Indian painters still conversant with the precon­
quest picture-writing tradition to reproduce picture books that would 
attract and please European eyes. The best example of this can be 
seen in the work sponsored by the greatest patron of the native artists, 
the viceroy of Mexico, Don Antonio de Mendoza, an enthusiastic 
collector of native "curios." Called by one scholar a "Renaissance 
Maecenas," Mendoza noted that the ravages of the conquest had 
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destroyed countless native artifacts and had effaced the craft traditions 
that generated them. 12 He responded in the 1540s by hiring native 
artists and establishing them in workshops where they could fabricate 
"curios" for his own collection and for King Charles I of Spain. One 
of the most beautiful and revealing pictorial documents composed 
under his patronage was the Codex Mendoza, which consisted of sev­
enty-one folios bound at the spine in the manner of European books, 
but painted largely in the native style. Picture pages alternate with 
Spanish translations of the pictographs and ideographs. Although the 
pre-Columbian mode of pictorial representation had been altered 
somewhat in this document, authentic Aztec patterns of symbolic 
thought, tribute collection, and daily life were presented, making this 
codex extremely valuable for interpreting Mesoamerican urbanism. 
In this manner, the ancient tradition was revived and Spanish un­
derstanding of Aztec life increased. 

In New Spain the task of building a new system forced both the 
colonizers and the colonized to utilize the indigenous maps, tribute 
records, land claims, and genealogies in order for Spanish political 
and administrative order to be imposed and maintained in such a 
rapidly changing society. In order to gain a comprehensive under­
standing of the new colonial communities, a research effort was or­
dered by Philip II of Spain. He had a series of questionnaires sent to 
the colony, compelling the local administrators of each town and 
region to compile organized descriptions of native society. A large 
number of Relaciones Geograficas and Descripciones were compiled, each 
requiring a map or pintura of the local community's geography. 1

' These 
maps carried vestiges of the native pictorial tradition and served to 
reanimate the art in local situations. These administrative documents 
are invaluable for understanding the geography, political organiza­
tion, and social character of parts of pre-Hispanic Mexico. In several 
instances, they provide illuminating views of religious traditions in­
cluding beliefs about Quetzalcoatl and the Toltecs. 

The great stimulation for the transmission of native beliefs and 
pictorial and oral traditions into the colonial period came from the 
friars who were committed to transforming Indian consciousness. 14 

It is from the documents generated through contact with Mendicant 
institutions that we draw a great deal of information about pre-Co­
lumbian religion and the city. Within the charged political atmosphere 
of the developing colony, the Mendicant orders had immense influ­
ence on all parts of life. The most influential religious order was the 
Franciscan. Along with the Dominicans and Augustinians, they be­
came the guardians, teachers, and spokesmen for Indian peoples. 
They planned the new towns, built the churches, and controlled the 
formation of the new social order. These Christian missionaries were 
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driven by an especially intense spiritual vision. They wanted to es­
tablish a new world and new church in America that would imitate 
the primitive church of the Apostles of Christ. This apostolic mission 
was symbolically initiated in 1524, when twelve Franciscans were 
ceremoniously welcomed by Cortes in Mexico City to begin the evan­
gelization of the New World. This illustrious moment was memo­
rialized in a mural at the convent of Huejotzingo, where the Apostolic 
Twelve kneel in prayer before a cross set up in Mexico. These original 
New World apostles and their brothers spread out rapidly to set up 
missionary centers in the major Indian towns. An intense millennia! 
attitude inspired some of these friars to work speedily with the Indians 
so that the gospel would finally be spread to all members of the 
human race and the Kingdom of God could be realized on earth. 15 

However, following the initial claims of large-scale instant conversion 
of the Indians to Christianity, it became clear that Indian religious 
attitudes continued to influence all aspects of Indian life. Within a 
decade after the military conquest, a number of priests realized that 
the spiritual conquest would be a long-term process, and they took 
the approach of learning about Indian religion and life so that it could 
be effectively transformed. This approach of learning about pagans 
in order to transform them resulted in the discovery of a wealth of 
pre-Columbian beliefs and practices. 

This apostolic strategy and the research that accompanied it were 
legitimated by a patronage system, the Patronato Real, which gave 
Catholic priests the power to exercise total control and authority over 
the Indians, holding them in "protective custody until the time when 
their spiritual and temporal maturity should have arrived."16 This 
mission was officially authorized by the pope who dispensed power 
to the Spanish Crown to assign the task of evangelization to its chosen 
missionary groups. One expression of this patronage system was the 
establishment of a college, El Colegio de Ia Santa Cruz, in Tlatelolco, 
that attempted to train Indian students in the doctrines of the Chris­
tian religion and in the classical educational system of the Spanish 
Renaissance. Here, as elsewhere, the priests not only trained Indian 
youth, but also used them and their contacts to gain deeper views 
into the pagan religion. The priests became the patrons of Indian 
education and of recording the guarded expressions of the pre-Co­
lumbian world view. Interaction with the native priests who survived 
the conquest and the native students who transcribed their statements 
greatly stimulated a number of Mendicants like Toribio de Motolinia, 
Bernardino de Sahagtin, and Andres de Olmos, all of whom produced 
books with rich and detailed information about pre-Columbian so­
ciety. Still, these works must be approached cautiously because most 
of the informants were from urban centers and had already undergone 
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some acculturation to Spanish Christianity. Also, in some cases the 
scribes who recorded the statements and memories of Aztec life were 
trained by the Spaniards. Complicating the accuracy of the documents 
further, different local traditions were often lumped together in the 
final versions. Yet, a remarkable amount of valuable information about 
pre-Columbian life can be mined from these sources. 

One important result of these approaches was the extensive and 
often intricate change in the documentary evidence generated during 
the sixteenth century. One embryonic expression of colonial alter­
ations is reflected in the Codex Kingsborough, where we are presented 
with two maps drawn in colonial terms, representing the same general 
landscape, but in two radically different ways. One map, the unfin­
ished pre-Columbian style map (folio 208r), was the model for the 
other (folio 209r). The earlier map consists of roads and place signs 
done in the native pictorial style, whereas the second map, showing 
the same space, has been radically transformed into a landscape paint­
ing with natural images of forests, mountains, and hills, a practice 
not seen in pre-Columbian pictures of space. In the native style map 
we have, according to Donald Robertson, "signs of nature," while in 
the colonial map we have a Renaissance "image of nature ."17 This 
development suggests two different orientations to space and its qual­
ities. The more native style map, like other storybooks, with their 
place signs, fantastic animals, empty spaces, human and divine fig­
ures in communication~ was used as a text for oral stories about events 
that took place at special locations imbued with power and signifi­
cance. In the second map, done for the European eye, the same space 
was transformed into a lush landscape, a garden of the New World, 
where man and nature had no discernible pattern of interaction. Much 
more than a style of painting was lost in this transformation: a way 
of perceiving the powers of space and the telling of stories about these 
powerful spaces was replaced by comforting images of a fresh, at­
tractive world of nature. 

This kind of change was intensified when the "images of nature" 
were further translated into prose descriptions of nature, gods, his­
tory, rites, and politics--indeed all aspects of pre-Columbian life. 
Often, it is the end product of this process of transformation that we 
must trust for interpreting Mesoamerican religion. Indeed, in a recent 
highly respected bibliography of Mesoamerican religions, it is stated 
that "the best single source for the study of ancient Mexican religions 
is Sahagun's General History," 18 which is a prose Spanish and Nahuatl 
account of pictorial and oral traditions originally done in the native 
style. Cartoonlike Renaissance versions of the native pictures accom­
pany parts of the text. A literary conquest has brought about the 
evolution of one kind of document into another and the transmutation 
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of the general form and style into another. Donald Robertson has 
divided this process into three steps. First, there were picture books 
done in the native style without prose commentary. Second, the con­
quest produced documents with pictorial events glossed in Spanish, 
Nahuatl, or French. Third, prose works appeared that occasionally 
included Europeanized pictorials. 

The result of this process is a hazardous field of evidence char­
acterized by a pervasive dichotomy. 19 The division in its most general 
sense consists of pre-Columbian archaeology and storybooks on the 
one hand, and post-Columbian storybooks and prose works painted 
and written by Indians or Spaniards on the other. Within this di­
chotomy is a series of types of documents that reflect both Spanish 
influence and pre-Columbian attitudes, practices, and beliefs. More 
specifically, the present study will rely on seven types of documents, 
which include (a) pre-Columbian storybooks that escaped destruction, 
(b) post-Columbian storybooks generated through Spanish patronage 
and independently by Indians with Spanish glosses, (c) early prose 
works in Nahuatl and Spanish, largely anonymous, (d) prose writings 
of descendants of Indian elites, (e) letters and histories by Spanish 
witnesses of the conquest and its aftermath, (f) priestly writings best 
represented by Sahagun's works, and (g) archaeological evidence. All 
of these types of "texts" contain native pictorial or historical traditions, 
or both, though the degree of European influence varies significantly. 
In what follows I will discuss briefly the types and character of pre­
Columbian storybooks since, strictly speaking, they constitute "the 
primary source." The bulk of this chapter will trace the transformation 
from storybook to encyclopedia by focusing on those works that con­
tain important information about Quetzalcoatl as god and god-man. 
In this manner, our suspicions will be both confirmed and illuminated 
and our awareness of Quetzalcoatl's meaning will begin to expand. 

The Storybooks 
Form of Writing. If we attempt to identify the primary sources for 

the study of Quetzalcoatl and the ancient city, it becomes apparent 
that we are dealing, in part, with literary echoes. But, instead of just 
facing the problems of identifying a shout that grows fainter, we must 
face the phenomenon of other voices picking up the shouted word 
and re-shouting it, adding on and leaving off tones and timbres ac­
cording to their particular capacity, education, and purpose. Johanna 
Broda's study of ethnohistorical sources concerning ancient Mexico 
reveals emphatically that a few of the earliest colonial sources, which 
depended on storybooks, were copied by later writers who changed 
the context of the earlier material. 20 More original material-already 
a combination of both clear and vague allusions, mythical acts, and 
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historical events--was seriously changed in its context and signifi­
cance according to the interests of later authors. Her study makes it 
clear that it is more accurate to speak of primary source material 
within works rather than to label them primary sources. 

Behind these distortions in the colonial sources is the original pre­
Columbian form of transmission, the pictorial sign and the oral in­
terpreter. These two elements constitute, in pure form, the primary 
source, or what Jill Leslie Furst calls "the final authority." She notes 
that when the chronicler diverges from the pictorial material, "the 
pictorial version must take precedence-the manuscript as the pre­
sumably faithful rendition of the oral tradition, must be the final 
authority."" It is this combination of painted images explained by the 
oral specialists that leads to the use of the term "storybook" here. 
The pre-Columbian pictorials were not used by merely looking at the 
pictures, but also by explaining them verbally and telling the stories 
they depicted. In her fine analysis of picture writing from ancient 
southern Mexico, Mary E. Smith claims that the Mixtec codices "may 
be considered as possible prototypes of the lost pre-Columbian manu­
scripts of the Valley of Mexico,"" and she notes that in some of these 
documents we witness dynastic histories focusing on the genealogies 
and achievements of Mixtec rulers from major towns and cities. It 
appears that pre-Columbian storybooks were part of the art of the 
ruling classes and contained stories painted and understood by very 
few individuals, usually the priestly sons of noble families who mem­
orized the stories and pictorial conventions of their culture. 

While Jill Furst's claim about the "final authority" is ideally ac­
curate, it is not always relevant because the majority of the documents 
have no related pictorial tradition. Prose works usually exist inde­
pendent of pictorial images. Yet, in spite of the rupture of the con­
quest, it is apparent that certain symbols, metaphors, and traditions 
from the indigenous system of storytelling and writing have persisted 
through time and conflict. It is clear that the majority of sixteenth­
century scholarship done under Spanish patronage depended heavily, 
though with a variety of methods and intentions, on extant painted 
manuscripts and their nahuatlato interpreters. While this heartens us 
with its suggestion of authentic nearness to the primary source, the 
problem of echoes comes into play when we realize that most of the 
painted manuscripts were destroyed or lost after the "translation." 
The problem intensifies when we remember that the Mesoamerican 
writing system, symbolic forms, and types of history were different 
from those of the documents in which we place the burden of our 
interpretation. Still, the recent systematic analysis of ethnohistorical 
sources in the Handbook of Middle American Indians has settled on the 
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FIG. 1. This image, from the Codex Fejervary-Mayer, presents a typical Meso· 
american view of the cosmos as divided into five major sections corresponding 
to the four quarters and the center. Each quarter contains a cosmic tree and 
bird flanked by the deities of that direction. The fire god occupies the center. 

judgment that in spite of all the disruption of the pre-Columbian 
literary tradition, "probably a gross compatibility" exists between the 
surviving texts and the types and quantities of original documenta­
tion. 23 

This writing system, studied seriously since 1849, has been named 
the Mixteca-Puebla tradition, referring to stylistic and iconographic 
forms that appeared in parts of Mesoamerica around the tenth century 
and most clearly articulated in the storybooks from the Puebla and 
Mixtec regions. This pictoral system is found in two types of sources: 
(a) a series of storybooks of both preconquest and postconquest com­
position, and (b) low relief sculpture carved in such famous structures 
as the Aztec calendar stones, the Tizoc stone, the Teocalli de la Guerra 
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Sagrada, as well as sparse examples of wood or bone fragments and 
smaller stone objects. The system is partially understood because it 
was flourishing at the time of the conquest and continued to be used 
in numerous ways throughout the sixteenth century. Some of the 
surviving examples are glossed in Spanish or in indigenous lan­
guages, principally Nahuatl. 

I. J. Gelb' s lucid Study of Writing is helpful to our understanding 
of these primary sources in two ways, first, through its classification 
of writing systems and, second, through the comments on the evo­
lution of writing. Gelb defines writing and its relationship to forms 
of speech through a descriptive and comparative method. His analysis 
of writing systems from different parts of the world and different eras 
in history, including ancient America, led him to recognize that 
though writing can be defined as a "system of human intercommun­
ication by means of conventional visible marks," there exist radical 
differences in the forms of writing. On one end of the spectrum is 
the semasiographic writing system in which "pictures convey the 
general meaning intended by the writer ... who can express meaning 
directly without an intervening linguistic form," and on the other end 
is the phonographic writing system, which exists when phoneticism 
and syllables of speech are central. 24 Roughly speaking, these two 
forms are equivalent to the dichotomy of pre-Columbian storybook 
and post-Columbian encyclopedia. 

Gelb' s second relevant point is that there is no smooth emergence 
of one form of writing from the other. There is a great difference 
between the stage of writing where notions are communicated by 
signs having a loose connection with speech and the "phonographic 
stage (expressing speech)." In the former system, a loose relationship 
between writing and speech fosters the independence of picture writ­
ing from phonetic forms, an independence which is lost in the de­
veloped systems of writing where phonetics reduces signs and 
pictures to written substitutions for its spoken counterparts. It seems 
that, in spite of the confusing labels for Mesoamerican writing systems 
(ikological, elliptical, symbolic, descriptive, representational), we are 
dealing with a semasiographic system consisting principally of two 
types of messages. First, we have pictographs where the images of 
the objects referred to are used individually or in a series to tell 
something in general terms. 

Animals, plants, birds, mountains, streams and trees are recog­
nizable as such; the scenes depicted are comparable to photo­
graphs of dances, processions, self-castigation, sacrifice or 
battles. Gods, goddesses or priests and common people are rec-
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ognizable by their actions, their postures, their clothing, paint­
ing and headdress. 25 

In other words, we have images of the things themselves. 
Second, we have ideographs in that images of objects stand for 

ideas associated with the images. For instance, the picture of a flower 
could represent a flower as a pictograph, while as an ideograph it 
could mean sacrificial blood. The image of a bundle of reeds would 
likely signify a bundle of reeds as a pictograph; but a tied bundle of 
reeds appearing as an ideograph can refer to the end of a great fifty­
two-year calendrical period. Usually ideographs and pictographs oc­
cur on the same page. 26 In all cases, these signs form narrative draw­
ings, that is, drawings whose meanings are communicated through 
the oral telling of the picture sequences. The already noted indepen­
dence of picture writing from speech forms resulted in a creative 
leeway in interpretation for specialists. It is clear from the available 
sources that these specialists had a "penchant for varying place names 
and name signs, employing different graphemes and grapheme com­
binations to produce the same result."" One good illustration of the 
ambiguity and richness of this system is given in Jill Leslie Furst's 
discussion of Mixtec star symbolism. She notes that the image of stars 
in the Codex Vienna is a representation of human eyes, reflecting a 
pun on the Mixtec word for star. 28 This ideographic pun is further 
complicated by the fact that Mixtec languages are tonal and more 
precise meanings depend in part on pitch. Through careful compar­
ison of interior evidence of Codex Vienna star symbols, she demon­
strates how one single image could have been used, by a skillful teller 
of stories, to mean "the chief or head (e.g., the most important) eye 
of the heavens, an object that moves and returns to its proper place­
and that in doing so, marks the passage of time." Complex meta­
phorical meanings are embedded in these apparently simple signs. 
This complexity and ambiguity is perhaps behind the report of the 
translator (from picture to Nahuatl to Spanish) of the Codex Mendoza, 
that the Indian interpreters of the pictures in the document argued 
so intensely over a number of images that he had only ten days to 
prepare his manuscript before it was to be sent from Mexico to the 
court of Charles V. 

It is apparent that a phonetic subsystem was developing within 
the narrative drawing system, specifically in personal and place 
names. Although the extent of phoneticism is contested, it seems 
likely that an indigenous phonetic system was developing during late 
Aztec times, a system which, along with its more stable picture-writ­
ing system, was abruptly stifled and transformed by the conquest. 
Concerning the rupture caused by this development, Robert Ricard 
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notes, "In whatever way it was done, the introduction of the Latin 
alphabet for the transcription of native tongues was a revolution in 
the intellectual history of Mexico, the importance of which cannot be 
exaggerated." 

The Documents. Picture writing in the native style is found in 
codices that, in Mesoamerican studies, include complete documents 
or isolated pages, cloth paintings or European style manuscripts con­
taining indigenous material and symbolic conventions, in an indig­
enous style. These codices are sometimes referred to as mapas or 
pinturas. The basic format is called the lira, which consists of long, 
narrow strips of native paper or animal hides, glued together, with 
drawings and paintings on them. The most typical form is the screen­
fold, a large accordion-pleated lira with a series of paintings that can 
be read in a number of directions, sometimes indicated by guiding 
lines. Third, we have the roll, a lira that has been rolled rather than 
folded. This type is rare, though there is at least one, the Selden Roll, 
which has important information about Quetzalcoatl on it. Finally, 
there are lienzos, which consist of large sheets of picture writing on 
cotton or maguey cloth sewn together. Although no preconquest lien­
zos still exist, there is no doubt that they were abundant in pre-His­
panic Mexico. 

There are sixteen pre-Columbian documents still in existence. 
While the exact provenance of these surviving gems is often in doubt, 
the following summary can be made. Five ritual calendrical manu­
scripts which form the celebrated Borgia group are known to have 
originated somewhere in the Puebla-Tlaxcala region. They survived, 
perhaps, because they were sent to Europe during or soon after the 
conquest, before zealous priests and officials could get possession of 
them. Six historical-genealogical manuscripts survive from the west­
ern Oaxaca region and are known generally as the Nuttal group screen­
folds. From the extremely brilliant lowland Maya culture, we have 
only three surviving ritual-calendrical screenfolds known as Codex 
Dresden, Codex Paris, and Codex Madrid. From the central Mexican 
region, where the destruction of manuscripts was mm•t intense, we 
have two disputed pre-Columbian ritual calendrical works, the Codex 
Borbonicus and the Tonalamatl Aubin. The history of all these documents 
is as obscure as some of their meanings. We know that twelve reached 
Europe in the first half of the sixteenth century; two of these were 
sent by Cortes before the conquest ended. Two others probably re­
mained in Mexican libraries, passing from collection to collection until 
they emerged in the Boturini collection in 1743. Two others were kept 
hidden in Indian communities until the end of the nineteenth century. 
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For a sampling of the dispersal of these primary sources, let us note 
when and where a few emerged into public awareness: 

Codex Borgia, Cardinal Stephano Borgia, Rome, 1792-97 
Codex Fejervtiry-Mayer, Gabriel Fejervary, Pest, Hungary, 1829 
Codex Laud, William Laud, Oxford, England, 1636 
Codex Vienna, King Emmanuel I of Portugal, Portugal, 1521 
Codex Paris, Bibliotheque imperiale, Paris, 1829-37 
Codex Colombino, Local Cacique, Tututepec, Oaxaca, 1717'' 

The Obsession with Time. One of the problems facing the historian 
of religions results from the fact that the various forms and content 
of the "original vehicles" did not die out after the conquest. In fact, 
much of what we know about the original vehicles comes from colo­
nial documents that carry pre-Columbian materials. H. B. Nicholson 
points out that picture manuscripts produced under Spanish patron­
age, "despite their post-conquest date, ... are often of the greatest 
value to the student of late Pre-Hispanic culture."30 This has caused 
confusion and controversy about the principles of composition of 
preconquest narrative drawings. Nevertheless, one of the distinctive 
characteristics of storybook composition was the interest in, indeed, 
the obsession with time, its shape, and meaning. This obsession with 
time is also evident on the calendar stones, sculpture, and architecture 
of the various ceremonial centers of ancient Mexico. Together, these 
texts reflect the intense involvement in marking, measuring, and de­
ciphering the patterns of celestial and social events. Consider the 
"Introductory Letter" by Motolinia: 

the Indians observed close order in reckoning time-days, 
weeks, months and years--and also feasts, as will appear later. 
Similarly, they related in figures the achievement of victory and 
the conduct of wars; the succession of chief lords, weather con­
ditions and noteworthy signs in the heavens; and general epi­
demics; at what time and under which lord these things 
occurred; and all the lords who took a leading part in subjugat­
ing New Spain up to the time that the Spaniards arrived. 31 

This observation by one of the more alert Spanish priests reflects 
several important characteristics about the Aztec preoccupation with 
time. Time was closely observed and measured in varying units. These 
units were used to depict stories of human and natural phenomena. 
There was a special concern for sequences of events that revealed the 
nature of destiny. Although it is not true that all the storybooks were 
dominated by this obsession, it is accurate that the two dominant 
types of picture writing, the ritual-divinatory and the historical-ge­
nealogical, reflect a peculiar form of what Alexander Marshack calls 
"time-factored thinking."" We will see in the books discussed here 
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stories about the vital processes and relationships that animate and 
renew society and the gods. 

The ritual-calendrical manuscripts, which include the Borgia 
Codex, the Tonalamatl Aubin, Codex Borbonicus, and the three Mayan 
screenfolds, reflect the ingenious attempt to measure, worship, and 
control time-a special characteristic of Mesoamerican religions. Paul 
Wheatley notes in his comments on the development of the sciences 
in urban cultures that "It was in the realms of Nuclear America ... 
that the most complex and accurate of all calendrical systems was 
devised."33 The manuscripts of this category were "primarily devoted 
to religion and the calendar, and such related topics as divination and 

FIG. 2. The Aztec Piedra del Sol reflects the five-part cosmology applied to 
the conception of the ages of the universe. Each of the four cosmic eras 
surrounds the central or fifth (Aztec) age, known as 4 nahui ollin, represented 
here with the god in the center; his tongue is a sacrificial knife. Courtesy of 
Lawrence G. Desmond. 
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religious ceremonies, and the systematic depiction of gods of the 
native pantheon."" Within this category we find three types of doc­
uments, each with a different ordering of cosmic and human time: 
First was the tonalpohualli, a 260-day cycle with 20 named days and 
13 signs, known in book form as the lonalamall. This type of book was 
the favorite target of the missionary priests. It served as the basis for 
prophecy, determined the favorable and unfavorable days, and was 
the source for names given to children. Second was the eighteen­
month festival calendar, which organized "fixed" ceremonies with an 
eighteen-month, twenty-day count to form the solar year. Third was 
the calendar wheel, found only in colonial sources that contain both 
the divinatory and solar cycles. These manuscripts also carried related 
mythological and cosmological information not restricted to calendar 
ritual. 

The historical-genealogical manuscripts have three orientations: 
time, place, and event. Running throughout all three is the presence 
of time-factored thought. Robertson notes that sources both before 
and after contact are ordered as year-to-year accounts of families, 
dynasties, and towns. The narratives are presented in linear com­
position in lira or screenfold with pictured events attached to dates 
or clustered dates by extended lines. Even when a map composition 
dominates the lira, the narrative consists of the history of a family 
that occupied that space. Time-factoring, though less prominent, is 
still fundamental. And when we come across event-oriented manu­
scripts, we are dealing with genealogical narratives covering many 
generations. In each case, the emphasis on sequence is present. Al­
though it is undoubtedly true that other types of primary sources, 
such as economic and ethnographic records, existed in ancient Amer­
ica, the evidence suggests the same influence of time-factored think­
ing. Economic records include the historical notations of tribute 
relationship and the ethnographic documents have Indian life cycles 
woven throughout. 

In my view, one of the important relations expressed in these 
books is the relation between ancient or mythic events and future or 
prophetic events. Whether in the cosmogonic myths, which tell of 
the universe's origins, or in the sacred history of the Toltec tradition, 
we see the focus on sequences of events, loaded with sacred mean­
ings, which were set in motion in a remembered past, are enacted in 
the present, and will lead toward an expected repetition in the future. 
There is a special connection between the myths and the prophecies. 
This time-factored attitude permeates all the documents to various 
degrees, and, as the testimony of the storybooks will show, it influ­
ences the Aztec perception of Quetzalcoatl' s meaning, especially the 
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Aztec interpretation of the events related to the corning of the Span­
iards to Tenochtithin. 

The Testimony of the Storybooks 
Not surprisingly, the surviving storybooks provide little evidence 

of Quetzalcoatl' s significance in pre-Columbian society. Since the 
great majority of pre-Columbian storybooks are from the Mixtec re­
gion, the Toltec and Aztec traditions are barely represented in the 
pictorials. 35 There is, however, apparent reference to the Quetzalcoatl 
tradition in two pictorials containing Mixtec genealogies. In these pre­
Columbian sources, figures that seem to have a clear relationship to 
Quetzalcoatl as god and god-rnan demand our attention. 

It is probable that there was some contact between Toltec culture 
and Mixtec, and this apparently resulted in the exchange of mythical 
and historical traditions between the two culture areas. 36 Two related 
Mixtec prose sources, the Descripci6n Geografica of 1674 and the Origen 
de los Indios del Nuevo Mundo" of 1606, contain stories about the deities 
El Corazon del Pueblo and 9 Ehecatl (9 Wind, a flying serpent), whose 
careers are reminiscent of the Toltec god and high priest Quetzalcoatl. 
These similarities are explicit in a cosmogony portrayed in the Codex 
Vienna, repeated in the Codex Nuttal, 38 and appearing in the postcon­
quest Selden Rol/. 39 The most complete version is in Codex Vienna, 
folios 49a-38c. This section of the codex, apparently a sacred ge­
nealogy, depicts in magnificent detail, the birth of a culture hero, his 
ascension to heaven, investiture by the Creative Pair, descent to earth, 
and raising of the heavens. Apparently the figure 9 Ehecatl (called by 
at least one commentator 9 Ehecatl Quetzalcoatl)40 is the figure from 
whom Mixtec rulers claim their descent. The hero 9 Ehecatl is born 
from a stone knife and is followed by the birth of sixteen males rep­
resenting his different guises and powers as a sharnanic healer, 
painter, singer, recorder of history, ritual expert, and warrior, among 
others. He ascends to heaven, where he confers with the Creative 
Pair, who instruct him in his mission and show him the elaborate 
paraphernalia of his future career. Then, elaborately dressed in his 
sacred costume, which includes a truncated cap, red buccal mask, a 
shell pectoral, feather bundle, and flowered weapons, he is given 
four decorated temples and descends to earth on a rope. He is ac­
companied by two companions, Fire Serpent and Descending Eagle, 
diving head first to earth. A bird sacrifice is performed in his honor. 
He confers again with the Creative Pair and then performs the amaz­
ing act of lifting the heavens, revealing the earth as a hilly, fertile 
place with rivers and turbulent water and nine place signs, six of 
which have divinatory dates. Under the instruction of the high gods, 
he has created cosmic and ceremonial space." A similar scene de-
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picting another figure, 12 Ehecatl, in his flight and descent in Codex 
Nuttal has led jill Furst to suggest that the creation scenario of the 
Codex Vienna is a prototype for the events in the Nuttal. I am inclined 
to favor an interpretation along the lines suggested by H. B. Nichol­
son, that we are presented with a story depicting one widespread 
indigenous pattern of the creation of a culture hero and his divinely 
ordained creative power. The story and its painted elements are strik­
ingly similar to the careers of Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl and Topiltzin Quet­
zalcoatl from the central plateau. The details of this pattern of world 
creation, including a) the miraculous birth of the hero, b) his ascent 
and conference with the Divine Pair, c) the costumes worn, d) the 
raising of the sky to reveal the earth and create an age, and e) the 
presence of four special buildings along with the cosmic dive of related 
deities, are all duplicated in fragmentary form in a large number of 
other pictorial and prose sources concerning the Toltec god and god­
man. Cautiously, we can suggest that we have a pre-Columbian ex­
ample of a widespread cosmogenic tradition depicting the creation 
of terrestrial space, the original ceremonial center, and legitimate au­
thority-all symbolized in the career of Quetzalcoatl or one of his 
doubles. 

The second category of primary documents is the post-Columbian 
storybook done in the native style which conveys pre-Columbian 
historical and cosmological traditions. Some of these documents were 
commissioned by Spaniards in the manner already described and 
some were generated independently by Indians, as, for instance, the 
prototype for the Codex Telleriano-Remensis42 and the Codex Vaticanus 
A.43 A third document that shares this native character is the Historia 
Tolteca-Chichimeca. 44 Though several dozen similar documents exist, 
these three contain significant material on Quetzalcoatl and will be 
discussed briefly. 

The history of two of the documents-the Vaticanus A and the 
Telleriano-Remensis, which are storybooks with written annotations­
demonstrates in an astonishing way the complex relationship between 
text and context summarized here. Consider the following steps in 
the pictorial and prose composition of these two important pieces, 
which were copies of a pre- or post-Columbian pictorial document 
that was subsequently lost. Apparently, a copy of the original was 
made in Mexico around 1563 and later taken to Europe, where it was 
eventually named the Telleriano-Remensis. The copy consists of three 
parts, and it was compiled using several other documents as well as 
the prototype. The annotations explaining the pictorial material were 
done in three different hands. The prototype of the Telleriano-Re­
mensis copy was sent to the Vatican library and copied again; this 
copy became known as Vaticanus A. This important source contains 
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two sections missing entirely from the Telleriano-Remensis. The Vati­
canus A was copied after 1569. The prototype for both codex copies 
was lost! The annotations on the Vaticanus A were done by at least 
two scribes who copied an earlier Italian translation of a Spanish text. 
To complicate the situation, the final annotations were done by a 
Spaniard who had an imperfect knowledge of Italian. It appears that 
we have two copies of an early post-Columbian storybook, probably 
itself a copy of a pre-Columbian storybook, which was never, as far 
as we know, seen by European eyes. As Henry Nicholson has dem­
onstrated in his invaluable discussion of these sources," the paintings 
that serve as the basis for the written narrative, along with the more 
acculturated pictures in the Florentine Codex, are the only coherent 
group of native style illustrations of the Toltec priest-king still avail­
able. In spite of heavy Christian additions to the text, these works 
constitute, along with some of the stone carvings at Tula, the closest 
thing we have to the "final authority" about Quetzalcoatl. 

Taking these two documents together, 46 the Quetzalcoatl material 
reveals the intimate relationship that existed between the Toltec hero 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and the deity Quetzalcoatl, sometimes called 
Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl. Following an account of the creation of the 
world and its organization, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl (it is stated in the 
commentary that he was named after "the other Quetzalcoatl," mean­
ing the god) is divinely conceived and born to the virgin Chimalman. 
The engenderer was the creator sky god Citlallatonac-Tonacatechuhtli. 
As an adult, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl sees that Tollan is suffering from 
a famine and degradation, and he initiates new ritual practices to end 
the famine and gain divine pardon for his people who have committed 
errors. The famine ends and he is appreciated for his ritual bloodlet­
tings, which are imitated by the people. He constructs four temples 
that become famous: the House of Nobles, the House of the Common 
Man, the House of the Serpent, and the Temple of Shame. He also 
invents round temples. One of his fervent disciples, Totec, carries out 
several penitential adventures following his frightening dream ex­
periences. Then, the two lead a group of devotees from Tollan, boring 
a tunnel through a mountain in which some of his followers are 
turned to stone. Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl arrives in Tlapallan and dis­
appears over the water, telling his people not to mourn too much 
because he will return and that a bearded people will eventually rule 
in the land. It is noted that this belief, heightened by the coincidence 
of his birth on the day 1 Reed and the arrival of the Spaniards in 
Mexico in the year 1 Reed, encouraged the Indians to think Quet­
zalcoatl had returned. When the hero died, he ascended to heaven 
and became the Morning Star and was identified as Tlahuizcalpan­
tecuhtli. In other parts of the two documents it is noted that Topiltzin 
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Quetzalcoatl was also the god who created human life and the world 
and was the wind god who was worshiped in the city of Cholula. 
(Throughout this book, the pre-Columbian city of Cholollan will be 
referred to both as Cholollan and as Cholula, its modern name.) The 
connection with Cholula, as Eloise Quinones Keber has shown, was 
elaborately referred to in the glosses for the fourth, fifth, and ninth 
trecena periods." In one case, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl was celebrated 
at a great feast in this city on the special days 7 Reed and 1 Reed once 
every fifty-two years. Elsewhere we find that a Topiltzin-Morning 
Star cult was celebrated in Cholula, suggesting that a fusion of the 
culture hero and deity Ehecatl and Morning Star developed. From 
her analysis of these documents, Keber shows that the commentators 
were making active interpretations of the storybooks and not merely 
copying what was already before them. She writes, "from its first 
written expression, the tale of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl can be seen in 
a continuous state of flux, meshing legendary, historical and myth­
ological elements from both the native and Christian European tra­
ditions."48 

Remembering the story line in the Codex Vienna, we can see some 
striking similarities and additions to our scenario. As in the Codex 
Vienna, this culture hero is miraculously born, this time by the union 
of a deity with a Toltec virgin. He is a ritual expert whose sacrifices 
become models for the populace and, as in the Vienna, he is associated 
with four important temples which organize his ceremonial center 
and activities. A clearly unique episode occurs when he leaves Tollan 
and dies in Tlapallan, after announcing that he will one day return­
this is related to the Spanish conquest. His identification with deities, 
including Quetzalcoatl, Ehecatl and Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli, is impor­
tant and will be repeated elsewhere. 

A third colonial pictorial source, also with accompanying com­
ments, this time in Nahuatl, is the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca. Probably 
copied from a pre-Hispanic storybook before 1546, it contains three 
short but important references to Quetzalcoatl and expands our view 
of his significance in space and time. We first hear of the Toltec deity 
Quetzalcoatl during an account of a mighty conflict which brings 
about the fall of Tollan." One of the warring groups within Tollan, 
the Nonoalco-Chichimeca, prepares to abandon their city, but on the 
night before their flight they hide all the treasures of Quetzalcoatl and 
guard them carefully. A second reference appears during the flight 
of the other faction, the Tolteca-Chichimeca, fifteen years later. Their 
high priest Coenan is sent to the city of Cholollan50 to plead with the 
deity Ipalnemouani, "Through Whom All Live," to allow his people 
to relocate there. He performs special rituals before the great shrine 
and, surprisingly, Quetzalcoatl answers, telling him that his people 
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are welcome. The identity of this deity changes, however, when 
Coenan returns to Tollan to report his success and informs his fol­
lowers that it was Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl who promised them a new 
home. Inspired by the oracle's welcome, the Tolteca-Chichimeca leave 
Tollan and eventually arrive in Cholollan. 

Again, we have an explicit identification of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl 
with the deity Quetzalcoatl and a clear statement that both were 
significant sacred figures in Cholollan. This Cholollan location is ex­
panded in the third reference to Quetzalcoatl, where it is stated that 
his shrine in that city made it a truce center for warring factions who 
periodically made peace and visited the ceremonial center to attend 
religious festivals. Truces were not always successful, however, for 
it is stated that one of the enemies of the Tolteca "shot the face of 
Quetzalcoatl" and initiated a new war in Cholollan. 51 

A number of other post-Columbian storybooks, although they do 
not carry the Quetzalcoatl tradition, contribute to our understanding 
of Mesoamerican cities and the pre-Columbian conception of legiti­
mate authority. These include the splendid Codex Mendoza and the 
pictorial histories Codex X6lotl and Codex Azcatitlan. 

If all we had to work with were the storybooks from pre- and 
postconquest times, we could make the following profile. Quetzal­
coati the deity, in his manifestations as Morning Star, Creator God, 
and Wind God, is clearly related to the culture hero Topiltzin Quet­
zalcoatl. The latter was divinely born and became a sacred figure in 
Tollan and Cholollan as a result of ritual actions, establishment of four 
temples, his flight from Tollan, and his death. His promise to return 
led to his identification with the Spaniards during the conquest. When 
we hazard the identification of this figure with the career of 9 Ehecatl 
in the Codex Vienna, we see striking similarities. Basically, Quetzalcoatl 
is the divinely ordained creator of life, ceremony, ceremonial struc­
tures, and social authority. Let us move into the prose sources to see 
if these connections and meanings can be illuminated. 

Transitional Prose Sources 
During the early decades of the colonial period, at least five doc­

uments were produced which contained significant information con­
cerning Quetzalcoatl. We call these documents transitional prose 
documents; that is, early postconquest accounts, written in prose 
Nahuatl, Spanish, or French, which were based to a large extent 
directly on pre-Columbian and post-Columbian storybooks. One im­
portant fact that distinguishes these from the former documents is 
the almost total absence of pictorial images, although it is clear that 
in several cases the prose translator had pictures before him. The five 
relevant works are the Anales de Cuauhtitlan, the Leyenda de los Soles, 
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FIG. 3. The frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza, depicting the founding of Ten­
ochtitlan, reflects the application of the Aztec cosmology to the spatial order 
of the capital. In the center of the four sections of the city is the image of the 
Aztec god perched on the cactus growing from a rock in the lake of Mexico. 
The human action below the central section represents Aztec conquests of 
nearby towns. 
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the Historia de los Mexicanos por sus pinturas, the Juan Cano Relaci6nes, 
and the Histoyre du Mechique. 

An extremely valuable document, the C6dice Chimalpopoca, con­
tains two rare and beautiful sources, the Anales de Cuauhtitlan and the 
Leyenda de los Soles, which are based on different preconquest story­
books and are written by anonymous hands. The Anales, completed 
by 1570, consists of a number of interwoven local histories from major 
towns and cities in the Valley of Mexico and the basin of Puebla, 
including Tezcoco, Tenochtith\n, Chalco, Tula, Tlaxcala, and Azca­
potzalco. Robert Barlow's intense analysis of this Nahuatl document'' 
shows that it is based on ancient songs, storybook images, memories 
of old men in Cuauhtith\n, two written sources from Tezcoco and 
Chalco, and other unknown sources. It emphasizes the tradition of 
Cuauhtitlan, a city founded after the fall of Teotihuaciin in the tenth 
century, and includes an account of the rise and fall of Tula. 

A full, lyrical, and confused version of the Quetzalcoatl tradition 
confronts the reader in the Anales. Quetzalcoatl, under the sign 7 
Ehecatl, creates human beings from ashes in an early sequence. "He 
had them made and raised them." This scenario is greatly expanded 
in the Leyenda version. Later in the source, a full-blown account of 
Ce Acatl Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl' s career is offered, providing us with 
an invaluable look at the indigenous appreciation for the Toltec king. 
This account includes such important events as his miraculous birth 
when Chimalman swallowed a precious stone, his search for and 
reburial of his father's bones, his installation as king in Tollan, and 
the construction of his four temples. 53 Then, in a new scenario, he 
prepared for an ecstatic flight through intense ritual action and com­
municates, as in the Codex Vienna scene, with the Creative Pair above 
the ninefold heavens. His kingdom is portrayed as an ideal natural 
and social landscape, and he is described as the discoverer of valuable 
stones, feathers, cotton, and birds. Also, he is a marvelous craftsman. 
He begins to build a great temple with feathered serpent columns, 
but cannot complete it. This paradise crumbles through the tricks of 
his rival Tezcatlipoca who, angry that the king will not sacrifice hu­
mans, leads him to drunkenness and an apparent incestuous episode 
with his sister Quetzalpetlatl. Stricken with grief, Quetzalcoatl departs 
from Tollan and arrives at Tlapallan-Tlatlayan, where he sacrifices 
himself by fire and is transformed into the Morning Star. The story 
ends with the summary: "Such was the life, in its entirety, of him who 
was called Quetzalcoatl. He was born in 1 Reed. And also he died in 
1 Reed and so it is reckoned he lived for fifty-two years. And so it is 
finished, in the time, in the year 1 Reed."" This account, adding mar­
velous details of his sacred career, stresses that a conflict about human 
sacrifice was one of the major causes for his downfall. It is also im-
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portant to note here that the historical survey which runs throughout 
the work positions the rise and the zenith of Aztec power purposely 
in line with Quetzalcoatl' s Tollan, suggesting this figure's importance 
in Mesoamerican traditions of legitimate rule. 

The companion document, the Leyenda de los Soles, presents a 
fuller account of the god Quetzalcoatl' s creative acts and offers a short 
version of the hero Ce Acatl's career. (Ce Acatl, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl, 
and Quetzalcoatl, when referring to a human being, all refer in my 
view to a single historical individual or mythical hero.) This Nahuatl 
document, written by a Spanish-educated Indian, was completed by 
1558. It contains a sacred history of the Aztec world from the point 
of view of Tenochtitli\n' s surviving elites and was constructed free of 
priestly direction. It is apparently a concise commentary on several 
pictorial codices in the possession of the writer. One page includes 
a rough diagram of Topiltzin seated on a ruler's throne surrounded 
by the four temples of his ceremonial center, apparently copied from 
the original storybook. The document is especially important because 
it consists of poetic fragments which were most likely recited and 
sung in the calmecacs of Aztec society and its precursors. 

During the cosmogonic sequences, Quetzalcoatl is chosen by a 
group of deities to travel to the land of the dead and recreate human 
life. His cosmic dive results in a dramatic confrontation with the Lords 
of the Underworld and he is miraculously successful in his quest. 55 

Later on, he participates in the creation of man's most important food, 
corn. 

Referred to later as Ce Acatl, the culture hero follows some of the 
lines of his career in the Anales version, with an account of his unusual 
birth and the recovery of his murdered father's bones, but it differs 
in its emphasis on the vicious revenge sacrifice of his uncles. And Ce 
Acatl is pictured as a ruler of Tollan who becomes a military conqueror, 
eventually reaching Tlapallan, where he falls sick, dies, and is burned 
on a funeral pyre. This simpler account is followed by a description 
of the Aztec royal dynasty and their conquests. 

The most appealing and picturesque transitional prose document 
is the Historia de los Mexicanos par sus pinturas, written before 1536. 
There is circumstantial evidence that the famous Franciscan priest 
and linguist, Andres de Olmos, translated it from a surviving sto­
rybook which was originally attached to the prose commentary. It 
may well be the earliest account we have of an official Aztec history 
of the world. Myths of creation swing into dramatic motion, a motion 
which seems unique in its shape. Quetzalcoatl, one son of the Creative 
Pair, shares in the creation of the universe, the destruction of different 
ages, and the arrangement of the earth. He is one of the two deities 
who lift the sky to reveal the earth. He bleeds himself in penitence, 
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gets kicked out of heaven, and in one sequence casts his own divine 
child into the sacrificial fire in order to create the sun. 56 He is a cosmic 
tumbler in a circus of eccentric divinities. 

Following this cosmogony, there is an account of Ce Acatl of Tula 
who as a youth distinguished himself as a great warrior and religious 
hermit. He emerges from seclusion to construct a wonderful temple 
where he performs rituals and worships until he is cast out of Tula. 
He travels to Cholula and finally to Tiapallan, where he dies. In the 
last sections of this document there is a clear effort made to link the 
Aztecs with the Toltec remnant residing in the city-state of Culhuacan, 
suggesting again the Aztec perception that Tollan' s priestly ruler was 
the founder of legitimate rule in Mexico. 

An unusual work, Libra de oro y tesoro indica contains thirteen 
documents, two of which, the Origen de los Mexicanos and the Relaci6n 
de Ia genealogia y linaje de los senores que /um senoreado esta tierra de Ia 
Nueva Espana, provide important early evidence of Quetzalcoatl' s sig­
nificance for dynastic succession in central Mexico. Called the Juan 
Cano Relaciones by Nicholson because a primero conquistador, Juan 
Cano, commissioned a Franciscan friar to trace the pedigree of his 
Indian wife Dona Isabel, daughter of Moctezuma II, back to the cre­
ation of the world, these two documents contain important variants 
of Quetzalcoatl's career, copied from a common prototype." Both 
documents demonstrate that the ruling dynasty of Tenochtitlan traced 
its heritage through the rulers of Culhuacan to Ce Acatl Topiltzin of 
Tollan. Compiled in 1532, the Relaci6n is one of the earliest accounts 
we have of preconquest history, going back to the eighth century, and 
the prototype was obviously based on storybooks. It has a detailed 
version of the Toltec kingdom under the influence of "Topilci," who 
is the son of a murdered lord whose bones he recovers. He builds a 
ceremonial center and makes Tula a great capital. A controversy about 
human sacrifice disturbs his kingdom because he is in favor of sac­
rificing snakes and butterflies, but not human beings. Forced out of 
his kingdom, he arrives in Tlapallan, where he dies. The account 
notes that he dressed in the manner of the Spaniards and continues 
with a discussion of subsequent dynasties focusing on Culhuacan. 

A fifth source, the Histoyre du Mechique, completed by 1543, con­
tains at least two chapters of sacred history originating from central 
Mexico. It is a French copy, in the hand of Andre Thevet, of a lost 
Spanish original based on pre- and post-conquest storybooks. Quet­
zalcoatl of the Toltecs appears here after a description of the creation 
of the world. His parents are the deities Camaxtli and Chimalman. 
His mother dies in childbirth. Details of his family struggle emphasize 
the problem of finding a successor for his murdered father. Quetzal­
coati, worshiped as a god, reigns in Tollan until the god Tezcatlipoca 
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comes and brings about the god-king's downfall. The source records 
the important migration of the Quetzalcoatl cult to Cholula, where 
a great temple is built, and shows once again that this tradition was 
important in at least one other pre-Aztec city-state. Finally, the hero 
is cremated and the smoke from his body becomes the Morning Star. 58 

From these transitional prose sources we see the confirmation of 
the storybook testimony-Quetzalcoatl is remembered as a creator­
god who is intimately related to a human figure named Ce Acatl 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. The deity creates human life and is a central 
figure in the cosmogony. We get the general impression that the rulers 
of Aztec Tenochtitlan traced their power in some form to the Quet­
zalcoatl tradition of Tollan. This tradition emphasizes the recovery of 
the hero's father's bones, his experience as a warrior, ecstatic priest, 
ruler, and builder of ceremonial centers which are usually organized 
around one or four temples. We see new detail concerning the priest­
king' s idyllic realm: his defeat by enemies, his flight through Cholula 
to Tlapallan, and his transformation into the Morning Star. 

Mestizo Sources 
A fourth category of evidence consists of those manuscripts au­

thored by descendants of preconquest royalty who, like their most 
celebrated example, Alvarado Tezozomoc, had access to extant pic­
ture writings, oral informants, and some written narratives containing 
information about pre-Columbian religion and life. We include here 
Tezozomoc's Cronica Mexicana, Diego Munoz Camargo' s Historia de 
Tlaxcala, and Juan Bautista Pomar's Relaci6n de Tezcoco. 

Generally, these histories represent what I call a mestizo point of 
view, marked by striking cultural ambivalences and an obvious mix­
ture of motives and goals. While only two of these writers were 
mestizos, all wrote their works combining Indian and European points 
of view. On the one hand they display a tendency to glorify their 
respective Indian families, ties, and towns with nostalgic appreciation 
of "the good old days;' while on the other hand they praise Spanish 
Christianity and condemn the pagan system of human sacrifice and 
sometimes Indian morality in general. In one case, we see an author 
embellish stories to justify the massacre of Indians by Spaniards. 

Alvarado Tezozomoc was of full-blooded Indian royalty, the son 
of a postconquest tlatoani and Moctezuma' s daughter. His rustic nar­
rative displays a sensitive pride in the feats and life-styles of Aztec 
warrior-kings, but he rigorously criticizes Aztec sacrifice and shows 
a warm appreciation for some aspects of Spanish Christianity. Com­
pleted in 1598, the Cronica Mexicana is filled with references to the 
deity Quetzalcoatl and the Toltec priest-king Quetzalcoatl which can­
not be fully summarized here. Suffice it to note that Quetzalcoatl 
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appears in relationship to kingly prestige and power. In a rare ref­
erence to the foundation of the Aztec city, we are told that the Mexica 
built their first shrine to Huitzilopochtli, but it was made of materials 
associated with Quetzalcoatl. 59 Also, Quetzalcoatl is mentioned as the 
first king to have his image carved in the gardens of Chapultepec, a 
royal custom repeated up to the time of Moctezuma Xocoyotzin. 60 At 
least one king is reminded at his coronation that Zenacatl y nacxitl 
Quetzalcoatl was the first lord to sit on the throne." The throne, he 
is told, is on loan to the new king, but will someday be returned to 
the one it belongs to. Finally, Tezozomoc clearly recounts the story 
of Moctezuma' s fear that Quetzalcoatl has returned to rule in Tollan 
when word of the advancing Spaniards reached Tenochtitliln. 62 The 
fuller accounts of these events will appear in the interpretive sections 
to follow. 

Juan Pomar, a mestizo, was the great-grandson of Tezcoco's fa­
mous philosopher-king Nezahualcoyotl on one side and a Spaniard 
on the other. He was well-educated and he consulted Indian elders, 
ancient sayings, and extant storybooks in order to present a glorious 
image of his ancestors' kingdom as a golden age of art, politics, and 
religion in the Relaci6n de Tezcoco. At least one authority has claimed 
that Pomar' s work is "by far the richest ethnographic description that 
is known:'" While this is true, it must be noted that his work is also 
marked by a search for Christian parallels in the illustrious events of 
his family's past and sustained criticism of paganism as false religion. 
He reported that his famous ancestor's religious revolution of the 
middle fifteenth century had similarities to Christianity, which from 
his viewpoint, living in sixteenth-century New Spain, made Neza­
hualcoyotl a unique genius indeed. In this regard he argued that the 
cities of Tenochtitlan and Tlacopan borrowed the superior laws and 
cultural forms of Tezcoco but invented the terrible ritual of human 
sacrifice themselves and imposed it on the great cultural capital of the 
Nahua world. 

In a small but significant reference, Pomar discusses the priest­
hood of Tezcoco and notes that the high priests, called "Quetzal­
coatis," opened the chests of sacrificial victims. These ritual specialists 
were respected like great lords and his discussion of the priestly life­
style suggests that Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl was apparently the priestly 
archetype for more than one city in the Valley of Mexico. 64 

Diego Munoz Camargo was the mestizo son of a Spanish con­
quistador and an Indian woman. He married into Tlaxcalan nobility 
and held a number of powerful administrative posts in the Spanish 
government in Tlaxcala. He was aggressive in his treatment of Indians 
and his periodic cruelty did not go unnoticed by Spanish authorities. 
Benjamin Keen writes, "His involvement in the factional struggles of 
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the Indian community resulted in a royal order demanding the ex­
pulsion from Tlaxcala of Munoz Camargo and some other mestizos 
'for their abuse of the Indians and for setting a bad example,' but 
evidently the order was not carried out."65 

Munoz Camargo tells us that a Tlaxcalan deity, Quetzalcoatl, was 
revered throughout New Spain. We also read that a human Quet­
zalcoatl, born to Coatlicue and Mixcoatl Camaxtli, became a great 
leader and was respected like a god. Later we find that the Toltecs 
established two sacred cities-one at Teotihuacan, dedicated to the 
sun and moon, and one at Cholula dedicated to the evening star 
Quetzalcoatl. 66 In the second book, we see Munoz Camargo's feelings 
about the Indians and Quetzalcoatl come clear, when he discusses 
the Spanish massacre of Indians at Cholula. He notes that the Indians 
of Cholula had great faith and confidence in the great deity Quet­
zalcoatl, but that this bloodthirsty deity, especially hungry for the 
blood of children, failed miserably to help his people when faced with 
the true god of the Spaniards. 67 In his description of the massacre that 
ensued, he invented a vicious attack by the Cholulans on a messenger 
from Cortes as a means of justifying the terrible slaughter of Indians 
that followed. 

The additional information that appears in these sources strength­
ens the link between Aztec kings and Quetzalcoatl of Tollan. Specif­
ically, we have another reference that Moctezuma thought that 
Quetzalcoatl might be returning in the guise of the Spaniards. More­
over, Quetzalcoatl' s significance in Tezcoco as the title of the priestly 
office is established and we find another mention of his powerful 
position in Cholula. We see the intimate relationship between Quet­
zalcoatl the god and Quetzalcoatl the man throughout the Historia de 
Tlaxcala. 

Spanish Letters and Descriptions 
An indispensable though suspect group of sources includes some 

of the letters, histories, and accounts written by Spaniards who were 
witnesses of the conquest and members of the early colonial society. 
Rarely were these documents based on storybooks, and they dem­
onstrate, in their focus and attitude, the extent of Spanish intervention 
in Aztec society and its sixteenth-century image. Yet, that Hernan 
Cortes, Bernal Dfaz del Castillo, and Andres de Tapia were eyewit­
nesses of the city, religion, and society they conquered makes them 
unusually valuable sources for reconstructing late Aztec religion and 
the meaning that Quetzalcoatl held at the time of the conquest. Be­
tween the seeing and the telling, however, they injected complex 
political and literary agendas such as the desire, in the case of Cortes, 
to aggrandize himself before the king; or the attempt, in the case of 
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Diaz del Castillo, to establish himself as the most accurate and brilliant 
scribe of the conquest; or the effort, in the case of local magistrates, 
to fulfill through the Relaci6nes the requirements of Philip II' s ques­
tionnaires. 

The earliest conquest reference to Quetzalcoatl appears in the 
celebrated Second Letter that Cortes wrote to King Charles I in 1520. 
For us its principal value lies in Cortes' report of two nearly identical 
speeches by Moctezuma, who, following a direct reference to his own 
storybook tradition, welcomed Cortes as the representative of an an­
cient Indian hero, "our natural lord,'' who created Indian culture, left 
the land, and returned years later, only to be rejected by his people. 
The hero departed, but the people expected his descendants to return 
and establish his rule again. 68 In these speeches, the Spanish king is 
identified as the true lord of the land and the people are invited to 
obey Cortes. Though Quetzalcoatl's name is not mentioned, it seems 
likely that Moctezuma is referring to the Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl tra­
dition. This letter is a strong basis for the argument that the Toltec 
hero was appreciated as a paradigm of rulership in Tenochtitlan and 
that this paradigm influenced the Aztec's initial reception of the Span­
iards. 

Andres de Tapia, one of Cortes's captains, wrote the Relaci6n sabre 
Ia conquista de Mexico sometime before 1552.69 As an official in Cholula 
immediately following the conquest, this rugged soldier is probably 
reflecting a Cholulan perspective. In his account we are told that 
"Quetzalcoate" was the founder of that great city and was remem­
bered and appreciated for having refused to sacrifice human beings. 
He was also famous for having built wonderful ceremonial structures, 
including temple pyramids, and for ordering peaceful coexistence. 

The importance of Quetzalcoatl in Cholula is elaborated in Gabriel 
de Rojas's composition Relaci6n de Cholula of 1581. It is reported, in 
response to various questions, that "Quecalcoatl" founded the city, 
which was called "Tullam Cholullan Tlachuihaltepetl." Further, the 
principal rulers lived in the central temple called "Quecalcoatl,'' which 
was revered throughout the land. The supreme importance of this 
center and Quetzalcoatl is reflected in the statement, "the Indians 
from all parts of the land came for their devotions on pilgrimages to 
visit the temple of Quetzalcoatl-because this was the city that was 
venerated like that of Rome in Christianity and Mecca to the Moors."70 

These three sources, although filled with Spanish mischief, have 
enriched our picture of Quetzalcoatl. The impact on Moctezuma of 
the prophecy of Quetzalcoatl's return is elaborated in a full and flow­
ing narrative. Furthermore, we have the reference to Quetzalcoatl's 
prohibition of human sacrifice, his cult in Cholula, and the statement 
that Cholollan was also called Tollan. 
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Priestly Writings 
In his comments on ancient Mesopotamian literary sources, Leo 

Oppenheim writes, 

references to literary topoi, historical facts, and historical situa­
tions are so densely interwoven that the historian is not only 
faced with philological difficulties but also with the far more 
complex problems of style and literary influence as they mold 
and distort the report for specific purposes. 71 

A similar situation faces the historian of religions working in the 
ancient Mesoamerican society where, as we have seen, the authors 
of most of our primary sources, "manipulate the evidence, con­
sciously or not, for specific political and artistic purposes."" Nowhere 
is this clearer than in the final category of written texts, the priestly 
writings, of which SahagU.n's encyclopedia is the finest example. In 
all the texts by Mendicants, we see the strong influence that a foreign 
world view, with its set of ideological requirements, had on the dif­
ferent reformulations of an ancient indigenous world view. The final 
stage in the transformation from storybook to encyclopedia was set, 
not just by the individual genius of Sahagun, but by a handful of 
priest-historians whose evangelical commitments, linguistic abilities, 
and personal interaction with Indians and their surviving traditions 
encouraged the refinement of a systematic method for gathering in­
formation and the application of European principles of ordering that 
information. SahagU.n's monumental twelve-volume work, which car­
ries important accounts of the Quetzalcoatl tradition, can best be 
understood and appreciated if we survey first the other priestly his­
torians who preceded him, worked alongside him, and followed him. 
In this section I will discuss the invaluable works of the Franciscan 
"school" of writers, including Motolinia and Andres de Olmos, before 
focusing on Sahagun's Florentine Codex and finally reviewing the 
works of the Dominicans Diego Duran and Diego de Landa. 

The earliest extant document produced by the Franciscans was 
authored by Fray Toribio de Benavente (hereafter referred to as Mo­
tolinia, the Indian name he adopted), one of the original twelve Fran­
ciscans who arrived in Mexico in 1524. Motolinia' s ministry was 
characterized by an intimate association with Indian communities in 
many key parts of New Spain during the heyday of New World evan­
gelization. In fact, he participated in the initial plans to build a 
uniquely integrated farming community near Cholula which would 
restore the Christian faith to its original purity and purpose. He held 
important administrative posts in various communities including the 
office of ministro provincial in Mexico from 1548 to 1551. Commissioned 
in 1536 to write a history of notable things concerning the Indians 
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and the Franciscan mission in the New World, he produced an im­
portant original document, now lost, of which we have two versions, 
the Historia de los Indios de Nueva Espana and the Mernoriales. 

In a sense, Motolinia is the founder of the Franciscan ethnographic 
tradition. To collect his information, he used sustained and careful 
personal observations of Indian life, for which he felt a combination 
of disdain and admiration. He held interviews with the most informed 
Indians in his parishes and attempted to record these interviews care­
fully. Whenever he could, he interviewed the owners of storybooks 
or individuals who understood the paintings. He was greatly admired 
by later writers, at least six of whom used large sections of his works 
in their accounts. johanna Broda has summarized his contribution 
accurately: "Above all, the great value of his work consists not so 
much in the systematic summary of material but in the originality and 
authenticity of his data, collected at an early date by a man intimately 
familiar with the Mexican conditions of the first colonial period."73 

Motolinia' s works present a summary of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl' s 
early life in Tollan, emphasizing his innovative ritual bloodlettings, 
preaching, chastity, and fasts. He was appreciated as a model by his 
people, "for since that time many in this land began to fast." The 
narrative relates the episodes of Quetzalcoatl' s death, transformation 
into the Morning Star, and the fact that his prophesied return led to 
his identification with the Spaniards. At another point in the text, 
Quetzalcoatl' s temples are again important, only now in an intriguing 
new way. The text reads: 

This god of air, they called in their language Quetzalcoatl ... 
he was a native of Tollan, and from there he set out to build up 
certain provinces. But he disappeared and the Indians always 
hoped that he would return. Hence, on the arrival of the ships 
of the Marques del Valle, Don Hernando Cortes, who con­
quered this New Spain, the Indians seeing them in the dis­
tance, coming by boat, they said their god was coming and 
when they saw the white and high sails, they said their god 
was bringing his teocallis [temples] over the sea." 

Earlier, in Motolinia' s Introductory Letter, there is a direct refer­
ence to Quetzalcoatl's paradigmatic relationship to the rulers of Mex­
ico. Speaking of Quetzalcoatl, he says, "From him, they say, descended 
the people of Colhua, the ancestors of Moteuczoma, lords of Mexico 
and Colhuaca.n. It is said that the Indians considered Quetzalcoatl 
one of their principal gods, calling him god of the air. Everywhere 
they erected innumerable temples in his honor, set up his image and 
painted his figure."" Elsewhere it is noted that Quetzalcoatl had spe­
cial influence in Cholula, a city "like Rome" where great and long 
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rituals were performed in his honor. We also find references to To­
piltzin' s or Quetzalcoatl' s transformation into the Morning Star. 76 

Motolinia' s work is especially significant for the identification of 
Cortes's ships with those four buildings that have been part of our 
survey ever since the Codex Vienna pictures and the direct tie of the 
Toltec hero to the rulers of Tenochtithin. Again, Cholula appears to 
have been a religious capital. 

The process of sensitively researching the Indian world view be­
gun by Motolinia was carried forward by the methodological research 
of his colleague Andres de Olmos. Olmos, whose specific works are 
still difficult to identify, applied his humanistic training, with his deep 
interest in classical languages, to the task of understanding Indian 
life. He became known as the best Nahuatl student of his day. Com­
missioned in 1533 to write about the antiquities of Mexico, Tezcoco, 
and Tlaxcala, he described the ritual and political beliefs, practices, 
and institutions of many different cities and towns. His concern for 
method is reflected in the personal interviews he held with Indians 
whom he encouraged to report on the meanings of their artworks 
and storybooks. He produced a protoencyclopedia which systemat­
ically described a wide range of elements in pre-Columbian life and 
thought. The original work and at least three copies were sent to 
Spain and were subsequently lost. Later he wrote a great summary 
of his work, using old rough drafts and memory. Parts of this summary 
appear in the Histoyre du Mechique and the Historia de los Mexican6s por 
sus pinturas, and in the Codex Tudela before it was also lost. Olmos's 
influence on others has been great and he served as a source for 
writers like Bartolome de las Casas, Geronimo de Mendieta, and many 
others. He knew Sahagun well; they taught together at the Colegio 
de Ia Santa Cruz. 

The material concerning Quetzalcoatl which can be attributed to 
Olmos's research (not including the works just mentioned) is reflected 
in the borrowed material found in the works of Las Casas and Men­
dieta. 77 Abstracting his works from those sources, we see that Quet­
zalcoatl is the greatest deity of Cholula because of the wonderful 
actions of the human being Quetzalcoatl, who taught the populace 
metallurgy, forbade human sacrifice, and preached a peaceful exis­
tence. His city Cholula was a truce center for all peoples, including 
enemies. Although other rulers were invited to set up their shrines 
in this central city, Quetzalcoatl was clearly recognized as the greatest 
"Lord" of all. There is also a reference to Quetzalcoatl' s flight to his 
original homeland with four leaders and his promise to return in the 
future with bearded white men who would rule Mexico. It should be 
stated that when evaluating Olmos's contribution to our picture of 
Quetzalcoatl, we must express appreciation for the wonderful rna-
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terial which appears in all documents which he authored in part or 
as a whole. 

Sahagun's Encyclopedia 
In order to make an accurate general evaluation of the relevant 

testimony in the Florentine Codex, it is necessary to consider the social 
and religious atmosphere in which Sahagun worked, his specific pur­
poses, the methods he used, and his results. Such a task would take 
volumes, and numerous studies have been and are being carried out. 
In what follows, we summarize the best research on Sahagun, with 
special gratitude to Alfredo Lopez Austin for his unique essay, "The 
Research Method of Fray Bernardino de Sahagun: The Question­
naires."78 

All of the religious orders working in New Spain tended to see 
the land and the natives as the setting for a grandiose drama of 
evangelization. They hoped, in different degrees, to convert souls as 
well as take control of the traditions in the storybooks in order to 
accomplish the greatest conversion in world history. This commitment 
is summarized by J. L. Phelan in his fascinating study Millennia! King­
dom of the Franciscans: 

But before the age of Discovery, Christianity was geographi­
cally parochial, confined to a rather small part of the world. 
Under the impact of this realization in the sixteenth century, a 
dazzling vista opened up. Christianity for the first time could 
implement its universal claims on a world-wide basis. The gos­
pel could be brought to all peoples and all races. It could be 
global as well as universal. To those of mystical temperament 
this possibility appeared as a vision which was so blinding and 
radiant that its fulfillment must inevitably foreshadow the rap­
idly approaching end of the world. It seemed to these mystics 
that after all the races of mankind had been converted, nothing 
further could happen in this world; for anything else would be 
an anticlimax. 79 

Bernardino de Sahagun's view of his apostolic responsibilities was 
less millennia! than most, but conversion of the natives was still his 
central goal. He felt strongly that in order to cure the Indians of their 
"sins of idolatry, idolatrous rites and beliefs, omens and supersti­
tions," it was absolutely necessary to know "from what disposition 
and cause the sickness proceeds ... the preacher should know the 
vices of the republic in order to direct his teaching against them."80 

Therefore, he set out to write a grand handbook, or encyclopedia, 
that would inform Christian priests of the nature and character of 
pagan religious practices. He also hoped to encourage a young gen­
eration of Indians to reject the teachings of their forefathers as well 
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as the life-style of the corrupt Spanish conquistadors and embrace a 
true Christian existence. In order to bring this about, he set out to do 
three things: (a) to know as much as possible about Indian religions, 
(b) to create a Nahuatl vocabulary to assist in the effective preaching 
of the Gospel, and (c) to lay the documentary basis for an accurate 
appraisal of the character of Nahuatl culture. His sniping Christian 
eyes were always aimed at the falsehoods of indigenous religion and 
the "great carelessness and culpable ignorance" displayed by his fel­
low priests toward Indian religion. For instance, in his appendix to 
book 4, The Soothsayers, he presents an extended and harsh critique 
of Motolinia' s "very great lie" concerning the Indian calendar. Picking 
out lines, sentences, and paragraphs from Motolinia' s description of 
the calendar, Sahagun works to demolish the tolerant attitude toward 
the Indian's "Count of Years" found in his predecessor's books. Else­
where, at the end of book 5, The Omens, he cannot constrain himself 
from adding a final word of condemnation-

These superstitions harm the Faith, and therefore it is well to 
recognize them. Only these few have been recorded, though 
there are many more. But diligent preachers and confessors 
should seek them out, in order to understand them in confes­
sions and to preach against them; for they are like a mange 
which sickeneth the Faith. 81 

Sahaglin' s rare accomplishments were enhanced by the students he 
taught at the Colegio de Ia Santa Cruz. In Tlatelolco a generation of 
elite Indian youngsters were taught the classics of the Greco-Roman 
tradition, Latin and Nahuatl script, and were initiated into the doc­
trines and mysteries of Spanish Christianity. These students also be­
came Sahaglin' s informants and his collaborators in research. The 
crucial research elements of storybooks, Indian interpreters, and 
Spanish priests utilized by Motolinia and Olmos were now strength­
ened by the addition of trilingual Christian Indian students who could 
assist in the verbatim transmission of knowledge from storybook to 
encyclopedia. 

The Method. Sahaglin's Historia General was guided by the orga­
nizing principles set forth in ancient and medieval encyclopedias. 
Apparently inspired by Flavius josephus's Antiquities, Aristotle's His­
tory of Animals and the Parts of Animals, and principally Pliny's Natural 
History and Bartholemew de Glanville's On the Properties of Things, the 
Franciscan used the precedent of medieval hierarchies, which ordered 
knowledge by beginning with divine things, descending to consider 
humans and animals, and ending with plants and minerals. He re­
searched the Mexican world according to the European model and 
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FIG. 4. The colonial image of Tenochtitlan's foundation reveals the influence 
of European styles and attitudes on the native pictorial tradition. From Diego 
Duran's Historia. 

made his own shifts in this hierarchy in his final manuscripts. As his 
research progressed, he realized the immensity of what was being 
lost and he encouraged the natives to speak in their own fashion 
about their world view. This encouragement led to treasures of in­
formation, but also to his occasional loss of control of the project. 

Sahagl.in developed what is called today the "Interview round 
table agreement method" and used it in all the sites of his research. 82 

This method depended on two types of documents and three kinds 
of people. The documents were a guiding questionnaire, now lost, 
constructed by Sahagun, and native pre- and postconquest storybooks 
brought to the interviews by the informants. The participants at the 
sessions were Sahagun, his native trilingual students, and elderly 
native informants and interpreters who had lived in preconquest so­
ciety and could articulate the older traditions. Sahagun's questions, 
knowledge of the language, and attitude, along with the presence of 
bicultural students, evoked the expression of the native concepts and 
nuances. He used this approach in three different centers over a 
decade. He worked first in Tepepulco, second in Tlatelolco, and finally 
in Mexico City. In each location the interpretations of the storybooks 
were recorded in Nahuatl. When it came time to compile the evidence 
from these three centers, he cross-checked and compared the re­
sponses to discover consensus and incongruity. Thus, the direction 
of information went from Sahaglin's questions to native informants 
interpreting the storybooks speaking in Nahuatl to colonized Indian 
scribes recording the responses in Nahuatl which were later translated 
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into Spanish. He remarked about native participation, "The Mexicans 
added and amended many things in the twelve books as they were being 
copied." The multiple sites of Sahagun's research produced a series of 
documents and versions of documents that were finally integrated after 
complex evolution into the Historia General, consisting of twelve books, 
completed in Nahuatl in 1569. This first complete version of the Historia 
has never been found. Later, however, Sahagun and his assistants pro­
duced a lavishly illustrated, bilingual, Nahuatl and Spanish version 
that was carried to Spain in 1580, eventually reaching Florence-and 
this is accordingly known today as the Florentine Codex. 

The results of Sahagun's work are both marvelous and uneven. 
On the one hand, he can justly be called the "leading pioneer in Ameri­
can ethnography,"' and be deeply appreciated for transcending the 
trends of his time and training. On the other hand, his work contains 
limitations, distortions, and failures. The great praise due this inde­
fatigable priest should not deflect us from noting several limitations 
of his work, because this will help us develop the accurate and bal­
anced picture necessary for any effective hermeneutics of suspicion. 
We know, for instance, that some of his sources were inadequately 
informed about such topics as Indian cosmology and cosmography, 
and it is possible that this was deliberately the case. Lopez Austin's 
analysis of the questionnaires and the resulting dialogues and mono­
logues reveals that on occasion Sahagun meddled with some native 
responses in a limiting way and also failed to pursue obviously im­
portant lines of information. For instance, it appears that in the gath­
ering of the sacred hymns from the elders, Sahagun gave them great 
freedom of expression. But unlike many other situations where he 
probed and asked for clarification, he failed to explore the meaning 
of these important statements. Lopez Austin notes that this "may be 
due in part to his inexperience as a text collector, but undoubtedly he 
was strongly motivated by his aversion to material he judged diaboli­
cal." The priest had a difficult time in his research on natural astrol­
ogy, which resulted in book 7, a volume that Lopez Austin calls a 
"personal failure." Sahagun probed the Indian understanding of as­
tronomy from his European point of view and was clearly upset when 
the Indians responded with statements about sun worship, celestial 
monsters, and that "the star arrow worms dogs and rabbits." In the 
text, Sahagun made disparaging remarks about the vulgarity of the 
Indian view of astrology, causing Lopez Austin to write that 

He could not be more unjust. This book is a personal 
failure .... If he attacks the Indians for their low level of un­
derstanding, they must have felt the same way about his intelli­
gence when confronted with questions they considered 
ingenuous in their lack of knowledge. If Sahagun had under-
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stood something about the clash of ideas, perhaps his book 
would be one of the best sources on the cosmic vision of the 
Nahuas, discussing the upper to lower floors, the course of the 
stars through them, the supporting trees, information that is 
seldom available from other sources. 84 

Sahagun's Quetzalcoatl. But this and other scattered failures are 
admirably balanced by a string of successes; for example, the material 
in relation to Quetzalcoatl is both rare and comprehensive. Sahagun's 
work uncovered stories and traditions about Quetzalcoatl that involve 
almost all the themes and roles we have seen in the other works. To 
name just three important entries, to be used in detail later, Quet­
zalcoatl' s role as creator deity and his part in the drama of the creation 
of the fifth sun are described in fine detail. References to Quetzal­
coati's relation to the priesthood, childbirth, and the calmecacs are 
found in different parts of the codex. 85 Sahagun's persistent probes 
also uncovered one of the most complete accounts of the Toltec tra­
dition about Quetzalcoatl in Tollan . .,. Perhaps most important for our 
study is the detailed identification of Cortes with Quetzalcoatl found 
in the twelfth book, "The Conquest."" Not enough can be said here 
about the relevant material on the feathered serpent, but it will be 
used thoroughly on the pages that follow. 

A comment is needed concerning the references in book 12 which 
show that Moctezuma thought Cortes was Quetzalcoatl. This ex­
tremely important account was collected decades after the events 
described. Sahagiln and his trilingual students apparently gathered 
this version from the elders of Tlatelolco. These elders, while clearly 
within the Aztec hegemony, represented a position somewhat critical 
of the Aztec elite who conquered them nearly a century before. This 
has led some scholars to argue that this identification of Quetzalcoatl 
may have been a post eventum fabrication by rivals to expose a hys­
terical Moctezuma' s failure of nerve. If we follow this reasoning, what 
are we to make of the almost identical picture appearing in Cortes's 
letters, written long before this account was gathered? In my view, 
what we have is not a politically motivated fabrication, but a post 
eventum elaboration of the actual identification of Cortes with Quet­
zalcoatl by members of the Aztec elite in 1519. The belief in Quet­
zalcoatl' s return, as shown in a number of other sources, had such 
a strong grip on the Aztec mind that even decades after the events 
described, it was used to communicate the persistence of the Aztec 
commitment to certain cosmological patterns of destiny. While it is 
possible that the Tlatelolcans may have elaborated this belief, I do not 
think they could have fabricated it. 
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Diego Duran 
The apostolic strategy of conquering the Indian spirit by first 

knowing its attachments was pursued with particular fervor by the 
Dominican priest and writer, Diego Duran. Duran's evangelical re­
search efforts produced three works of lasting value, History of the 
Indians of New Spain, Book of the Gods and Rites, and The Ancient Calendar. 
His intense commitment to change Indian beliefs is reflected in these 
comments from his works. In Book of the Gods and Rites, we read: 

I am moved, 0 Christian reader, to begin the task of [writing 
this work] with the realization that we who have been chosen 
to instruct the Indians, will never reveal the True God to them 
until the heathen ceremonies and false cults of their counterfeit 
deities are extinguished, erased. Here I shall set down a writ­
ten account of the ancient idolatries and false religion with 
which the devil was worshiped until the Holy Gospel was 
brought to this land. Fields of grain and fruit trees do not pros­
per on uncultivated rocky soil, covered with brambles and 
brush, unless all roots and stumps are eradicated. 88 

And in his Ancient Calendar: 

Not only today but in the past we have known of old men who 
were proselytizers, soothsayers, wise in the old law, who 
taught and are still teaching the young folk, who are now 
being educated. They instruct them in the count of days, and 
of the years, and of the ceremonies and ancient rites .... Ow­
ing to this suspicion I was encouraged to produce this work, 
moved only by the zeal of informing and illuminating our min­
isters so that their task may not be in vain, worthless .... In 
order to administer the sacraments, one needs more knowledge 
of the language, customs, and weaknesses of these people than 
most people think." 

Like his Franciscan counterparts, Duran sought out surviving elders 
and their picture books and made strenuous efforts to talk with any­
one who had some understanding of pre-Columbian traditions. Yet 
his descriptions of Aztec life are riddled with Christian polemics and 
attacks on Indian idolatries. Still, his works contain some vital infor­
mation concerning Quetzalcoatl' s significance for the Aztec dynasties. 
Among the many references to Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and Quetzal­
coati we find the intriguing story (also found in Tezozomoc's Cronica 
Mexicana) of Moctezuma's visit to Chapultepec to view his carved 
effigy. He is told that this custom began with Quetzalcoatl and the 
suggestion is that a direct link existed between the Toltec king and 
Aztec royalty. 90 The Book of the Gods and Rites begins with a chapter 
on Topiltzin where we are informed that the Aztecs derived their 
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ceremonial order from the great king in Tula. 91 Topiltzin' s wonderful 
reputation as preacher and his miraculous acts led the Dominican to 
suggest that he was possibly an ancient Christian apostle who carried 
the Gospel to the New World centuries before the Spaniards came. 
Moreover, we find in his History elaborate references to the identifi­
cation of the Spaniards as Quetzalcoatl by Moctezuma plus the fas­
cinating detail that when the Spaniards sent biscuits for the Aztec 
king to eat, he had them sent to be buried in the temple of Quetzalcoatl 
in Tula.92 

Brief mention must be made of Diego de Landa's invaluable work, 
Relaci6n de las Casas de Yucatan, which carries information about the 
Quetzalcoatl tradition in the Mayan region. 93 Diego de Landa worked 
in Yucatan from 1549 to 1563 and had excellent exposure to the native 
traditions, which he violently tried to stamp out. In 1563, he was 
summoned to Spain to defend his harsh inquisitorial treatment of 
Indians. Acquitted of all charges, he returned to Yucatan as its bishop 
in 1573 and remained there until 1579. His work is the most valuable 
we have for this region and is often compared with SahagU.n' s Historia, 
although it has nothing of the depth and breadth of that work. The 
principal value of this study lies in the description of a conquering 
Toltec Quetzalcoatl, who established himself as the ruler of Chichen 
Itza and built a magnificent ceremonial temple to the feathered serpent 
deity. A small kingdom was organized under the guidance of this 
priest-king who introduced heart sacrifice into the region. In a con­
fusing set of references, we are also told of another Toltec invasion, 
probably several hundred years later, also led by Quetzalcoatl, who 
established his capital in Mayapan. 

Comments on the Archaeological Evidence 
Paul Westheim, in his important book, The Art of Ancient Mexico, 

makes an interesting archaeological interpretation. He notes that the 
main pyramid at Tenayuca, located near Mexico City, is circled by 
interwoven bands of serpents and fifty-two gaping serpent heads. 
The image implies that the pyramidal structure is generated out of 
the body of the serpent, as though it is "magically sprouting from 
the earth."" Although this interpretation can be challenged, there is 
no doubt that serpent symbolism and more specifically feathered ser­
pent symbolism is spread throughout the architecture of ceremonial 
centers in Mesoamerica. Carved and painted images of Quetzalcoatl 
appear on murals and monoliths, accompanying deities, priestly fig­
ures, warriors, and astronomical glyphs. Apparently, some of the 
round pyramids of the Classic and Post-Classic centers are represen-
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tations of this dynamic sacred being. Fray Motolinia, in a section 
called "Temples of the Demon," notes: 

There were also some houses or temples of the demon which 
were round, some large and others smaller, according to the 
size of the town. The entrance was like that of a cave and on it 
was painted the mouth of a frightening serpent with terrible 
fangs and teeth .... These houses ... were round and low 
and had a sunken floor .... They were dedicated to the god of 
wind, who was called Quetzalcoatl.95 

In the six urban centers to be examined, we find the meaningful 
coincidence of Quetzalcoatl' s image ornamenting the central pyramid 
temple complexes of the ceremonial centers. The implication of this 
coincidence is that not just the pyramidal structure, but also the in­
stitutions that gave these cities their authority and coherence were 
in various degrees generated by Quetzalcoatl. In these initial com­
ments on the archaeological evidence, I will briefly describe the feath­
ered serpent images carved on the pivotal shrines of these cities. 

Serious and significant archaeological research did not begin in 
Mexican cities until the second decade of this century with Manuel 
Gamio' s controlled excavations of Teotihuacan during the Mexican 
Revolution. Since those early excavations, powerful strides have been 
made by several generations of Mexican, German, French, and 
American teams. They have worked at major and minor sites through­
out Mesoamerica using coordinated field excavation techniques and 
literary evidence to fill in the static picture that archaeology yields. 
As a result of these advances it is possible to identify artistic se­
quences, trace the origins and flow of sculptural styles, recognize 
urban building innovations, and discuss the evolution of deity rep­
resentations, especially in the Classic and Post-Classic periods. When 
we turn to the archaeological record concerning the Quetzalcoatl tra­
dition, the evidence is spectacular; nowhere is this more striking than 
in Teotihuacan, the earliest of our great ceremonial centers and the 
subject of a stunning publication, Urbanization at Teotihuactin, Mexico: 
The Teotihuactin Map.,. This imperial center of the high plateau, which 
developed and flourished between around 100 B.c. and A.D. 750, is 
known to us almost totally through the archaeological record, and the 
feathered serpent's fantastic zoomorphic image not only impresses 
but also confronts the observer. This confrontation is most evident 
in the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent located in the middle of the 
Ciudadela, where Quetzalcoatl' s image shares the architectural stage 
with another deity, probably Tlaloc. The magnificent strength of the 
feathered serpent cult reflected in this image has inspired the an­
thropologist Charles Margain to admire this pyramid as an example 
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of "aesthetic factor" at work in the construction of a "significative 
and valuable world" that was crucial to human life in Teotihuacan. 
Apparently, the artists, engineers, and architects of Teotihuacan co­
operated to express their refined visions and exquisite sensitivity in 
making this building; it is a fine example of "complete integration. 
True plastic integration exists when no single element of its compo­
sition, pictorial, sculptural, architectural---<:an be added or subtracted. 
The Temple of Quetzalcoatl demonstrates this, even in its present 
ruined state."97 

A frieze consisting of alternating giant carved stone heads of Quet­
zalcoatl and possibly an early version of Tlaloc adorns the structure. 
Quetzalcoatl' s head deserves added comments because in it we see 
the divine grin of this ancient deity, a grin flashed in other centers, 
as we shall see. It is a monumental, jutting visage with open jaws 
displaying thick, white, carved teeth beneath what were once obsidian 
eyes. The head emerges from a bouquet of feathers that join it to the 
body. A thickly stylized body undulates horizontally along the pyr­
amid over and under various shell figures. In this earliest of great 
capital cities, perhaps the original Tollan of the sources, Quetzalcoatl 
was clearly appreciated as a great sacred power. We shall return to 
this structure and its wonderful ornaments in chapter 3. 

While the same exuberant claim for "true plastic integration" can­
not be made for the Quetzalcoatl temples in the "other" Tollans, it 
does appear that each ceremonial center is symbolically integrated by 
shrines adorned with plumed serpent imagery. A similar coincidence 
of plumed serpent and central shrine appears in Xochicalco, where 
Quetzalcoatl's image almost totally dominates the pivotal structure. 
In this much smaller tenth-century site, which was probably a sig­
nificant part of Teotihuacan's empire, we find Quetzalcoatl related to 
a surprising variety of artistic motifs and styles from Monte Alban, 
Teotihuacan, El Tajin, and lowland Mayan cities. The iconography on 
the numerous stone structures of this hilltop fortress suggests that 
Xochicalco was at least an aesthetic crossroads in Mesoamerica and 
achieved a distinct sense of cultural integration. This accomplishment 
is partially reflected in the rare and astonishing Temple of Quetzal­
coati, which crowns the highest terrace of the city. Surrounding this 
temple is a magnificent feathered serpent frieze, consisting of a huge, 
tense undulating feathered serpent, again with his divine grin, pass­
ing over and under the bodies of Mayan priests and calendar signs, 
symbolically weaving together and supporting the figures and their 
meanings. In this case, Quetzalcoatl functions as a dominant leitmotif. 

In Tula, we have a more complex relationship between Quetzal­
coati and ceremonial center. The controversy surrounding this city's 
identification with the grand Tollan described in the Anales de Cuauhti-
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tlan reflects some of the difficulties of understanding Quetzalcoatl' s 
role in Mesoamerican urban traditions. The feathered serpent's image 
does not dominate the iconography of Tula, but there are Quetzalcoatl 
images on some of the major buildings and sculptured figures in and 
near the primary ceremonial center. In the written sources, however, 
it is abundantly clear that the main temples were associated with both 
the deity Quetzalcoatl and the ruler Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. One of 
the more elaborate temple pyramids in Tula' s main plaza apparently 
has images of Quetzalcoatl' s role as the morning star, causing Ignacio 
Marquina to name it the Temple of Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli. Feathered 
serpents also appear on the small heelcap decorations of the sandals 
worn by the great stone Atlantean warriors that stood on top of one 
pyramid. In the nearby Burnt Palace, small colorful, feathered and 
cloud serpents decorate cornices and banquet friezes. Moreover, the 
east altar of Mound 3 contains the feathered serpent in the apparent 
position of a patron deity to warrior figures. A pottery vessel from 
Tula, now located in the Vienna naturhistoriches Museum, has a 
similar image. Desire Charney reported that he saw a feathered ser­
pent image on the ball-game ring during his work in Tula. There are 
two possible images of the historical priest-king Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl 
appearing at the site. One is on a pillar discovered by Jorge Acosta 
in the 1941 excavations, where we have a warrior with an unusual 
helmet mask decorated with an eagle head and a full beard. The name 
glyph above the figure appears to be the feathered serpent, leading 
H. B. Nicholson to conjecture that this may be a carving of the his­
torical individual who bore the title Quetzalcoatl. The second image 
appears on the Cerro de !a Malinche about a mile from the main 
center. High on a hillside, on a rock wall facing the ceremonial center, 
is a finely carved figure of what appears to be a priest or warrior 
(partly defaced) who is drawing blood from his ear. A magnificent 
undulating serpent appears vertically behind and above the human 
figure. The date 1 Reed appears to the right of the figure. Although 
it seems that this figure was carved later than the apogee of Tollan 
by Aztec artists, this in no way detracts from the possibility that it 
may be an effigy of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. 

Recently, Eloise Quinones Keber, impressed with the possibility 
that the Aztecs had this image carved long after the fall of Tula, has 
come up with the suggestion that this effigy "might be seen as part 
of the attempt on the part of Aztec rulers to provide their youthful 
dynasty with a historical validation of political legitimacy by con­
necting it to Toltec forebears."98 This seems quite possible when we 
remember that the Aztec custom of carving effigies of rulers at Chapul­
tepec originated with Quetzalcoatl. In this case, the suggestion is that 
they returned to the archetypal city to sacralize their dynasty. Re-
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gardless of whether Tula is the Tollan of the sources, it is evident that 
the feathered serpent was important enough to be embedded in stone 
throughout the ceremonial center. 

The Toltec colonial capital of Chich en Itza located far to the south­
east is a refined version of Tula' s artistic style mixed with indigenous 
Mayan architectural features. Among the many stunning buildings 
of this marvelous center, at least three buildings, the small Temple 
of the Jaguars on the east side of the mammoth ball court, the great 
Temple of the Warriors, and El Castillo or the Temple of Kukulcan, 
contain significant images of the feathered serpent. The latter struc­
ture dominates the center of the sacred enclave where the feathered 
serpent grins at the bottom of the stairways leading up to the shrine. 
Within view of this commanding pyramid is the Temple of the War­
riors, which has the unusual characteristic of being decorated with 
numerous upside-down feathered serpents guarding the great door­
way. These carvings and other smaller images of the feathered serpent 
found throughout the center demonstrate that Toltec culture, with its 
fascination for Quetzalcoatl, reestablished itself in this Mayan center 
and they will prove to be valuable data for our analysis of Quetzal­
coati's power at the periphery of the Mexican urban tradition. 

These traces are also found, in much less impressive fashion, in 
Cholollan, the religious capital of Mesoamerica, where the archaeo­
logical record has suffered from ill-planned and poorly organized 
excavations. Yet in the major ceremonial courtyard at the base of the 
largest pyramid in the world, we find what appear to be prominent 
feathered serpent images on two altars. 99 In our discussion of this 
longest inhabited center in America we will rely much more heavily 
on the testimony of the written records. 

The shattered ruins and reconstructed models of Tenochtiti<in' s 
great ceremonial compound suggest that the feathered serpent tra­
dition was effectively intermeshed with the symbolic landscape of 
Aztec syncretism. Quetzalcoatl was honored by a fine round pyramid, 
referred to earlier by Motolinia. It was apparently situated directly in 
front of the Templo Mayor, where the shrines of Tlaloc and Huitzilo­
pochtli towered above the sacred landscape. As we will suggest later, 
the spatial relationship of these three shrines demonstrates that the 
power and meaning of Quetzalcoatl for the Aztec capital, while per­
sistent, has changed. Quetzalcoatls are also found on the central 
shrine in the form of great grinning serpent heads guarding the base. 
of the stairways leading up to the shrine of Huitzilopochtli. Further, 
it appears that the entire ceremonial precinct, occupying a square 
space of about 440 meters on each side, was surrounded by a coate­
pantli or serpent wall, which according to Jorge Hardoy was decorated 
with hundreds of feathered serpent heads. The feathered serpent 



The Sources: From Storybook to Encyclopedia 55 

images found on Aztec stones are too numerous to discuss at this 
point, but they will receive further attention, particularly at strategic 
points in chapter 4. 

DESIGNS OF QUETZALCOATL 

Ce Acatl Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl, son of lztacmixcoatl and Chil­
malma, was born, at least to human beings, in the Central 
High Plateau of Mexico in the year 843 or in 895 or in 935 or in 
947 or in 1156 .... Born? Well, following detailed studies of the 
sources, it is possible to negate his existence or affirm that he 
died in Uxmal, in the Pyramid of the Advino on the 4th of 
April in 1208, at six in the evening, Yucatan time.")() 

The intriguing array of evidence described here suggests that the 
painted, carved, and written images of Quetzalcoatl reflect certain 
major cosmological concepts, cultural paradigms, and historical 
events that had significance during a long period of pre-Columbian 
history. The puzzling arrangements of powers and meanings which 
characterize the tales, myths, and stories of Quetzalcoatl are perhaps 
accurately represented in the feathered serpent's distilled artistic im­
age, the stepped fret with its antagonism, striking ambivalence, and 
flowing arcs. It seems clear that we are faced with a situation similar 
to the one summarized by Clifford Geertz as a "multiplicity of con­
ceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into 
one another, that are at once strange, irregular and inexplicit, and 
that the ethnographer must contrive somehow to grasp and then 
render.'' 101 

When dealing with the Quetzalcoatl tradition of ancient Mexico, 
scholars are in a similar position to the one exclaimed upon by Sher­
lock Holmes: 

HOLMES: My dear Watson, this is a most unique case! 
WATSON: Unique? How's that Holmes? 
HOLMES: Most unique indeed! Instead of being faced with too 
few clues, we are given too many. We have a puzzle with too 
many pieces in it. 

This ancient Mexican conundrum has led scholars to interpret and 
redesign its shape and meaning in marvelous, insightful, confused, 
and sometimes laughable ways. It must be stated that these scholarly 
designs of the feathered serpent reflect the intellectual ingenuity of 
scholars as much as the sybilline power of the pre-Columbian symbol. 
It is rare indeed when we feel, with exhilaration, that the two expres­
sions are close together. The scholarship on Quetzalcoatl is full of 
inventiveness, contrivance, and fabrication, and the studies of Quet-
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zalcoatl are a fascinating topic in themselves. Intellectual paradigms, 
artistic intuition, and schools of thought have been applied to the 
evidence, resulting in strikingly divergent portraits of this major Mex­
ican symbol. It is necessary, in the face of this meeting of intellectual 
paradigm and indigenous data, to be both suspicious and appreciative 
of the major studies on this figure. The following short summary of 
three dominant streams of interpretation will describe the general 
outline of each approach and focus briefly on the finest renditions of 
its lines. We will benefit from previous discussions by Alfonso Caso 
and Alfredo Lopez Austin, who organized the major studies on the 
Toltecs and Quetzalcoatl into three categories:'" the diffusionist, sym­
bolic, and historical designs of this ancient, fantastic figure. 

The diffusionist design is the picture that has Quetzalcoatl orig­
inating outside ancient Mexico in a Christian, oriental, or other foreign 
culture. Special reference will be made to the scientific diffusionist 
approach of Alexander von Humboldt, whose expansive and ornate 
work helped set the stage for later scholars impressed with the pos­
sibility of transoceanic connections. 

The symbolic design is an attempt to understand the category of 
myth as testimony to the religious imagination. Quetzalcoatl was a 
mental creation symbolizing (a) human perceptions and interactions 
with forces of nature or (b) the conscious and sometimes unconscious 
search for spiritual wholeness and integration. Special reference will 
be made to the works of Eduard Seier, Laurette Sejourne, and Miguel 
Leon-Portilla. 

In the historical design scholars propose that Quetzalcoatl of Tol­
lan was a historical individual whose biography can be discerned by 
stripping away miraculous elements in the evidence. Detailed ver­
sions of the historical approach appear in the writings of Jimenez 
Moreno, Paul Kirchhoff, H. B. Nicholson, and Alfredo Lopez Austin. 

Diffusionist Design 
The most persistent and popular interpretation of Quetzalcoatl 

speculates that the culture hero and his deity migrated to ancient 
America from a foreign country. This earliest of interpretations was 
generated in response to the crisis of knowledge felt in European 
countries and transplanted European communities resulting from the 
discovery and conquest of America. Faced with lands and peoples 
never mentioned in the authoritative, geographical and theological 
works of the Old World, scholars, clergy, and citizens alike made 
strenuous attempts to place the age of discovery within the context 
of meaning provided by the biblical, Greek, and Renaissance classics. 
Writing of these efforts, Lewis Hanke notes that "even before the 
first decade had passed, these plumed and painted peoples, so er-
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roneously called Indians, had become the principal mystery which 
perplexed the Spanish nation, conquistadores, ecclesiastics, crown, 
and common citizens alike. Who were they? Whence came they?" 103 

The first waves of Spaniards were intrigued by the presence of Indian 
crosses, rituals of confession and baptism, and stories of an ancient 
lord who preached a wonderful message in the land, gave the people 
a new religion, left, and promised to return. When versions of this 
story suggested the preconquest presence of a religious genius who 
made a marvelous impact on cities and towns, two theories arose 
concerning his significance. Either clerics were faced with proof of 
evil supernatural influences of the devil who had misled the Indians 
into their false and terrible beliefs, practices, and idolatries, or they 
had proof of a redeeming contact from early Christianity in the 
form of an apostle whose missionary activities were recorded in the 
stories. 

Consider the hopes of the Dominican priest Diego Duran, who, 
upon hearing of a mysterious ancient book in the possession of a 
village near Popocatepetl, hurried to the spot in hopes that he would 
find "the Holy Gospel in Hebrew." He was told that the book was 
originally given to the villagers by Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl, but that it 
had been destroyed a few years earlier because the Indians could not 
read it. Distraught at this loss, Fray Duran held out the belief to the 
end of his life that Quetzalcoatl was most likely the wandering Saint 
Thomas and that he had visited the New World centuries before. This 
interpretation of a foreign missionary, Quetzalcoatl, was elaborately 
developed during the seventeenth century in such books as Pluma 
Rica Nueva Fenix de America by Manuel Duarte and Finix de Occidente: 
Santo Tomas Apostol hallado con el numbre de Quetzalcoatl entre las cenizas 
de antiquas tradiciones conservadas en piedra, teoamoxtles tultecos y en can­
tares teo chichimecos y mexicanos by Sigiienza y Gongora. 

The idea that some of the attractive elements in pre-Columbian 
religion had been disseminated from the Old World was eventually 
refined and changed by the amazing work of Alexander von Hum­
boldt, whose theories and conclusions influenced generations of nat­
ural scientists and opened new intellectual channels for students of 
Mexican culture. His influence can be seen in such important scholars 
as William Prescott, Walter Krickeberg, and Robert Heine Geldern. 

Between 1794 and 1804, Humboldt traveled six thousand miles 
throughout the Americas in order to study the natural and cultural 
history of the New World. This robust genius applied the scientific 
method in the best manner of the German intellectual tradition to 
describe and understand the artifacts and peoples he encountered. 
Partially inspired by the writings of Johann Wolfgang von Herder, he 
made connections and traced relationships between different cultures 
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within and beyond the New World. His splendidly illustrated Vues 
de cordilleres et monuments de peuples indigenes de I' Amerique recorded 
the presence of pyramids, picture books, pottery, ceremonial centers, 
plus stories of Quetzalcoatl that suggested to him that some ancient 
contact had been made between Asian cultures and the Indians.'" 
While Humboldt was not sure that the great ruler Quetzalcoatl was 
a foreigner, it seemed to him likely that some of the wonderful ele­
ments of that marvelous kingdom were transmitted from Asia. A 
careful look at Humboldt's work reveals that he was debating with 
himself the idea of cultural diffusion against the notion of independent 
invention of these civilizational elements. Humboldt's genius-for he 
was called an academy in himself-provided some of the tools and 
legitimation for later studies of cultural diffusion, most recently ar­
ticulated by the Vienna school of ethnology. 

Symbolic Design 
The scholarly designs of Quetzalcoatl took a celestial turn in the 

dense and intricate works of the so-called German school, which 
appeared toward the end of the nineteenth century. Led by the genius 
of Eduard Seier, this group of thinkers argued that the category of 
myth could not be reduced to historical events and transoceanic jour­
neys. Rather, myths were symbolic expressions of the ancient imag­
ination, and the Quetzalcoatl myths reflected the ancient appreciation 
of the dynamics and beauty of natural phenomena. This antihistorical 
approach was forcefully stated by Daniel Brinton in his essay, "Myths 
Are Not History": "Let it be understood, hereafter, that whoever uses 
these names (ltzamna, Quetzalcoatl) in a historical sense betrays an 
ignorance of the subject he handles, which were it in a better known 
field of Aryan or Egyptian lore, would at once convict him of not 
deserving the name of scholar."105 

Brinton argued that myths were "spontaneous productions of the 
mind, not reminiscences of historic events" and that Quetzalcoatl' s 
story was one example of a widespread Indian hero myth personifying 
the luminous scenarios of nature which impressed archaic peoples in 
their appearance, movement, contrasts, disappearance, and continual 
return. Translating Quetzalcoatl as "Admirable Twin," he suggested 
that the colors and elements of Quetzalcoatl' s costume were symbols 
for the dazzling lights that inspired the beholder. The splendid Tollan 
was certainly not "the little town of Tula" but the brilliant object and 
motion of the glowing sun. 

Eduard Seier, a genius who did broad studies on Mesoamerica, 
developed this perspective by using the methods gleaned from his 
knowledge of comparative linguistics, ethnography, and archaeology. 
Part of Seier's great contribution lies in his skillful and often successful 
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analysis of storybooks such as the Tonalamatl Aubin, Codex Borgia, and 
the Codex Vaticanus A, and his pioneer translations of Sahagnn' s early 
Nahuatl manuscripts. His rigorous comparative approach resulted in 
the first serious opening of the West to the meanings and figures in 
the pre-Columbian pictorial tradition. 106 

For Seier, Quetzalcoatl' s meaning is rooted.in natural phenomena, 
especially water. The pictures he analyzed suggested that the ancient 
priesthoods proclaimed Quetzalcoatl to be the primordial creator of 
the world and the maker of human life. This grandiose concept sprang 
from a more archaic notion about quetzalcoatls--mythicai serpent 
beings who symbolized the moisture and life produced by the new 
rains that poured after the long dry season. Quetzalcoatl' s original 
mythical meaning was as the active agent of water that gave life in 
its most basic forms. This mediating capacity between drought and 
fertility was elaborated in Mexican thought when Quetzalcoatl took 
the form of Ehecatl, the god of wind who precedes the coming of 
rain. Seier saw the theme of religious mediation elaborated in the 
stories of Quetzalcoatl' s manifestation as the great priest-king who 
initiated civilization and mediated between the gods and man. Thus, 
there was a historical dimension to the stories about the great ruler, 
but they also contained metaphorical statements about creativity at 
natural and cultural levels. While other deities, such as Tialoc, the 
rain god, remained natural forces throughout Mesoamerican religion, 
Quetzalcoatl became a special human being with social and cultural 
significance, making this deity a very distinctive one. A rain-dispens­
ing god and a rain-making priest were joined in a special combination 
to become the center of Mesoamerican civilized life. 

The advances of Seier and his students have never been matched 
in Mesoamerican studies. But another group of scholars has devel­
oped the view that the myths about Quetzalcoatl and the archaeo­
logical images of the feathered serpent represent the spiritual and 
psychological genius of ancient Mexican culture. In particular, Laur­
ette Sejourne argues that Mesoamerican history was highlighted by 
a poetic age of creativity which was centered in Teotihuacan. She 
believes that ancient Mexican culture suffered a great anxiety of tran­
scendence which led to the degraded Aztec practice of terror through 
massive human sacrifice. This degradation was preceded by a beau­
tiful spiritual vision of the human being achieving liberation through 
heroic self-sacrifice, a vision embodied in the Quetzalcoatl tradition. 
Sejourne feels that the two Quetzalcoatls, the priest-king and the 
creator-deity, represent the majestic lines of an archetype of spiritual 
liberation acted out in Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl' s self-sacrifice in Tia­
pallan and in Quetzalcoatl' s cosmic dive into the underworld to re­
claim the bones of ancestors to create human life once more. 
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Quetzalcoatl' s career was a metaphor of transcendence and a model 
of liberation that guided the golden age of ancient American civili­
zation.107 

A similar spiritualist approach has been articulated by Miguel 
Leon-Portilla, who portrays Quetzalcoatl as the personification of 
wisdom. This magnificent role was achieved by both the god Quet­
zalcoatl and the culture hero Quetzalcoatl. The latter penetrated the 
heavens in a great ecstasy and established the ritual means for the 
religious virtuosi to commune with the highest forces of the universe, 
realizing the title of tlamantinimi. The deity Quetzalcoatl constantly 
revealed the high gods' creative intentions in giving life to the uni­
verse in its various forms. Quetzalcoatl was the creative spirit who 
originated agricultural and human life as well as the cultural spirit 
that discovered the profound meanings of life. 108 

Historical Design 
The third and dominant scholarly design is the historical one that 

focuses on the outline of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl' s biography and the 
identification of the earthly city where he reigned. Most of these 
scholars benefit from the euhemeristic theory of religion, that gods 
were once kings or heroes whose great achievements encouraged 
their deification in myth. Myths, in this approach, were considered 
reminiscences of human events and even historical stages. Vigorously 
antidiffusionist in their approach, these historians have attempted to 
find the historical Quetzalcoatl camouflaged in myth. 

Among the early exponents of this design were the Jesuit Fran­
cisco Clavigero, Orozco y Berra, and Alfredo Chavero. All three saw 
Quetzalcoatl as a human being who represented indigenous cultural 
values and articulated religious meanings during a pivotal period of 
Mesoamerican history. Orozco y Berra, called the first scientist of 
Mexican civilization, saw the mythical conflicts of Tezcatlipoca and 
Quetzalcoatl in Tollan as accounts of the struggle between two reli­
gious traditions. Alfredo Chavero went so far as to construct the first 
decent detailed biography of the Toltec king. Amazingly, both Cha­
vero and Orozco y Berra arrived at their insights without the Sa­
haguntine corpus, which had not yet been rediscovered. 

These insights and methods have been used with unusual skill 
by H. B. Nicholson, whose amazing source analysis has yielded a 
reasonably clear picture of the biography of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. 
This biography, embedded in sources from all over Mesoamerica, is 
likened to a seven-act play including the birth, childhood, rise to 
power, reign, downfall, death, and promised return of the Toltec hero. 
According to Nicholson, Quetzalcoatl' s significance for subsequent 
cultures was as a religious innovator. Forced to leave his city, he 
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disappeared from history, but his fame led to his transformation into 
a priestly archetype. In time and memory he was confused with sev­
eral preexistent deities, primarily Ehecatl. 

Twentieth-century historians received the benefit of Paul Radin's 
The Sources and Authenticity of the History of the Ancient Mexicans, in 
which he demonstrates that the scribes and rulers of ancient Mexico 
had a pronounced historical sense expressed in a variety of types of 
history. Not only were the ancient Mexicans aware of change, said 
Radin, but they actively and consciously produced it. Their culture 
underwent profound social developments including the transforma­
tions from a nomadic tribal culture to an urban civilization, and these 
changes were recorded in their writings and oral traditions. Radin's 
proof of an authentic historical sense in ancient Mexico marked the 
beginning of an era of confidence in the task of reconstructing Meso­
american history on the basis of documents. 

Within this context, historians and anthropologists took up the 
problem of identifying Tollan in geographical space. The problem they 
faced most directly was the tremendous disparity between the ar­
chaeological evidence at Tula and the marvelous descriptions of the 
great Tollan. The Sociedad Mexicana de Antropologia organized a six­
year study of the evidence culminating in a conference highlighted 
by a debate between parties arguing for Tollan Xicocotitlan and Tollan 
Teotihuacan. While some voiced their vote for Teotihuacan (and the 
issue has not been finally settled), the majority of scholars favor the 
position articulated by Wigberto Jimenez Moreno, who studied all 
types of evidence, including folklore in contemporary Mexico, to re­
construct the life of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and to identify his city. He 
identified places and natural settings near Tula that were described 
in myths and demonstrated the similarities in the ceramic styles be­
tween Chichen Itza and Tula. This elder statesman of Mesoamerica\' 
studies also made the wise suggestion that Tula was a synonym for 
''rnetropolis.''109 

Jimenez Moreno and Paul Kirchhoff, working from the same 
sources, carried the debate to a more detailed level when they at­
tempted to identify exactly when Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl' s reign in 
Tollan took place. Jimenez Moreno argued that Quetzalcoatl was the 
founder of Tollan, while Kirchhoff favored the position that he was 
the last ruler and that, further, the historical record goes back only 
to the end of Tollan in the eleventh century. 110 It is clear that this 
question will never be settled, given the present evidence. 111 

The splitting of the historical Quetzalcoatl from the mythical Quet­
zalcoatl has been shrewdly reversed in the illuminating work of Al­
fredo L6pez Austin, who discusses Quetzalcoatl as the quintessential 
Hombre-Dios of Mexico. Hombre-Dioses, says L6pez Austin, were 



62 The Sources: From Storybook to Encyclopedia 

extraordinary individuals whose religious ecstasies and knowledge, 
which included the power to carry, keep, and speak for the tribal god, 
made them living authorities in the many migrating communities. 
With the development of Classic cities, these figures mediated the 
social, economic, and spiritual transformations characteristic of the 
urban process and became the rulers of civilized centers. Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl was a sterling example of this transformed Hombre-Dios 
and was appreciated as the paradigm of new leadership. He was the 
keeper and spokesman for the Quetzalcoatl deity whose existence 
had been significant since the time of Teotihuacan. 

Recently, the historical significance of the Quetzalcoatl tradition 
has received a vibrant and compelling interpretation by Jacques La­
faye, whose Quetzalcoatl and Guadalupe: The Formation of Mexican Na­
tional Consciousness, 1531-1813 focuses on the colonial sources about 
Quetzalcoatl and the uses that priest and campesino made of the Aztec 
god-hero during the critical years when Mexico was striving for its 
own identity as a nation. What is particularly valuable in this work 
is the way in which the author shows how historical memory and 
myth-making processes were woven together to make Quetzalcoatl 
a symbol for political and social legitimacy. It is an essay in what 
Lafaye calls "intra-history" and shows how both Quetzalcoatl and 
the image of Guadalupe have a persistent relevance in the modern 
Mexican irnagination. 112 

Remembering that a line can be understood as a point that moves, 
we have attempted to identify the original points of Quetzalcoatl in 
the different scholarly sketches of this symbol and then trace whatever 
movement was most clearly described in the major studies. The dif­
fusionists saw Quetzalcoatl' s point of origin outside of America, mov­
ing across the ancient landscape into Mexico. The symbolists located 
Quetzalcoatl' s origin either in the rhythms of the sky or in the depth 
of the human spirit. This original inspiration moves brilliantly through 
the celestial and terrestrial landscapes or through the spiritual uni­
verses of human beings in quest of liberation. The historicists identify 
Quetzalcoatl originally in Mexican events when he moves gallantly 
in the drama of social development and change before being swept 
up into an imaginary flight along the arc of the morning star. As we 
turn to the present interpretation, it is clear that the full meaning of 
this mesmerizing design and figure eludes us still. 



Two 

Quetzalcoatl and the 
Foundation of Tollan 

1:!::::!1 iNTRODUCTION 

A selection of Aztec lore contains the following la­
ment: 

In Tollan stood the house of beams, where still the 
liiJVUi) serpent columns stand deserted. 

Gone away is Nacxitl Topiltzin. 
Departing, he is wept for by our princes. 
He goes away; goes to where he rests, in Tlapallan. 
Now he leaves them in Cholollan, traveling 

through the land of Poyauhtecatl, going to 
Acallan .... 

Ah, but no! Your palace, your temple--these you 
leave behind you here in Tollan 
Nonohualco ... 

Your palace, your temple--these you leave behind 
you here in Tollan Nonohualco. The painted 
stones, the beams, you left them here behind 
you, in Tollan where you came to rule. 

Nacxitl Topiltzin! Never can your name be lost, for 
your people will be weeping. 

The turquoise house, the serpent house, you built 
them here in Tollan where you came to rule. 

Nacxitl Topiltzin! Never can your name be lost, for 
your people will be weeping. 1 

This lament, sung and written down a full three 
hundred years after the events it describes, is a helpful 
point at which to begin our exploration of the meaning 
Quetzalcoatl had for the pre-Columbian city. Within 
the song's ambiguous complexities we find references 
to one of the most prominent heroes and prominent 
ceremonial centers of ancient Mexican culture. More 
important, perhaps, we see the basis of the relation­
ship between the culture hero and special space. 

63 
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At first glance it appears that the singers who chanted this lament 
are remembering the departure and loss of Nacxitl Topiltzin, "Our 
Prince the Four Fold," which we know from source analysis to be 
another name for Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. 2 He has gone away to Tla­
pallan leaving the people in teats as they cry, "Never can your name 
be lost." But the song also laments that the "house of beams" stands 
deserted in Tollan. In the repeated references to the place of Tollan, 
now in a ruined state, much more than a hero is lamented; the loss 
of a vital living space is also apparent. The passage suggests that the 
loss of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl also means the loss of Tollan. Although 
it is not referred to directly as a city, the phrases, "in Tollan stood the 
house of beams, where still the serpent columns stand deserted 
... the painted stones, the beams, you left them here behind you, 
in Tollan ... the turquoise house, the serpent house ... you built 
them here in Tollan;' show that what is truly lamented is the sepa­
ration of a leader from his ceremonial city, a separation which empties 
that city of life and people. But there is still more in this fragment. 
Twice it states, "in Tollan where you came to rule." The basic rela­
tionship between this figure and the city is one of sovereignty. The 
repeated reference to this power suggests that the passage laments 
not only the loss of a king, but also the loss of a kingly place. 

To open the discussion of the Toltec paradigm, we surmise that 
this fragment contains an indigenous view of the ideal city and sov­
ereign ruler in Mesoamerica and that this view unites Quetzalcoatl 
to the city of Tollan through the exercise of supreme authority. This 
coincidence of Quetzalcoatl and Tollan is repeated through the pri­
mary sources from central Mesoamerica, giving us an important hint 
about the social and religious significance the symbol of Quetzalcoatl 
has throughout a long period of Mesoamerican urban history. The 
meaning of Quetzalcoatl, expressed in references to the priest-king 
of Tollan or in references to the sky-creator deity, formed and elab­
orated by priestly elites, is firmly grounded in the urban situation and 
can be more fully understood within this context. The human Quet­
zalcoatl is the founder, organizer, and ruler of an ideal type of city, 
whereas the deity Quetzalcoatl is the occasional creator, organizer, 
and sometimes ruler of the cosmos, which undergirded city and state. 
Both figures function as creative orderers of the world. 

While the two elements of Quetzalcoatl and Tollan are often dis­
cussed in relation to one another, no one has adequately focused on 
the significance of Tollan as a symbolic city in a context to help reveal 
the meaning of the feathered serpent tradition. Tollan has been iden­
tified by archaeologists and historians as an actual earthly site. But 
the primary sources suggest rather clearly that this historical place 
was also understood as a "symbolic center": a center symbolic of the 
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achievement of an elaborate level of social and cosmological integra­
tion, "the painted stones, the beams ... your palaces, your temples, 
the turquoise house, the serpent house;' an achievement crystallized 
by that institution known as the traditional city. 

In this chapter I will strive to test the hypothesis that the sources 
contain historical references, mythology, and a sacred history por­
traying a paradigm of primordial order which eventually inspired and 
was used by subsequent capital cities. The stories about Quetzalcoatl 
and Tollan are accounts of a great king and his city and constitute an 
account of the crucial shift between the world of the gods and the 
world of men in the history of the cosmos. Tollan is portrayed as the 
original earthly city that derives its power from celestial forces and 
sets the example for human existence. This paradigm has three major 
components: (a) the cosmologicaVearthly setting for (b) the organi­
zation of a ceremonial city by (c) the hero. The Toltec paradigm con­
tains the models of sacred kingship and ceremonial city, sovereign 
leadership and the effective organization of space as they were under­
stood, revered and developed by Toltec and Aztec elites. In this chap­
ter I will examine the outlines and content of the Great Tradition of 
the Toltecs which contains these models, locating them loosely with 
the evidence from Tula Xicocotitlan. I also attempt to understand the 
mythological role Quetzalcoatl had within the cosmological setting of 
Mesoamerican society. The following chapter, "Other Tollans," ex­
amines four city-states that used, altered, and were guided by these 
models. Chapter 4 focuses on the last Tollan, Tenochtith\n, where 
these valued traditions were applied with special dexterity by Aztec 
elites who, in the end, were subverted by this primordium. 

THE URBAN SETTING 

Recently, the character of the traditional city has been explicated 
by a number of scholars, especially by the urban geographer Paul 
Wheatley. In his two most recent books, The Pivot of the Four Quarters 
and From Court to Capital, Wheatley developed the model of the ideal 
type of ceremonial center to elucidate the complex processes of social­
cultural interaction that gave substance to ancient cities. While the 
traditional city often functioned as marketplace, military citadel, and 
administrative center, it is clear that, in its pristine form at least, "the 
predominantly religious focus to the schedule of social activities as­
sociated with them leaves no room to doubt that we are dealing 
primarily with centers of ritual and ceremonial."' To develop his per­
spective, Wheatley examined a rich variety of cultural expressions 
from seven areas of primary urban generation, abstracting what he 
calls a "generalized integrative pattern of functional relationships." 
The model of urban generation and character that emerges postulates 
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a dramatic interaction between the priestly elites of the ceremonial 
center and an "ecological complex" resulting in population control 
and use, environmental exploitation, technological advances, and 
developments in social structure. 4 The dramatic interaction between 
priestly elites and the ecological complex results in, to borrow Jona­
than Friedmann's fine phrase, the "effective organization of space." 
In Wheatley's view, the control mechanism of the traditional city is 
religion. The effective order of the city is validated by systems of 
sanctification which regulated city and state affairs. A system of 
thought and action that synchronized the cycles and rhythms of hu­
man life with the patterns and power of heaven and the cosmic struc­
ture is crucial to the development and maintenance of ancient urban 
life. Wheatley calls this synchronization or parallelism "cosmo-mag­
ical thought."' This religious attitude and its application to the social 
processes in traditional urban societies emanates from the ceremonial 
precincts in the center of the settlement. The ancient city is perceived 
as the pivot of the world, a center-oriented construct. 

Historical evidence has led Wheatley to argue that as the urban 
traditions evolved, cities were revitalized through processes of inter­
nal differentiation resulting in competing religious cults and in the 
necessary sharing of power between religious and so-called secular 
elites. Yet, even in this revitalized urban setting, cosmo-magical 
thought and the ceremonial center still validated, guided, and sanc­
tified all traditional processes and developments. 

During the last three decades, Mesoamerican scholarship has ex­
pressed the growing awareness that cities in the traditional mode 
were the social and symbolic centers of life between at least A. o. 100 
and 1521. This realization was the outgrowth of long-term debates on 
the "nature" of pre-Columbian peoples and the eventual rejection of 
the anthropological theory that "the pueblo of Mexico" was, according 
to Lewis H. Morgan, peopled by "ragged Indians" living in the 
"middle status of Barbarism."' The Aztecs, said Morgan, were the 
Iroquois of the south, and their loose and democratic institutions were 
proof of "how distant yet were the conceptions of a state or nation 
among the aboriginies of Mexico." A new, less Europocentric per­
spective, which began in part with the Marxist studies and grand 
conceptual schemes of V. Gordon Childe and Karl Wittfogel, who 
articulated theories of urban revolutions and specialized bureaucratic 
elites, has been applied and tested with surprising results by Amer­
icanists concerned with reconstructing the Aztec image. In more re­
cent times, it was Paul Kirchhoff who illuminated Aztec studies by 
talking of Mesoamerica as an urban civilization. 7 Research in this 
direction was highlighted by Pedro Armillas' s pioneering work, Pro­
gram of the History of American Indians, and by the more precise study 
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of Philip Phillips and Gordon Willey, Method and Theory in American 
Archaeology, both of which describe the urban character of Mexican 
civilization as ancient and pervasive. One of the most sophisticated 
discussions of the native city in the New World is Robert McC. 
Adams's The Evolution of Urban Society, where he compares the growth 
and development of the Mesopotamian and pre-Hispanic urban cul­
tures, focusing on processes contributing to the intensification of so­
cial stratification. Significantly, Adams recognizes the presence and 
importance of religious forms and discusses the persistence of reli­
gious convictions through the great transformation from the "theo­
cratic stage" to the "militaristic stage." Rene Millon has added depth 
to our perspective of these processes by his stunning work, Urbaniza­
tion at Teotihuacdn, which explores the origin, structure, and devel­
opment of this first central Mexican city containing a mammoth and 
marvelous ceremonial center. He postulates the critical interaction 
between economic and religious institutions as the core of the Pax 
Teotihuacana. 8 It seems that the accumulated picture emerging from 
recent scholarship on the Mexican urban tradition allows us to discuss 
Quetzalcoatl and Tollan from the point of view expressed by Wheat­
ley's model. All of the settlements that dominated social and cultural 
life during Pre-Classic, Classic, and Post-Classic periods were orga­
nized around and by ceremonial centers. Reading the evidence shows 
that the Toltec tradition in stone, picture, and prose depicts a cre­
ative era when a ceremonial city and its leader expressed cosmo­
magical formulas contributing to that site's prestige as the paradigm 
for many subsequent regional and interregional capitals. To illuminate 
this paradigm we describe in more detail the ideal type of ceremonial 
city and then turn to the archaeological and literary evidence con­
cerning Tollan. 

In Wheatley's model, urban society is generated and maintained 
through rigorous interaction between certain social processes and the 
built forms of the ceremonial center. This interaction is characterized 
by centripetal and centrifugal forces which draw all manner of goods 
and powers into the ceremonial city and dispense them outward into 
society's enclaves. This interaction is focused in areas of population 
control, the development of social surpluses, the redistribution of 
goods·, specialization in craft industries, and social stratification. 

Ceremonial cities, especially those that developed into the ideal 
type of settlement, stimulated population increases and attracted 
more people into the city's sphere of influence. This population ex­
plosion tended to stimulate increased building activity, intensification 
of agriculture, abundance of craft activities. More personnel were able 
to care for, exploit, and organize the resources from the regional 
environment. The priestly elite who controlled these growing zones 
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of continued settlement manifested their power not only in the ex­
ploitation of these potentials, but also in the organized construction 
of monumental architecture which usually covered large tracts of land 
in strategic locations. These ceremonial and administrative structures 
required large numbers of laborers expending large units of time and 
effort in the transportation, shaping, construction, and ornamentation 
of buildings. The evidence of the organized control of population 
attests to the exercise of centralized, superabundant authority. For 
instance, Eric Wolf suggests that the construction of the Pyramid of 
the Sun in Teotihuacan required something like ten thousand work­
men for twenty years. Perhaps more important than the bulk form 
as an indicator of centralized power was the sophisticated orientation, 
layout, and ornamentation of the principal structures in these cere­
monial centers. In Teotihuacan, Chichen Itza, Cholollan, and Tenoch­
titlan, for example, the conceptually intricate organization of ball 
courts, palaces, major roads, and sacrificial temples reflected the so­
phisticated concentration of power in the hands of an elite. In these 
examples, minimally touched upon here, human populations were 
attracted to and nurtured by the ceremonial core of the city, which 
used their labor and skills to extend its influence outward for greater 
control. 

A second and related ecological component integrated by the 
ceremonial center was the natural environment. The traditional city 
in general and the Mesoamerican city in particular developed and 
redeveloped systems of resource exploitation, specialization, and re­
distribution. It is clear that in Aztec times and perhaps as far back as 
Teotihuacan times, farming activities reached such intensity that they 
required sophisticated management by elites in whose hands food 
distribution rested. Managerial responsibilities involved institutions 
that controlled workers' schedules, organized building and repair 
projects, administered the appropriate rituals, and managed irrigation 
flows. This exploitation of fertility potentials resulted in the rise of 
social surpluses' and the intensification of complex relationships 
among different segments of society, specialized occupations, trading 
centers, and the temple complex that controlled these surpluses. Ac­
cording to Robert McC. Adams, this intensification took a special form 
in Mesoamerica, where the interdependency of different ecological 
zones extended to distant regions and included crucial exchange pat­
terns between highland and lowland centers. The ceremonial centers 
of Mesoamerica were forced to develop mechanisms to collect and 
redistribute agricultural goods and craft items over short and long 
distances. 

The magnetic and redistributive powers of Mesoamerican cere­
monial centers is certainly clear in the Aztec case where the elites 
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under Moctezuma II' s direction controlled a tribute network involving 
over four hundred towns and cities within and beyond the central 
plateau. The capital of Tenochtitlan was the end and center point of 
a steady stream of porters delivering specific types and quantities of 
goods according to a tightly organized schedule. Sixteenth-century 
prose records and at least two storybooks reveal 

that the bulk foodstuffs of Tenochtitlan alone are calculated to 
have amounted to 52,800 tons, or enough for more than 360,-
000 people at the estimated mean annual consumption. More­
over, the enormous flow of cacao beans, cloth mantles and 
other goods serving as media of exchange placed additional in­
struments of economic superiority not only in the hands of the 
palace but in those of the nobility and even of the capital popu­
lation at large. Centrally distributed through the palace, this 
wealth not only strengthened the autocratic features of the po­
litical structure but also heightened class stratification and ur­
ban-rural differences.'' 

A third area of centralized control was technology. While the 
earlier tendency to place enormous importance on the contribution 
of technology to urban origins has been seriously undermined, it was 
clear that technological competence accompanied and also triggered 
social surpluses and enhanced the powers of the central place. It 
appears that some traditional cities depended in part on the strength 
of particular craft institutions for their successful participation in and 
periodic control of trade relationships, architectural superiority, and 
the transportation of regional commodities. The craftsmen and mer­
chants who used the best developed tools and crafts were th_!!mselves 
major tools of the priestly elite, who managed all technological de­
velopment. 

Perhaps the most important component in the cohesiveness of 
the ancient city was the social structure. In Wheatley's model, social 
differentiation was not only the key to the generation of urban set­
tlements but also the critical, if delicate, link that bound the city-state 
together throughout its history. Following Eisenstadt, who held that 
the most important breakthrough of ancient social history consisted 
of the emergence of a religio-political elite controlling all institutions, 
Wheatley noted that 

it signified for the first time in the history of the world the sun­
dering of the populace at large from direct access to supernat­
ural power, at the same time as it deprived the people en 
masse of participation in political decision making. In other 
words the populace had been alienated from the loci of both 
sacred and secular power. n 
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It appears that while the first elites were exclusively specialized 
priests, social stratification was further differentiated through the sec­
ularization of the ceremonial center; this means simply that the apex 
of society was inhabited by a military sovereign as well as an eccle­
siastical authority. But the notion of secularization is misleading be­
cause it is clear that the new types of leadership were as deeply 
compelled by their religious thought as the incense keepers and high 
priests. At all levels of leadership, religious ideas sanctified and 
guided the achievement of goals. 

CITY AS SYMBOL 

The generation of effective space summarized in the preceding 
paragraphs depends on a frame of mind which can be called cosmo­
magical thought. In his elaboration of insights provided by Rene Ber­
thelot and Mircea Eliade, Wheatley notes that urban elites who de­
vised and expressed the symbolic models for their societies were 
motivated by a complex of ideas, 

which presupposed an intimate parallelism between the regular 
and mathematically expressible regimes of the heavens and the 
biologically determined rhythms of life on earth as manifested 
in the succession of the seasons, the annual cycles of plant re­
generation, and, within the comfass of an individual life, birth, 
growth, procreation and death.' 

This drive toward an intricate and tight parallelism between 
planes of reality developed concomitantly with the new levels of social 
and cultural integration that characterized the traditional city. An 
earlier phase of social integration was dominated by what Berthelot 
calls bio-astrale thought, "in which the numerical regularities observ­
able in the motions of the heavenly bodies had not yet been adapted 
to the biological cycles on earth."" This achievement of synchroni­
zation led to the confidence that perfect harmony could be achieved 
between heaven and earth through ritual and ceremony which re­
membered, marked, celebrated and regulated cosmic events. Cosmo­
magical thought, then, guided a style of life which saw that the 

'real' world transcended the pragmatic realm of textures and 
geometrical spaces, and was perceived schematically in terms 
of extra-mundane, sacred experience. Only the sacred was 
'real; and the purely secular,-if it could be said to exist at 
all--<ould never be more than trivial ... in those religions 
which held that human order was brought into being at the 
creation of the world, there was a pervasive tendency to dra­
matize the cosmogony by constructing on earth, a reduced ver­
sion of the cosmos, usually in the form of a state capital. In 



Quetzalcoatl and the Foundation of Tollan 71 

other words, Reality was achieved through the imitation of a 
celestial archetype, by giving material expression to that paral­
lellism between macrocosm and microcosm without which 
there could be no prosperity in the world of men. 14 

In concrete terms, this attitude was manifested in at least three di­
mensions (two of which we shall examine in this chapter): (a) the 
spatial ordering of the sacred enclave and its surrounding precincts, 
(b) the elevation of leaders to the level of supreme rulers whose actions 
insured the harmony of heaven and earth, and (c) the creation of 
calendar systems that periodically celebrated the cosmogonic events 
that created the world. 

In the terms of Mircea Eliade, the ancient ideal type of city was 
a sacred space oriented around a quintessentially sacred center in the 
form of a temple or temple pyramid. This pivot of the community 
partook of the "symbolism of the center;' meaning that it was believed 
to be the center of the world, the point of intersection of all the world's 
paths, both terrestrial and celestial. The central structure was an axis 
mundi, "regarded as the meeting point of heaven, earth, and hell," 
or "the point of ontological transition between the spheres.'ns The 
priestly elites who planned and directed the construction of their 
ceremonial centers often attempted to align their causeways, sections 
of city, or major buildings with the cardinal compass directions of the 
universe, "thus assimilating the groups' territory to the cosmic order 
and constructing a sanctified living space or habitabilis within the con­
tinuum of profane space ."16 These four highways, sections, or struc­
tures enforcing the sanctification of the central place were centripetal 
and centrifugal guides, pulling the sacred and social energies into the 
center and diffusing the supernatural and royal powers outward into 
the kingdom. Another aspect of urban sacred space was manifested 
when a ceremonial center, or one or more of its major buildings, 
represented through the image, design, and interrelationship of parts 
a cosmological concept or mythological episode. In this instance, a 
correspondence between stone image and celestial pattern was 
achieved in the appearance of a ceremonial building. 

It appears that the evolution in religious thought that guided the 
style of life in traditional cities was accompanied by an evolution in 
leadership. The new systems of hierarchy and coordination regulating 
social and cosmic processes were administered by leaders who shared 
generously in the hierarchy and prestige of the deities they served 
and the capitals they ruled. In other words, rulers appeared who 
emphasized their elite status through an intensification of commu­
nication and identification with the divinities and sacred forces of the 
cosmos. These sovereigns were regarded as the prime movers in the 



72 Quetzalcoatl and the Foundation of Tollan 

crucial processes of human existence including the fertility of the 
realm, the redistribution of goods, and the harmony of the heavens. 
The traditional city was the theater for the intensification of cult ac­
tivity designed to clarify human-divine relationships through the 
"elaboration of a communication system mediated through worship 
and sacrifice." These priestly elites, the human pivots of the four 
quarters, claimed a superior religious status materialized in their noble 
families who were descended from the deities who originally estab­
lished the order of the world. 

It is important at the end of this brief summary of Wheatley's 
model to remind ourselves that it was abstracted from a review of 
evidence from more than seven examples of primary urban genera­
tion. Wheatley noted that specific cases, in order to be more fully 
understood, may require alterations in the pattern summarized here. 
Still, this model affords us a general awareness that cosmo-magical 
thought "brought the city into being, sustained it and was imprinted 
on its physiognomy." And it serves the larger purpose of demon­
strating that not only were these traditional capitals organized around 
centers of symbol, ritual, and ceremony, but that they were, in their 
totalities, vital centers of masses of people and also centers of the 
organization of effective sacred space. The traditional capital is at the 
heart of the pathos that flows through the lament we heard at the 
beginning of this chapter. 

THE HISTORICITY OF TOLLAN 

One of the most significant "style centers" in Mesoamerican his­
tory is referred to in the sources as Tollan. For instance, in Sahagun's 
book 3, The Gods, the city inhabited by the great priest Quetzalcoatl 
is called "the regimen of Tollan." A recurrent claim made in the 
sources that the Spaniards burned, copied, and transformed was that 
Tenochtitlan inherited the great cultural traditions of Toltec Tollan, 
which was remembered as the original cultural hearth. One of the 
"official" creation myths in the Aztec records tells that the universe 
had passed through a series of eras, each ending in a cataclysm, before 
the present "Sun" or "Age" was created and that "this was the Sun 
of our Lord Quetzalcoatl in Tula."" (Tula is a corrupted form ofTollan.) 
As one reads accounts of this place and its lord Quetzalcoatl, it appears 
to have existed far back, at the dawn of time and civilized life. The 
language and character of the multiple versions of Tollan' s history 
have made it possible to claim that these stories fall into the category 
of mythical geographies; that is, they refer to no historical place or 
have no fundamental historical significance. This judgment seems 
quite possible when we find in the Annals of the Cakchiquels, for in-
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stance, a reference to "four Tulans" coinciding with four positions in 
the cosmos and the sources of human life. 

From the four places the people came to Tulan. In the east is 
one Tulan; another in Xibalbay; another in the west, for there 
we came ourselves, from the west; and another is where God 
is. Therefore, there were four Tulans, "oh our sons;' so they 
said. "From the west we came to Tulan, from across the sea; 
and it was at Tulan where we arrived, to be engendered and 
brought forth by our mothers and fathers .... " 
And setting out, we arrived at the gates of Tulan. Only a bat 
guarded the gates of Tulan. And there we were engendered 
and given birth. 18 

In this instance, Tulan was the name given to the generative points 
in the universe from which life in its various forms flowed. 

But we also have ample evidence that Tollan refers in some way 
to the historical Tula of the Toltecs, who governed the capital of a 
unified society between the tenth and twelfth centuries. The present 
consensus, articulated by members of the Sociedad Mexicana de An­
tropologia, is that the archaeological ruins near present-day Tula are 
the remains of the city referred to in the sources. This issue may never 
be settled in a strict, literal sense because the Tollan described in the 
storybooks and prose works does not refer to just one historical king­
dom but to an archetypal kingdom that contained the buildings, he­
roes, achievements, and memories of several illustrious effective 
spaces. What is recorded in the primary sources about Tollan is, to 
borrow a phrase from Richard Diehl, "the native model for the ex­
ercise of religious and political power."19 

It would be a critical mistake to reduce these references by claim­
ing that they are really confused historical narratives--that instead 
of mythical geography, we have mythicized geography. Yet in order 
to acquire a sound understanding of the Toltec tradition, which served 
as the primary focus of the Great Tradition, it is necessary to present 
a brief historical picture of Tollan through reference to the archaeo­
logical evidence and the accepted opinion concerning the Toltec eco­
logical complex. 

ToLLAN (XICOTITLAN): THE SITE AND ITs PERIPHERIES 

The significant but puzzling ceremonial center at Tula has been 
periodically excavated since Desire Charnay's work in the 1890s. The 
present consensus concerning the historical nature of the site holds 
that during its heyday, the main settlement covered about twelve 
square kilometers around the confluence of the Tula and Rosa rivers. 
At this strategic control point were two sizable groups of buildings, 
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the major ceremonial center or acropolis and Tula Chico, located 2 
kilometers to the north. Other smaller architectural precincts were 
settled in nearby areas. Although no overall plan is discernible at 
Tula, it is evident that attached houses of adobe and stone were built 
around large patio complexes which included small adoratorios. It ap­
pears that this settlement rose to prominence with the waning and 
fall of Teotihuacan and eventually dominated a population of 50,000-
60,000 people. 

The main ceremonial center, in and near which the Quetzalcoatl 
images described in chapter 1 appear, was constructed on a high 
treeless hill which had been artificially leveled to resemble a broad, 
basically square platform. On this space were constructed two sizable 
plazas known today as the Central Plaza and the North Plaza. The 
Central Plaza was about 120 meters wide and was obviously the lo­
cation of great and small ceremonies, affairs of state, and sacred 
games. This spacious plaza was bounded on the north by a series of 
impressive palaces, known to us as the Burnt Palaces, each arranged 
around a central interior courtyard. In these palaces were found sculp­
tured and painted benches lined with colored cloud serpents and 
feathered serpents among other figures. The palaces were situated 
just west of a finely worked pyramid called the pyramid temple of 
Quetzalcoati-Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli, which supported a series of huge, 
erect stone warriors who once held up the main temple. 

In front of the Burnt Palaces and the Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl was 
a hall named the Great Vestibule, which was supported by a series 
of fifty-four pillars. Then, higher than any other structure in the city, 
rose a second pyramid perpendicular to the Great Vestibule on its 
eastern end. The two pyramids, the vestibule, and the palaces formed 
the north side and the northeast corner of the central courtyard. 
Across the spacious plaza to the west was a large and finely con­
structed ball court. In the center of the plaza stood a small square 
structure about 4 feet high with a stairway on each of the four sides. 
When looking north, east, or west from this vantage point, one had 
the impression of being securely enclosed. 

One of the unique Toltec forms, the coatepantli, or serpent wall, 
separates this plaza from the North Plaza. The coatepantli, which be­
came a major feature of Aztec ceremonial centers, is a high wall, lined 
with the repeated motif of a gaping feathered serpent and a human 
skull in juxtaposition. Each dynamic figure seems to be emerging 
from the other. This series of symbols is interrupted by a passageway 
leading to the North Plaza, which is a largely undefined space dom­
inated by an older ball court running east to west. 

In spite of the small size of this ceremonial center, scholars are 
convinced that during its apogee Tula dominated and organized the 
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FIG. 5. The pyramid of Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli in Tula. This structure, accord­
ing to archaeologists, was dedicated to Quetzalcoatl as the morning star. Tula 
(A.D. 900-1100) was the capital of the Toltec Empire. Courtesy of Lawrence 
G. Desmond. 

northern parts of Mesoamerica and several scattered sections in the 
south. The Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca describes the "Great Tollan" 
as including twenty settlements, and Ixtlixochitl eulogizes the Toltec 
kingdom as extending "from one sea to another." While Tula appar­
ently shared the power with other cities like Cholollan, Tajin, and 
Xochicalco, perhaps for a time it was the dominant political center in 
the group. Archaeological evidence shows that it was the first central 
Mexican settlement following the fall of Teotihuacan to foster and 
maintain relationships with both western Mexico and the Gulf coastal 
region to the northeast. 

Tula's ecological complex included refined craft industries, long­
distance trading patterns, a sizable population, and monumental ar­
chitecture. Although researchers have not found clear-cut evidence 
of intensive large-scale agriculture, it is likely that some form of hy­
draulic management existed. A sizable number of artisans supported 
a variety of handicraft workshops as witnessed in the variety of wares 
found throughout the site, including pulque cups, braziers, censers, 
bowls, cylinder jars, jewelry. Craft developments used in the mon­
umental sculpture, painted relief work, large ceremonial buildings, 
and great walls led one archaeologist to exclaim, "Toltec architecture 
acquired new contrasts and patterns, becoming one of the finest 
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expressions of artistic integration among Indian culture."'" Art his­
torians have recognized that the architectural style, craft patterns, 
and religious traditions represented in Tula had widespread influence 
throughout central Mexico and beyond. Furthermore, there is evi­
dence that the Toltec trade routes extended not only into northeastern 
and western Mexico, but also south through Chiapas, Guatemala, 
central Vera Cruz, and into Costa Rica and Nicaragua. It also appears 
that a sustained relationship existed between Tula and the culture 
around Lake Patzcuaro. The Toltec elites apparently extended the 
trade routes established by Teotihuacan, an extension that resulted 
in a marvelous prosperity, eventually spreading into the Mayan city 
of Chichen Itza. 

This memorable achievement was translated into the term toltecatl. 
Derived from Tollan, which means variously, "place of reeds," 
"among the reeds, rushes, cattails," or "toponomy of great city, city 
in general," this word referred to a refined person who had great 
knowledge and artistic abilities. An urban significance is obviously 
communicated in the third referent to Tollan: "great city," "a place of 
abundant culture" or "an authoritative center of cultural order." Com­
bined with the notion of a toltecayotl, "wonderful artist;' Tollan was 
appreciated as the place of creativity. This paradigmatic significance 
is supported by Robert A. Diehl's observation that Tollan was not 
only "the capital of a major new political system," but also "that it 
articulated a similar mode of political order as the Aztecs." As we will 
see, Tollan, Toltec, and toltecatl referred to the culture that flourished 
at Tula Xicocotitlan as well as to a variety of places where abundance, 
creativity and authority were combined." 

Historical research has dimly discerned that the prosperity and 
influence this dispersed ceremonial city had did not last long. The fall 
of Teotihuacan, which Tula had overthrown in the eighth century, 
was repeated after a handful of calendar rounds. Tula as a center 
collapsed in the twelfth century after it had expanded its religious 
and social influence south beyond the Valley of Mexico into the Yu­
catan area. Tula' s collapse is recorded again and again in the sources, 
and in more than a few cases Quetzalcoatl is central to the story. 
Other Tollans were developed and new variations on this effective 
space were created. 

THE LITERARY TESTIMONY 

The Toltec Great Tradition contains the earliest record of a Mexican 
traditional city and is full of stories about Quetzalcoatl and Tollan. 
H. B. Nicholson has thoroughly analyzed more than seventy-five 
sources that contain full versions, supplementary accounts, or frag­
ments of a tradition he calls the "Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl of Tollan Tale." 
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His analysis included material on the deity Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl, who 
was intertwined with the Toltec hero. The Tollan tale was apparently 
taught in the calmecacs, schools of higher learning located in the cities 
and towns of the Valley of Mexico, the Puebla region, and other parts 
of central Mesoamerica in Aztec and pre-Aztec times. These schools 
taught the theology, ethics, divine songs, and history of the realm to 
the children of the wealthy who usually became the priests and high 
officials of society. I contend that the Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl of Tollan 
tale is the central thread of a genre of archaic historical thought called 
sacred history. This special form of archaic wisdom has been described 
by the historian of religions Mircea Eliade in his important article 
"Cosmogonic Myth and Sacred History."" Following his discussion 
of the power and prestige cosmogonic myths hold in archaic cultures 
because they tell of the transformation from primordial chaos into the 
original order of the world, Eliade described another kind of mythical 
language characteristic of the "thought of the people who played an 
important role in ancient history." This second type of mythical 
thought takes the form of sacred histories, which are influenced by 
the great cosmogonic myths but have an intentionality and value of 
their own. A "sacred history" of a people tells of a "process repre­
senting a more radical incarnation of the sacred in life and in human 
existence"23 by illuminating the ancestral labors that gave form to the 
preexistent materia prima. Often, the sacred history of a particular 
culture presents an image of a fabulous epoch constructed or achieved 
by the ancestors, in which nature, animals, and humans appear to 
be free of inhibitions and limits. This image is, to adapt one of Eliade's 
formulations, a "terrestrial primordiality." This epoch is understood 
and portrayed as the time and space in which human life as it now 
exists was brought into being. 

It appears that a dominant characteristic of Toltec and Aztec sacred 
histories was a prophetic emphasis, that is, the view that human 
experience was patterned by a sequence of events that linked past, 
present, and future together in some detailed meaningful pattern. 
Through the songs, poems, ethics, calendars, and histories, a world 
view was pointed in which present situations were understood as 
having been set in motion in a remembered mythic past by a prophetic 
event or figure and which would move into a "known" or prophesied 
future. All significant contemporary conditions originated in a pri­
mordial series of actions that would continue through the present and 
be terminated or recreated in some future, but measurable time. In 
Mesoamerican capital cities from the eleventh century on just s•1ch 
a sacred history was taught; it represented the great moments when 
the sacred was incarnated in the life of the city of Tollan through the 
heroic and inspired career of Quetzalcoatl. Further, it seems possible 
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that the Toltec sacred history contained the closest thing we have to 
a Mexican aretalogy: it focused on a remarkable hero whose potency 
and achievements stemmed from his relationship with a divine coun­
terpart enabling him to work wonders, to face enemies, and to lose 
his city but then gain a final victory through his transformation at 
death. 24 Let us now tum to the Toltec sacred history and examine 
these dimensions. It should be understood that the names Ce Acatl, 
Naxcitl, refer to the human Quetzalcoatl, sometimes referred to as 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. 

The literary image of the Toltec urban tradition is outlined in this 
passage from the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca. "These are the nations 
who were allies of the Toltecs in the Great Tollan. Twenty were the 
inhabited places which formed its hands and feet. The waters, the 
mountains were of the Toltec. Only when the Great Tollan dispersed, 
did they obtain their kingdom."" The general impression is clear. The 
"Great Tollan" was not merely one city among many, but an organized 
political space, a city-state which encapsulated twenty other settle­
ments that formed its hands and feet, and constituted its order. The 
power of this kingdom extended to include the water, the mountains, 
and the earthly places in between. This unified kingdom, centered 
in the capital city, finally dissolved or dispersed, resulting in the 
fragmentation and autonomy of the different settlements. Elsewhere 
we are told that the Toltec kingdom's influence as well as dismem­
berment was guided by Quetzalcoatl. 

The Tolteca were spread over all parts and although they were 
very rich, they departed, they moved; they left their houses, 
their lands, their cities, their wealth ... and as they had great 
faith in Quetzalcoatl ... no one failed to obey: all moved when 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl went to enter into the water at Tlapallan, 
where he went to disappear. 26 

The collapse of the Great Tollan was tied up with the life of Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl, and it is apparent that the "biography" of Quetzalcoatl 
was one of the threads running through the Toltec testimony. We plan 
to follow that thread as a strategy to present the image of space and 
leadership crucial to an understanding of Tollan' s significance. 

While it is obvious that Tula was not the first traditional city to 
order the social complexities of central Mesoamerican culture, the 
literary record, at least in some of the most respectable accounts, 
places Quetzalcoatl' s career at a critical turning point in the cosmo­
logical dramas in which Tollan ushers in human history. In several 
sources, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and Tollan appear at the end of great 
cosmogonic sequences, as in the already mentioned Leyenda de los 
Soles version where the creation of the fifth age of the universe initiates 



Quetzalcoatl and the Foundation of Tollan 79 

Quetzalcoatl' s kingdom. While Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and Tollan 
sometimes appear together as fully formed realities, a number of 
sources begin the story of Quetzalcoatl prior to and outside of the city 
with references to a miraculous birth and a family feud involving 
divine and semidivine relatives. This dimension of the tradition and 
the subsequent developments suggest that the union of hero and 
ceremonial city was appreciated as the turning point between the 
creation of the cosmos and the history of the human community. 

Quetzalcoatl is usually portrayed as a "sacred human being," by 
which we mean that his life manifests the presence, again and again, 
of divine and celestial forces and appearances which determine and 
drive his destiny toward an archetypal model. Almost all the core 
sources that carry birth accounts state that his parents were divinities 
or semidivine beings, or that something unusual or miraculous hap­
pened at his birth. The best example of miraculous influence appears 
in the Anales de Cuauhtitl(m, where it is recorded: "In the year 1 Reed, 
it is told, they say, in its time in that year-Quetzalcoatl was born­
called Topiltzin Priest One Reed Quetzalcoatl, and his mother was 
called Chimalma, and they say that this was the manner in which 
Quetzalcoatl was placed in his mother's belly; she swallowed an em­
erald."" Mircea Eliade has shown how, in the history of religions, the 
texture, color, grandeur, shape of certain stones results in their being 
considered "hierophanies," that is, manifestations of the sacred which 
bestow value, power, and meaning on the human life that comes in 
contact with them. One of the ideas associated with sacred stones is 
that they have the power to fertilize women, a power emanating from 
the spirit that animates the stone." Just such a complex of ideas is at 
work in this reference to Quetzalcoatl' s miraculous birth, a motif 
which also appeared in the birth of 9 Wind in the Codex Vienna when 
he and his sixteen attributes are born from a stone. When Quetzal­
coati's mother swallows an emerald and conceives, the sacred stone 
manifested the power to create a special human being, who in that 
culture's terms is a precious being himself, the emerald of the Toltecs. 
Elsewhere, Quetzalcoatl' s birth results in the death of his mother, 
"And in coming forth he greatly afflicted his mother for the duration 
of 4 days. Thereupon, by that time and in this manner, Ce Acatl was 
born. But as he was born, then already his mother was dead."" Ce 
Acatl is a posthumous child, a child without a mother, a child whose 
situation in one source leads to his adoption by an earth goddess. In 
another case, his father dies during the pregnancy, and in yet another 
case we are told that his father dies seven years before he is born! 

Elsewhere, Quetzalcoatl' s mother is Coatlicue, "Lady of the Ser­
pent Skirt," the earth mother deity. Divine mother status is reflected 
elsewhere when Chimalman ("Prostrate Shield") is referred to by the 
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commentator as "a mother of the people" or great mother figure. 
While it appears that these episodes are about a human being, it is 
clear that the child is divinely engendered. 

The accounts of Quetzalcoatl' s beginnings have further important 
dimensions. For instance, a number of sources relate important in­
formation concerning his existence prior to birth, conditions that affect 
his birth and life. Quetzalcoatl is born into a world of ferocious warfare 
and in some cases his parents are on opposite sides in the fighting. 
In the Historia de los Mexicanos por sus pinturas, the gods create the 
Chichimec people for the purpose of gaining sacrificial blood through 
warfare. An opposing warrior, Mixcoatl, is defeated in battle and 
meets a Chichimec woman, a relative of the god Tezcatlipoca, and 
they produce the illustrious child Quetzalcoatl. The joining of op­
posing groups and suggested resolution appears even more dramat­
ically in another account where an elaborate and magical courtship 
between the antagonist Mixcoatl (now a Chichimec) and the woman 
Chimalman takes place. She appears in the nude and entices the 
warrior. He shoots arrows at her which she dodges, catches, and pulls 
from between her legs. A chase through the forest and into a cave 
ensues. The female warrior Chimalman is eventually taken and im­
pregnated, and she gives birth to Quetzalcoatl. 

The point is that Quetzalcoatl' s birth is not only timely (it follows 
the creation of the fifth age) and miraculous (divine dimensions of 
the birth), but it also represents the union of warring opposites (male 
and female, warring tribes). Before Tollan appears we thus have a 
new beginning in terms of the cosmic creation, birth of the sacred 
hero, and the suggestion that the social order is changing. This change 
is intensified in the next episode of the story. Two of the earliest 
sources tell us that the orphaned Quetzalcoatl is raised by grandpar­
ents and in one case the grandmother appears to be an earth mother 
goddess. Then, and this is often overlooked by scholars, Quetzalcoatl 
begins a career as a warrior and conqueror. In one of the earliest 
documents, the young Quetzalcoatl undergoes seven years of pen­
ance during which he bleeds himself and seeks divine aid for becom­
ing a great warrior. His quest is rewarded and he displays extraordinary 
skill before being chosen as the ruler of Tula. In the Leyenda de los 
Soles, he fights gallantly alongside his father, who is killed by Quet­
zalcoatl's paternal uncles. 

But when he had grown, then he went and made war with his 
father. And as a warrior he proved himself in a place called 
Xihuacan such that he took captives there. But there in that 
place were Ce Acatl's uncles, the four hundred Mixmixcoa. 
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Now they hated and therefore killed his father. And when they 
had killed him, they covered him up in the sand. 30 

Quetzalcoatl recovers the body of his father and buries him on Cloud 
Serpent Mountain. An argument over sacrificial victims develops be­
tween the nephew and his uncles. A magical combat takes place in 
which Quetzalcoatl slays the uncles. 

And the uncles were very angry then, and they started at once. 
Apanecatlled the way, hurriedly scaling the temple. But imme­
diately Ce Acatl rose up, and striking him full in the face sent 
him tumbling down, and he fell to the base of the mountain. 
Next he seized Zolton and Cuilton and as the animals blew on 
the fire, then he put them to death; he spread them with chili 
and slashed their flesh; and when he had tortured them, then 
he cut open their breasts. And then once again Ce Acatl set out 
to make conquests. 31 

It should be clear from these episodes that the life situation prior to 
Tollan was a world of combat, human sacrifice, and conflict. The 
Tollan tale is not only about the creation, existence, and fall of an 
ideal state that existed in the beginning, but it is also about an achieve­
ment that interrupted the warring world of the ancestors. Tollan be­
gins to appear in the narrative immediately following the episode 
between Quetzalcoatl and his uncles. 

Quetzalcoatl' s appearance in Tollan follows two basic patterns. 
In one he is a native of Tollan, appearing to be its first ruler. He builds 
the major ceremonial structures. His military achievements and re­
ligious piety cause his elevation to the position of ruler. In the other 
pattern of Quetzalcoatl' s linkage to Tollan, he either travels to the site 
or is brought there to rule on the basis of his reputation. In the Juan 
Cano Relaciones, his victory over his brothers results in his rulership 
of Teoculhuacan, where peace and tranquility are established. He then 
moves his people to the city of Tollantzinco. On the advice of the 
gods he travels to Tollan to become the ruler of the city. In another 
source his building and religious activities in another city result in his 
invitation to become king in Tollan. 

[In the year] 2 Rabbit it was, when Quetzalcoatl came to Tol­
lantzinco. There he remained four years and built his house of 
penance, his turquoise house of beams. From there he passed 
on to Cuextlan .... In the year 5 House the Toltecs came for 
Quetzalcoatl to install him as king in Tollan, and he was their 
priest. 32 
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ToLLAN THE MARVELous "CENTER" 

The world of Tollan appears as an ideal social and natural order 
when we turn to the fullest descriptions in the Florentine Codex and 
the Anales de Cuauhtitlan. The dynamic relationship between the cer­
emonial center and the surrounding world has created a state of 
plentitude and harmony. The Aztecs remembered Tollan as the orig­
inal city-state where the systems of farming, craft productivity, and 
religious ritual were effectively integrated with cosmological forces. 

The Sacred Traces 
Working with the controversial chapter 29 of book 10, "The Peo­

ple," in the Florentine Codex, we read that the purpose of the chapter 
is to tell "who came to cause the cities to be founded." Most prominent 
among the founders of cities were the Tolteca, "the first who settled 
here in the land." This prestige of origins is tied directly to the Aztecs, 
referred to here as the Mexica. "First those named the Tolteca, so 
called; these first came to live here in the land, called land of the 
Mexica, land of the Chichimeca." Although these founders passed 
away, they "left many of their traces, which they had fashioned," 
traces which are still visible. Consider the spatial character of these 
ancient imprints. 

And these the traces of the Tolteca, their pyramids, their 
mounds, etc., not only appear there at a place called Tula [and] 
Xicocotitlan, but practically everywhere they rest covered; for 
their potsherds, their ollas, their pestles, their figures, their 
armbands appear everywhere, because the Tolteca were dis­
persed all over. 33 

These traces, such as Tollan' s house of beams, are appreciated for 
their longevity: "today it stands, today it exists, considering that it 
is indestructible, for it is of rock, of stone." The persistence of these 
forms is in part due to Aztec digging. "Tolteca bowls, Tolteca ollas 
are taken from the earth. And many times the Tolteca jewels--arm 
bands, esteemed green stones, fine turquoise, emerald green jade-­
are taken from the earth."34 Our initial impression from this text is 
that the Toltecs are the founders of cities whose ruins carry a high 
prestige, whose jewelry is sought after, whose buildings are indes­
tructible--and all this is spread throughout the landscape. 

This creativity was centered in Tollan where great structures still 
cause amazement. "They went to dwell on the bank of a river at 
Xicocotitlan, now called Tula .... they there resided together ... 
they left behind ... the so-called serpent column, the round stone 
pillar made into a serpent. And the Tolteca pyramids, the mounds, 
and the surfaces of Tolteca [temples] ... are there to be seen."35 
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All these traces are prized, not merely because they survived, but 
because of the creative excellence of Toltec life. Consider this cres­
cendo of superlatives: "The Tolteca were wise. Their works were all 
good, all perfect, all wonderful, all miraculous; their houses beautiful, 
tiled in mosaics, smoothed, stuccoed, very marvelous."36 

Plentitude 
The superb style, expressed in the ceremonial buildings that 

formed the center of the Great Tollan, was accompanied by the fruitful 
agricultural endeavors of the Toltecs. Harmony and abundance char­
acterized their farming, perhaps eliminating the need for emergency 
subsistence efforts. In the third book of the Florentine Codex, we are 
told that the wealth of the Toltecs resided in their fields, where "all 
the squashes were very large, and some quite round. And the ears 
of maize were as large as hand grinding stones, and long. They could 
hardly be embraced in ones arms."" Not only were the corn stalks 
like small tree trunks, but the amaranth plants were as tall as trees. 
"And the amaranth plants-verily they climbed up them; they could 
be climbed." The plants were so plentiful that the smaller ears of corn, 
which in another age would have been valued, were hardly needed. 
In Toltec times, "the small ears of maize were of no use to them; they 
only [burned them to] heat the sweat baths." 

This ancient Findhorn included incredible types of cotton farming. 
The cotton fields were miraculously colored-"burnt red, yellow, rose 
colored, violet, green, azure, verdigris color, whitish, brown, shad­
owy, rose red, and coyote colored. All different [colored cottons] were 
this way; so they grew; they did not dye them."38 This abundance 
was accompanied by an array of "birds of precious feathers-the blue 
cotinga, the quetzal, the trupial, and red spoonbill, and all the dif­
ferent birds, which spoke very well; which sang right sweetly." These 
references demonstrate that going "to dwell" at Tula meant living in 
a place of superabundant reality. 

This environmental plenitude was the proper setting for the Tol­
tecs to show their technological excellence and artistic perfection. 
Toltec prestige derived from the belief that these archaic craftsmen 
originated the crafts and perfected them. Again in book 10, we are 
told not only that the Toltecs were serenaded by wonderful birds but 
that the people 

were feather workers .... In ancient times they took charge of 
the gluing of feathers; and it really was their discovery, their 
exclusive property .... In truth they invented all the wonder­
ful, precious, marvelous things which they made, including 
... that which pertained to herbs, to the nature of their es-
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sence; which ones were good, which esteemed, and which of 
them were just plants, which ones bad, evil, harmful, rather 
deadly. 
They invented the art of medicine .... So learned were they 
that they were the ones who for the first time, discovered, 
found, and for the first time used green stones, fine turquoise, 
[common] turquoise, the common obsidian, the emerald green 
jade-all kinds of wondrous precious stones. 39 

It is stated almost obsessively that Toltec technology was the original 
technology of ancient culture. The text lists the great occupations of 
the Toltecs: "many of them were scribes, lapidaries, carpenters, stone 
cutters, masons, feather workers, feather gluers, potters, spinners, 
weavers," and miners of the most important quarries. 

These feats of discovery, invention, and skill, repeated in the 
record almost as a ritual gesture, show that the Toltecs were consid­
ered the prototypes of cultural creativity and that their kingdom was 
an abundant source of food and goods. In at least these two ways, 
Tollan was the "center," the original place of value, power, and sub­
stance. 

Cosmo-Magical Discoveries 
The record shows that the Aztec nostalgia dwelt not only on the 

Toltec landscape and the uses made of it, but also on the Toltec dis­
covery of the shape of celestial space and time and their significance 
to people. The Toltecs were esteemed as the ancestors who realized 
and designed the cosmo-magical thought that underpinned and 
guided society's life. The Toltecs were "thinkers, for they originated 
the year count, the day count, they established the way in which the 
night, the day would work ... which day sign was good, favorable; 
and which was evil, the day sign of wild beasts. All their discoveries 
formed the book for interpreting dreams."40 This important reference 
suggests that the Toltecs were considered the inventors of at least 
part of the storybook tradition having to do with divination and calen­
drical calculation. The Toltec commitment to establishing heaven­
earth parallels was elaborated: 

And so wise were they that they understood the stars which 
were in the heavens; they gave them names and understood 
their influence. And they understood well the movement of the 
heavens. Their orbits they learned from the stars. And they 
understood that there were many divisions of the heavens, 
they said there were 12 divisions41 

This passage suggests just the complex model of synchronization that 
we have identified as typical of thought systems in the traditional 
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city. Parallelism between the spheres, in the form of identifying co­
incidences between heavenly regularities and human processes are 
reflected in such phrases as, "they established the way in which the 
day would work" and "they understood the movements of the heav­
ens." This knowledge of celestial influences and the layers of the 
universe, translated into the book of dreams, was joined to an intimate 
awareness of the Creative Pair who presided over all living things. 
(Toltec discoveries and understanding included a journey through 
these heavenly divisions to the place where the Supreme Being re­
sides.) The relevant passage portrays divine-human connections in 
the form of the divine conception of human beings. 

[In the 12 divisions] there existed, there dwelt, the true god 
and his consort. The name of the god of the heavens was Orne 
tecutli, and the name of his consort, the woman of the heav­
ens, was Orne cihuatl; that is to say they were lords, they were 
rulers, over the 12 heavens. It was said that there were we, the 
common people created; thence came our souls. When babies 
were conceived, when they dropped [from heaven] their souls 
came from there, they entered into their mother's womb. Orne 
tecutli sent them. 42 

At the center of this abundant creativity and sacred knowledge lived 
Quetzalcoatl, whose role as the source of creativity is clearly stated: 
"Truly with him it began-truly from him it flowed out, All Art and 
Knowledge."" 

Quetzalcoatl: Ecstasy and the Center 
Quetzalcoatl is the hero and living source of this amazing king­

dom and his presence is revealed in the monumental architecture of 
the city. The elites of Tollan, under the influence of Quetzalcoatl, 
utilized their version of cosmo-magical thought to guide the construc­
tion of their ceremonial precinct. Consider one of several references 
to Quetzalcoatl' s temples, which we remember were heavenly gifts 
given to 9 Wind in the Codex Vienna: 

Wherefore was it called a Tolteca house? It was built with con­
summate care, majestically designed; it was the place of wor­
ship of their priest whose name was Quetzalcoatl; it was quite 
marvelous. It consisted of four [abodes]. One was facing east; 
this was the house of gold; for this reason it was called house 
of gold; that which served as the stucco was gold plate applied, 
joined to it. One was facing west, toward the setting sun; this 
was the house of green stone, the house of fine turquoise. For 
this reason was it called the house of green stone, the house of 
fine turquoise, what served as an inlay of green stone of fine 
turquoise. One was facing south, toward the irrigated lands, 
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this was the house of shells or of silver. That which served as 
the stucco, the interior of the walls, seemed as if made of these 
shells inlaid. One was facing north, toward the plains, toward 
the spear house, this [was] the red house; red because red 
shells were inlaid in the interior walls, as those stones which 
were precious stones were red. 44 

The majestic houses of worship glimmering with their marvelous 
jewelled facades were laid out along lines of cardinal axiality reflecting 
the Toltec commitment to the imitation of celestial order and influence. 

Within this ceremonial order stood Quetzalcoatl's special temple, 
which functioned as the Toltec cosmic mountain·. 

Quetzalcoatl was looked upon as a god. He was worshiped and 
prayed to in former times in Tollan, and there his temple stood; 
very high, very tall. Extremely tall, extremely high. Very many 
were its steps and close together, hardly wide but narrow. 
Upon each step indeed one's foot could not be straightened." 

Still another reference suggests that the ceremonial center had abun­
dant buildings and that a human Quetzalcoatl dwelt there. 

Very many were the marvelous houses which they made. The 
house of Quetzalcoatl which was his place of worship, stood 
on the water; a large river passed by it; the river which passed 
by Tula. There stood that which was the bathing place of Quet­
zalcoatl, called 'in the waters of Green Stone' (Chalchiuapa). 
Many houses stood with the earth where the Tolteca left many 
things buried. 46 

It appears that the ceremonial center was ruled by the human 
Quetzalcoatl, whose activities became the model for subsequent cer­
emonial structures and rituals. Consider Diego Duran's discovery of 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl' s reputation during his research on sixteenth­
century Mexico: 

However, he [the Indian informant] added material telling me 
that all the ceremonies and rites, building temples and altars 
and placing idols in them, fasting, going nude and sleeping on 
... the floor, climbing mountains to preach the law there, kiss­
ing the earth, eating it with one's fingers, and blowing trum­
pets and conch shells and flutes on the great feast days-all 
these things imitated the ways of that holy man (Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl).47 

Throughout the different sources are references to the ritual activities 
and paraphernalia of Quetzalcoatl and perhaps in this area he made 
his greatest mark on Mesoamerican religious tradition. Pictures of his 
bloodletting ritual appear in the Florentine Codex and one source notes 
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that his offerings included "snakes, birds and butterflies." One ritual 
episode is described in some detail, no doubt because of its contri­
bution to Quetzalcoatl's prestige as the priestly archetype. A religious 
breakthrough into the world of the gods is described after Topiltzin 
Ce Acatl Quetzalcoatl had been installed as king in Tollan. The text 
tells that in the year 2 Reed he built a special temple in conformity 
with the cardinal directions and began intense ritual activity. "There 
he worshiped, did his penance and also fasted. And even at midnight, 
he went down to the streams, to the place called Edge of the 
Water .... And he set thorns into his flesh on the summit of Xicocotl 
also on Huitzco, also on Tzincoc, also on Mt. Nonohualco. And he 
made his thorns of jade-stone."" Following this elaboration of ritual 
space and the sacrifices on the four sacred mountains, Quetzalcoatl 
goes into a supreme ecstasy which reveals to him the layers of heaven 
and the Creative Pair who dwell at the top. 

And it is related, they say that he sent up his prayers, his sup­
plications, into the heart of the sky and he called out to Skirt­
of-Stars, Light-of-Day, Lady-of-Sustenance, Wrapped-in-Coal, 
Wrapped-in-Black, She who endows the earth with solidity, He 
who covers the earth with cotton. And they knew that he was 
crying out to the place of Duality which lies above the ninefold 
heavens. And thus they knew, they who dwell there, that he 
called upon them and petitioned them most humbly and con­
tritely." 

Now, Quetzalcoatl is more than the source of art, craft, and knowl­
edge. He is the human link to the great divinities of the Toltec heaven 
which he visits in an ecstatic experience. These are the deities who 
"dropped" into the wombs of all mothers to insure the presence of 
continued human life. 

Hombre-Dios 
The significance of Quetzalcoatl' s centrality in this landscape is 

clarified in another passage which illuminates where the human Quet­
zalcoatl ends and the divine Quetzalcoatl begins. It shows that the 
source of Tollan' s abundance and authority is a duality. There are two 
Quetzalcoatls in Tollan. Consider the following: 

They were very devout. Only one was their god; they showed 
all attention to, they called upon, they prayed to one by the 
name of Quetzalcoatl. The name of one who was their minister, 
their priest, [was] also Quetzalcoatl. This one was very devout. 
That which the priest of Quetzalcoatl required of them, they 
did well. They did not err, for he said to them, he admonished 
them; "There is only one god; [he is] named Quetzalcoatl. He 
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requireth nothing; you shall offer him, you shall sacrifice before 
him only serpents, only butterflies." All people obeyed the di­
vine command of their priest. And they had very great faith in 
the priest of Quetzalcoatl ... for all obeyed, all had faith in 
Quetzalcoatl. 50 

The first Quetzalcoatl in this passage is the patron deity of Tollan, 
the most creative offspring of the Creative Pair. Among his powers 
are the creation of human life, the ability to blow the sun into motion, 
the sovereignty over one of the cosmic eras, the creation of corn and 
pulque, and the organization of the universe. It appears that this 
Quetzalcoatl holds a special position in the Toltec pantheon of being 
the Supreme Being's double, the active agent of the high god. This 
is what is reflected in the claim that Quetzalcoatl is the one god. The 
second Quetzalcoatl, or Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl as he is alternately 
called, is a type of religious personality who directed social life in 
Mesoamerican societies, called Hombre-Dios. In his excellent book, 
Hombre-Dios, on religious specialists in Mesoamerican society, Alfredo 
Lopez Austin uncovered the following pre-Columbian beliefs about 
the Hombre-Dios. All human beings receive, when they are born, a 
divine force that animates them and allows them to know something 
of the gods. In some individuals, this divine force is more intense and 
these persons often become the sacred specialists who mediate be­
tween the gods and the people. Such an Hombre-Dios (or Mujera­
Diosa) is a special personality type who has extraordinary powers of 
transformation which derive from the tribal deity. This figure is ca­
pable of guiding and governing the tribe during migrations, com­
manding war, and offering ritual; most important, he communicates 
with the major deity, known in the sources as the "corazon del 
pueblo." This communication with the god is of a highly specialized 
nature in which the priest, through ritual preparation and a unique 
temperament, was understood to acquire the power of the deity and 
to be converted into the nahual or spokesman of the god. This means 
that the hombre had the capacity to "be possessed, to have inside his 
body" the god, thereby becoming the man-god. 51 

Following Lopez Austin, it appears that the confusion of Quet­
zalcoatl as god and man in the sources is not just the result of mis­
translation of names of Quetzalcoatl, but of a living configuration in 
which the human and the god, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and Quetzal­
coati, are united at their point of similarity, the point where the god's 
powers are found in man. Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl is renowned as the 
nahual of the great deity Quetzalcoatl. While this type of leadership 
is common in Mesoamerica, it seems possible that both the god Quet­
zalcoatl and the leader Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl came to be figures of 
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special prestige. Quetzalcoatl, the deity, came to be "a captain of 
creators" while Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl became the paradigmatic 
Hombre-Dios, the exemplary human representative of the deity's 
power and authority on earth. The two together became a unique 
model of authority for ritual and political life in Tollan and in other 
centers claiming its heritage. It is important to remember that the 
significance of this fusion of powerful figures and symbols was not 
restricted to temple rituals. Quetzalcoatl was a religious structure 
whose power reached all realms of Toltec and Toltec-derived dynas­
ties. That this paradigm operated beyond the ceremonial require­
ments of Tollan' s dynasties was clear in statements about Toltec laws.: 

[For Quetzalcoatl's] vassals, the Toltecs, nothing with which 
they dealt was too distant. Very quickly they could arrive 
whither they went. And because they were fleet, they were 
named Tlanquacemilihume (those who walked the whole day 
without tiring). And there was a hill called Tzatzitpetl. Just so 
it is named today. It is said that there a crier stationed himself: 
[for] that which was required he placed himself there in order 
to announce [it]. He was heard clearly in distant places. Every­
where was heard what was said, the laws that were made. 
Swiftly all would come forth to learn what Quetzalcoatl had 
commanded. 52 

The centrifugal-centripetal pattern of Quetzalcoatl' s influence was 
vividly reported in this important passage about "Crying out Moun­
tain." Quetzalcoatl was a lawgiver and these laws diffused into the 
kingdom, drawing the attention of the masses to Quetzalcoatl' s com­
mands. Quetzalcoatl's total importance for the Toltec urban tradition 
is succinctly stated in this passage: "Him the fire priests imitated, and 
the [other] priests, and the priests took their manner of conduct from 
the life of Quetzalcoatl."53 Here we see the indigenous affirmation 
that Quetzalcoatl was the model for the priesthood. But his influence 
included the so-called secular realm, too; as the passage continued, 
"by it they ordained the law of Tula. Thus were customs established 
here in Mexico."" We could hardly find a clearer indication of Quet­
zalcoatl' s creativity and legitimizing power. It was by Quetzalcoatl' s 
life that the laws were ordained and applied, the rituals practiced, 
and the customs established in Mexico. 

It is obvious that Quetzalcoatl is remembered as the giver of all 
that mattered in Tollan's great florescence. This sacred history, telling 
of the great era of the ancestors, where abundance and majesty crys­
tallized to form a model kingdom, portrays Quetzalcoatl as the pivot 
of Tollan. Quetzalcoatl lives at the center of those elements which 
constituted what we earlier referred to as the ecological complex. In 
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the horizontal sphere, all developments emanate from him as man­
god and god. His "divine commands" and laws spread out to a king­
dom organized around a ceremonial center where his temples repli­
cated the cardinal directions and where the social complexities of the 
Toltec world were administered. Quetzalcoatl is also at the center of 
vertical space, the keeper of the terrestrial pivot, where, as the in­
carnation of the creator-god Quetzalcoatl, he penetrates the levels of 
heaven and communes with the high god, establishing the patterns 
for the celestial flights of later priesthoods. The symbolism of the 
center in Tollan is multilayered, like the heavens. For the site at Tula 
Xicocotitlan is the center of the Great Tollan, which is the center of 
a sacred history about the traditional city. Eventually, Quetzalcoatl is 
led to a symbolic abdication of his authority through the deceptions 
of enemies and he flees the city for the land of Tlapallan where, 
according to different traditions, he is cremated and transforms into 
the morning star or he disappears on a raft of serpents after promising 
to return and restore his kingdom. We shall see the significance of 
the abdication and promised return in chapter 4. Long after the golden 
day of Quetzalcoatl' s Tollan ended in humiliation and conflict, this 
paradigm lives on in stone sculptures, oral history, and storybooks. 

QUETZALCOATL AND THE MYTHIC-COSMIC SETTING 

Mircea Eliade, in a brilliant array of essays and books, has illu­
minated the archetypal relationship between cosmos and city. In his 
essay, "The World, the City, the House," he writes: 

So it is clear to what a great degree the discovery-that is, the 
revelation-of a sacred space possesses existential value for reli­
gious man; for nothing can begin, nothing can be done, with­
out a previous orientation-and any orientation implies 
acquiring a fixed point. It is for this reason that religious man 
has always sought to fix his abode at the "center of the world." 
If the world is to be lived in, it must be founded-and no 
world can be born in the chaos of the homogeneity and relativ­
ity of profane space. The discovery or projection of a fixed 
point-the center-is equivalent to the creation of the world. 
Ritual orientation and construction of sacred space has a cos­
mogonic value; for the ritual by which man constructs a sacred 
space is efficacious in the measure in which it reproduces the 
work of the gods, i.e., the cosmogony. 55 

The founding of a world, in our case the founding of Tollan, can only 
take place within a mythic-cosmic setting, that is, within the cos­
mological order established by the gods during the creation of the 
world. In other words, the creative acts of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl in 
founding the primordial city of Tollan reflect a prior foundation, the 
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foundation of the cosmic order which is exemplified in the creation 
myths of the Toltecs and the Aztecs. Recently, Cornelius Loew, a 
scholar working in the Mediterranean and Near East, labeled this 
attitude, "a cosmological conviction," which means "the conviction 
that the meaning of life is rooted in an encompassing cosmic order 
in which man, society, and the gods all participate."" This conviction 
includes the belief that a cosmic order created by the gods permeates 
every level of reality and that the acts and relationships of the divine 
society of the gods reveals the character of the cosmos and its pattern 
of destiny. Loew notes that this great pattern and setting may be 
invaded by tension and threats of disorder, but it is believed that the 
cosmic structure will prevail against the forces of chaos. In Mesoamer­
ica we find a strikingly similar attitude about the relationship of cos­
mogony to city. The concern of the next section is the character of the 
Mesoamerican mythic-cosmic setting and the role the deity Quetzal­
coat! had in the creation and maintenance of that order. This will 
enable us to understand the relationship that existed between the 
cosmos and ideal type of city in Mesoamerica as well as between the 
deity Quetzalcoatl and the culture hero Quetzalcoatl. 

The Mesoamerican cosmos had several distinctive qualities, in­
cluding the fact that the cosmic setting was a dynamic, unstable, 
destructive one distinguished by sharp alternations between order 
and disorder, cosmic life and cosmic death. The cosmic order was 
marked by combats, sacrifice, and rebellion, as well as by harmony, 
cooperation, and stability. But the former actions always seemed to 
overcome the latter. Also, it was clear that this extraordinary cosmos 
demanded extraordinary ritual responses from the keepers of the four 
quarters, including elaborately planned human sacrifices. Further, a 
general and fascinating parallel existed between Quetzalcoatl' s divine 
career as creator of human life, arranger of the cosmos, ruler of an 
age, and the creativity of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl's ritual building, ac­
tion, and rule. In an unstable and destructive cosmos, Quetzalcoatl 
as god and god-man was a creative figure. Although Quetzalcoatl 
participated in the destructive cosmic patterns, he represented a prin­
ciple of creative order and ordering of time, space, and culture. It was 
partly from this creativity, which originated in the supernatural 
sphere, that Quetzalcoatl became the symbol of sovereignty. In the 
brief review of cosmogony that follows, we will make some tentative 
interpretations of these distinct characteristics. 

In his important summary of religion in pre-Hispanic central 
Mexico, H. B. Nicholson outlined the "basic cosmological sequential 
pattern" discernible in the creation myths. 57 "Ten major episodes 
stand out with particular clarity," he claims, the last one being the 
"quasi-historical" traditions about the Toltecs. But prior to this last 
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creative sequence, according to Nicholson's scheme, the history of 
the cosmos passed through nine stages of creation. It is important for 
us to note that these ten "episodes" do not appear as such in any 
one or even several indigenous documents as "episodes" or as a 
unity. What Nicholson has done is survey the many creation myths 
and extract ten different incidents of divine creative activity. While 
we are aware that this radical decision may change the actual intent 
of the myths themselves, his division and sequences can be utilized 
to demonstrate the Mesoamerican cosmic pattern and several impor­
tant characteristics about Quetzalcoatl's role, without reducing these 
patterns to a twentieth-century analytic structure. As we have already 
demonstrated, sequence and story are an important part of the in­
digenous culture. And by following this scheme we can see more 
clearly that the myths portray not just ten sequences but also a se­
quential descent of the Supreme Being, represented sometimes in 
Quetzalcoatl, into the earthly existence of the ancient culture. 

A quick perusal of the mythical sequences reveals that Quetzal­
coati is a very active deity. He is one of the four sons of the Creative 
Pair, he generates the world alongside his brother Huitzilopochtli or 
Tezcatlipoca, rules over one of the cosmological eras, creates the pres­
ent fifth age, creates present mankind with the help of his consort, 
assists in the discovery of corn and pulque, creates the sun of the fifth 
age, creates fire, and participates in the sacrifice of the gods. He does 
not play any part in the creation of human sacrifice and universal 
warfare. Whether we accept Nicholson's divisions or not, Quetzal­
coati's dimension as a cosmic creator seems well established. 

It seems much more difficult than has been admitted to identify 
the "typical" cosmogonic myth in Mesoamerican religion. While it is 
often suggested that Mexican cosmogony begins with the myth of the 
four suns, the Historia de los Mexicanos par sus pinturas, which is 
considered by scholars to reflect the "official" traditions about religion 
for the Aztec elites of Tenochtitlan, begins at an earlier point in cosmic 
history and presents a kind of precis of the cosmogony. We will con­
stantly refer to this important account when viewing some of the 
other myths. According to the Pinturas account, the history of the 
cosmos begins with a divine pair in the thirteenth heaven. This pair 
generates four children: Red Tezcatlipoca, Black Tezcatlipoca, Quet­
zalcoatl, and Huitzilopochtli. The divine family lives without moving 
for six hundred years. Then the four sons assemble "to arrange what 
was to be done and to establish the law to be followed." From among 
these sons, Quetzalcoatl and Huitzilopochtli are chosen to arrange 
the universe. They proceed to make fire, half the sun ("not fully 
lighted, but a little"), and man and woman who are ordered to cul­
tivate the earth. From these two people are born the human race. The 
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woman is ordered to weave and the gods give her maize with which 
to heal and do magic. The two brothers create the calendar by dividing 
time into eighteen months of twenty days, create hell and the lords 
of hell, and then make the two heavens. The four brothers reassemble 
to create water and its divine beings. 

This description of the creation of the cosmos is short and concise. 
The Pinturas cosmogony is a single, rapid and full arrangement. 

At this point in the history of the cosmos, the creation of the four 
ages begins, a process recorded in other sources which carry the 
widespread myth of the suns. This mythical sequence appears in 
twenty-three extant sources including the calendar stone, shell or­
naments, bowls, and eighteen written documents. 58 The most com­
plete account is found in the Leyenda de los Soles, which rates as one 
of the "canonical" versions of the cosmogony along with the Pinturas 
document. Both documents tell of repeated foundations of the uni­
verse, each foundation having a different duration and ending in a 
terrible cataclysm. The mood of these accounts is dynamic instability 
actualized in a series of total cosmic destructions balanced by cosmic 
regenerations. In the summary that follows we combine the details 
that appear in these two documents. In brief, the first foundation (in 
the Leyenda) was the sun "4 Tiger," in which (according to the Pinturas 
account) the god Tezcatlipoca was in charge. Giants who ate acorns 
Jived in this age. They were devoured by jaguars after a period of 676 
years. (In the Pinturas account, the lines of combat between Tezcatli­
poca and Quetzalcoatl are immediately drawn when Quetzalcoatl 
strikes Tezcatlipoca with a club, knocking him into the water, where 
he becomes a tiger.) Quetzalcoatl became the reigning deity of this 
second age. The second foundation or era was the sun "4 Wind," 
with Quetzalcoatl presiding. People subsisting during this era on 
pinon nuts were swept away by a great hurricane and changed into 
monkeys. In another version, enemies of Quetzalcoatl kicked him out 
of heaven and Tlaloc' s age began. The third age was "4 Rain;' with 
Tlaloc presiding, when people subsisted on a wild aquatic seed plant 
and were destroyed by a mighty rain of fire. (In the Pinturas account, 
the conflict is more direct-Quetzalcoatl rains fire from the sky and 
places Chalchiuhtlicue as the next sun.) The people were transformed 
into butterflies, dogs, and turkeys. The fourth age was "4 Water," 
presided over by Chalchiuhtlicue, when people lived on another seed 
plant and were swept away by a great flood and turned into frogs. 
The sky then fell and there was darkness and flatness between heaven 
and earth. 

As Wayne Elzey notes, the different versions of these important 
sequences have caused much discussion among scholars. 59 The num­
ber of ages are given variously as three, four, five, and six in the 
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primary sources. The duration of a given age is 23 years in the Histoyre 
du Mechique, 676 years in Leyenda and 5,042 in the Codex Vaticanus. In 
the last source, the length of the ages gradually increases from the 
first to the last while in others the lengths of the ages sometimes 
increase and decrease randomly, while in still others they remain 
constant. It appears that someone has been altering the cosmic stage 
a bit. 

But a "consensus" emerges that the universe passed through four 
suns or eras, that all durations are multiples of fifty-two-year cycles, 
and that each sun is associated with colors, directions, and qualities. 
What is outstanding about these myths is the cataclysm that ends 
each age. The significance of this should not be passed over lightly, 
for although it is not unique to Mesoamerican cosmo-magical thought, 
it is an important fact that each age takes its name and "character" 
from its destructive elements, not from its creations. In one sense, 
the myths of the suns are not so much stories of repeated creations 
but are narrations of repeated disruptions, destructions, and holo­
causts. When reading these first mythical accounts, one recalls 
phrases like A. J. L. Wensinck's "dramatic conception of nature" and 
Henri Frankfort's comments on the "deep uncertainty" and "anxiety" 
in Mesopotamian views of time.60 The cosmological conviction in 
Mesoamerica fills out with each new sequence, but a dynamic, un­
stable, destructive pattern has already appeared in these scenarios of 
insecurity. Each beginning is sure to result in a catastrophe and there 
appears to be no end in sight to this divine antagonism, these rains 
of fire, vigilante jaguars, deluges, and hurricanes. The forces of nature 
collapse with violent totality upon the little populations. In this cos­
mogonic tradition even the gods appear as less than totally secure, 
as each is ejected from his seat of dominance by a rhythm that per­
meates the entire cosmos and is more powerful than the suns them­
selves. It is a rhythm that threatens stability. It is the stepped fret 
turned into a story of time, a story of the universe's repeated death, 
a pattern that will become more terrestrial and forceful and intimi­
dating to human life as the creation proceeds. 

It is important to ask who generated and utilized this mythical 
pattern, but it is impossible to discern clearly the source of the tra­
dition. Although it is claimed and generally accepted that the cultures 
of Teotihuacan and Tula generated many of these traditions, the 
sources we have limit us, for the most part, to the last half of the 
fifteenth century. However, the geographical spread of these concep­
tions about the repeated creations and destructions of the cosmos 
indicate that the myths of world ages were believed during the Classic 
Period. As we will demonstrate in chapter 3, evidence of these ideas 
appears in the archaeological structures of Teotihuacan, Xochicalco, 
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Chichen Itza, and Cholollan. And there is no doubt that the later 
urban communities of the central plateau readapted the myths. An 
obvious example is found in the Pinturas account, where Huitzilo­
pochtli, clearly a latecomer to the central plateau and the tribal god 
of the Mexica, becomes one of the four original sons of the high god 
and is named as Quetzalcoatl' s co-creator. It is likely that this wide­
spread formula of cosmic time was worked and reworked for centuries 
before the Spaniards carne. 

Quetzalcoatl' s shared creative activity becomes even more dra­
matic in the Pinturas account of the creation of the fifth age. Again 
with a brother, this time Tezcatlipoca, Quetzalcoatl revives the broken 
universe and establishes the fifth age. In the darkness the four gods 
disperse the waters and restore the dry land. Four roads are carved 
to the center of the earth in order to raise the sky once more and 
create living space. Here we have the cosrnogonic model for Tollan's 
axially constructed temples and the establishment of the sacred center. 
The four sons are aided by four beings who were created for this 
specific purpose. Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca lift the sky with its 
stars. (The parallel with the world creation episode in the Codex Vienna 
is striking.) The account of divine weight lifters is even more vivid 
in the Histoyre du Mechique' s two accounts of this creative act. In one 
version the two brothers enter the body of an earth monster-one 
through the navel, the other through the mouth-and they meet at 
the heart of the earth. There, with the help of the other gods, they 
heave the monster apart and the sky is lifted and held up. In the 
second account, the brothers descend from heaven and transform 
themselves into a giant water snake in order to rip apart a great 
primeval water monster. Splitting the monster in half, they form the 
earth and the sky. Quetzalcoatl' s cosmological acts reflect the great 
cosmic pattern of creation and destruction. With his three great broth­
ers he builds and destroys the cosmic ages. But he has already dis­
played a special creative energy in his arranging of the cosmos and 
lifting the sky-acts that decisively provide the setting for human 
existence. 

At this point we break away from Nicholson's chronology as it 
moves on to consider the creation of present mankind. This may not 
be the correct order, especially if we follow the earliest accounts in 
the Historia de los Mexicanos or the events as presented in the Leyenda 
de los Soles, which focus on the completion of creation of the present 
sun before the appearance of mankind. The central theme of the 
cosmological conviction as we have examined it consists of the story 
of the ages, and the fifth age has not yet been completed. The trans­
formation from the unit of four previous suns into the fifth age is 
brought about by a great sacrifice of two pairs of deities. Unlike the 
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creative acts of the first four suns, which consisted of divine battles 
in the air, the Fifth Sun, according to Sahagun, is created at Teoti­
huacan in a sacrificial fire. It is an episode of great significance for 
the daily life and ideology of the cultures using this myth. 

In the Pinturas account, 26 years pass after the earth and sky are 
separated and Quetzalcoatl wants his son to be a new sun. He fasts, 
bleeds himself from the ears, prays, and sacrifices. Then he takes his 
son and hurls him into a great fire. From it emerges the sun to light 
the earth. Then Tlaloc throws his son into the ashes and the moon 
is born ashen and dark, forever following the sun, never catching it, 
walking across the air without ever arriving in heaven. 

This creation of the sun and moon through the sacrifice of deities 
takes on extra significance in the account of Sahagun, which justifies 
even more our juggling Nicholson's sequence. It is clear here that the 
fifth age is being set apart from the previous ages and that it is also 
a continuation of the former pattern. 

For 52 years following the end of the four ages, the world was in 
darkness. "When no sun had shown and no dawn had broken," the 
gods gathered at Teotihuacan so they could create a new age. They 
asked, "Who will carry the burden? Who will take it upon himself to 
be the sun, to bring the dawn?" Following four days of penance and 
ritual, all the gods gathered around a divine hearth where a fire had 
been burning for the duration. Two gods, Nanauatzin, "The Pimply 
One," and Tecuciztecatl, "Lord of Snails," prepared to create the new 
sun by hurling themselves into the fire. After they dressed themselves 
for the ceremonial suicide, Tecuciztecatl approached the fire several 
times but became frightened. Then Nanauatzin was ordered to try. 

"Onward thou, 0 Nanauatzin! Take heart!" And Nanauatzin, 
daring all at once, determined-resolved-hardened his heart, and 
shut firmly his eyes. He had no fear; he did not stop short; he 
did not falter in fright. ... All at once he quickly threw and 
cast himself into the fire; once and for all he went. Thereupon 
he burned; his body crackled and sizzled .... Tecuciztecatl ... 
cast himself upon [the fire] .... It is told that then flew up an 
eagle, [which] followed them. It threw itself suddenly into the 
flames, it cast itself into them .... Therefore its feathers are 
scorched looking and blackened. And afterwards followed an 
ocelot ... he was only blackened-smutted-in various places, 
and singed by the fire .... From this [event] it is said, they 
took ... the custom whereby was called and named one who 
was valiant, a warrior ... then the gods sat waiting [to see] 
where Nanauatzin would come to rise-he who fell first into 
the fire-in order that he might shine [as the sun]; in order that 
dawn might break. 
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When the gods had sat and been waiting for a long time, there­
upon began the reddening of the dawn; in all directions, all 
around, the dawn and light extended. And so, they say, there­
upon the gods fell upon their knees in order to await where he 
who had become the sun would come to rise. In all directions 
they looked; everywhere they peered and kept turning about. 
Uncertain were those whom they asked. Some thought that it 
would be from the north that [the sun] would come to rise, 
and placed themselves to look there; some [did so] to the west; 
some placed themselves to look south. They expected [that he 
might rise] in all directions, because the light was everywhere. 
And some placed themselves so that they could watch there to 
the east .... Thus they say [that] those who looked there [to 
the east] were Quetzalcoatl: the name of the second was Ecatl: 
and Totec ... and the red Tezcatlipoca .... And when the sun 
carne to rise, when he burst forth, he appeared to be red; he 
kept swaying from side to side. It was impossible to look into 
his face; he blinded one with his light. Intensely did he shine. 
He issued rays of light from himself; his rays reached in all di­
rections; his brilliant rays penetrated everywhere61 

This is the cosmic condition facing men in "the time of our Lord 
Quetzalcoatl in Tula." The sun is "swaying from side to side," an 
unstable, threatening cosmic orb born out of the self-sacrifice of the 
gods, a world of faltering magnificence penetrating the universe. The 
fifth age is marked by the promise of cosmic order thwarted by the 
imbalanced fixture of the sun. Significantly, it is Quetzalcoatl who 
first knows that the new age will dawn in the east. He orients himself 
properly and witnesses the result of the magnificent exertions of the 
gods. But the unstable and threatening situation demands still more 
exertion from the gods because the sun and moon "could only remain 
still and motionless." The gods then commit themselves to a course 
of action that will have a terrible paradigmatic influence on the Toltec 
and Aztec societies: They decide to sacrifice themselves to insure the 
motion of the sun. "Let this be, that through us the sun may be 
revived. Let all of us die." Then Ecatl, apparently one of Quetzalcoatl' s 
forms, is chosen to "deal death" to the gods and slay them all. 
Amazingly, this group sacrifice fails to move the sun; "even then the 
sun god could not move and follow his path." Faced with this im­
mense cosmic crisis, Ecatl the wind god, a guise of Quetzalcoatl, 
"arose and exerted himself fiercely and violently as he blew. At once 
he could move him, who thereupon went on his way." Again, the 
creative powers of Quetzalcoatl are manifested as he moves the sun 
into its orbit and initiates the fifth age of the world. 

Quetzalcoatl' s identity as the wind is well attested, but it is im­
portant to emphasize here the aspects of cosmo-magical thought that 
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elaborate this identity. One reliable source notes the cardinal-point 
nature of Quetzalcoatl as the wind, supporting once more the cosmic 
legitimacy for the layout of many Mesoamerican ceremonial centers. 
"That which was known as the wind was addressed as Quetzalcoatl. 
From four directions it traveled. The first place where it came was 
the place from which the sun arose, which they named Tlalocan .... 
The second place ... was called Mictlampa ... the land of the dead 
... the third place was ... Ciuatlampa ... the fourth place was 
... Uitzlampa."62 In the storybook images of Quetzalcoatl, he is often 
adorned with the wind jewel and mask, and in several prose works 
it is stated that as the wind he was the bringer of rain and fertility, 
the carrier of Tlaloc in the fields. 

One cannot help but be impressed by the persistence of the motif 
of change, sacrifice, death, and destruction, followed by Quetzal­
coat!' s creativity in this story and its related information. This cos­
mogony is not just a drama of one large transformation of chaos and 
immobility into order and motion, but of the repeated attempts to 
insure a foundation, an order, a sun in motion, a place in which man 
and the gods could securely stand. And, at least in this great myth, 
the motion that finally insures a foundation emanates from Quetzal­
coat!. Quetzalcoatl knows the direction of the rising sun; then, Ecatl, 
the wind aspect of Quetzalcoatl, performs a creative murder of the 
other divinities. Finally, this deity blows the cosmos into motion. Still, 
the myths give the impression that the creation of order is never 
complete, never fully accomplished, never consummated, if left up 
to the gods alone. A "divine doubt" or doubt in the divine exists in 
the message of these myths. The cosmos is not so much a ballet of 
great rhythms in which order is accomplished against the forces of 
chaos, but a revolutionary pattern of ferocious attack by one part of 
the cosmos against another. The cosmic plan that appears so peaceful 
and balanced at the beginning of the Pinturas manuscript has dis­
solved into a periodically rotating kaleidoscope in which the loose 
and colorful bits of the Supreme Being fall apart and out of each other, 
forming temporary order, which impresses and calms the world with 
structure. Then the motion starts again, a wave of rushing deities 
runs before the eye, colors change, and the world is in motion. The 
Aztec elites reworked this cosmic formula in a shrewd manner, which 
we will examine in chapter 4. 

Quetzalcoatl' s role as creator is significantly elaborated in the 
myths of man's creation recorded in the Leyenda de los Soles. In this 
anthropogonic myth, which has at least three basic versions, the 
plumed serpent restores human life through a heroic journey to the 
land of the dead, where he is forced to use his shrewdness and 
regenerative powers to overcome the forces of death. 



Quetzalcoatl and the Foundation of Tollan 99 

As in the previous episode, the gods gather to answer the ques­
tion, "Who shall live on earth?" They choose Quetzalcoatl for a special 
mission. He travels to the land of the dead and announces to the lord 
there (Mictlantecuhtli) that he has come for the precious bones of the 
ancestors to make a new humanity. Quetzalcoatl is given the impos­
sible task: "Blow my trumpet shell and circle four times round my 
emerald realm"; but the shell given him by the lord of death is not 
hollow, it has no holes and is impossible to blow. Faced with this 
trick, Quetzalcoatl calls on two natural creatures, worms who make 
holes in the shell and bees who fly through and make the shell sing. 
Quetzalcoatl wins the first round. But the struggle continues when 
the lord of the underworld consents to have Quetzalcoatl take the 
bones away as he secretly turns to the beings of the underworld, 
telling them that Quetzalcoatl must be stopped. Now a struggle en­
sues within Quetzalcoatl as he develops his strategy. Initially he at­
tempts to defy the lord of the dead verbally. Then his double tells 
him merely to answer, "I do but relinquish them." Of course, Quet­
zalcoatl plans to slip out of the underworld with the bones, but is 
sighted by the demons who prepare an abyss into which he falls 
when frightened by quail. Quetzalcoatl falls dead and the bones he 
was carrying are broken and nibbled by the quail (thus accounting 
for men's different sizes). After Quetzalcoatl's double regenerates 
him, he breaks out of the abyss and flees to Tamoanchan with the 
broken bones. He gives them to his consort Cihuacoatl-Quilaztli, who 
places them in her jadestone bowl and grinds them up. Then Quet­
zalcoatl bleeds his penis into this bowl. After the gods do penance, 
a male child is born, followed in four more days by a female child. 
From these children all mankind are descended. 

In comparison to cosmogonies we have already related, this strug­
gle for the creation of man takes place in more concrete, human terms. 
Conversations take place, tricks are set and overcome--<:onspiracy is 
in the air-and the hero dies and is reborn before giving his fluid to 
the ancestral remains. The many antagonisms are more subtle and 
life-size. 

The pattern of the cosmological conviction takes sharper lines in 
this episode. The collection of myths so far examined demonstrates 
that creation takes place (a) through the coincidence of opposites-­
when dualities struggle against each other or cooperate. Each age is 
created by a pair in combat or sacrifice. Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl 
are the creative agents, or Huitzilopochtli and Quetzalcoatl take this 
balanced role; the high god is a duality, lord and lady of the innermost 
heaven; Quetzalcoatl and his double struggle against the lord and 
lady of the underworld to find the ancestral bones. Or creation takes 
place through (b) a cosmic dive. Quetzalcoatl descended from one 
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sphere of the cosmos into another sphere, in this case into the region 
of the dead, in another case into the primeval waters or into the earth. 
In this important creation myth of the ancestral bones, Quetzalcoatl 
goes even deeper into the earth mother's vessel. This theme of descent 
is important in understanding Quetzalcoatl' s meaning because he 
appears closer to the human condition than any of the other major 
deities. This pattern of divine descent fits with the Toltec belief that 
human "souls dropped from heaven" into mothers' wombs. It is as 
if Quetzalcoatl himself is the divine semen whose dive into the un­
derworld and fall into the abyss, from which he is reborn, is the model 
for the generative process in which his blood falls into the divine 
vessel from which man is born. 

But this creation, like the others, has serious flaws. When Quet­
zalcoatl is revived, he says to his nahualli, "What shall I do now?" 
and is answered, "Since things have turned out badly, let them turn 
out as they may." This curious comment sets a tone we have witnessed 
before, one that repeats itself vividly in the subsequent sections of 
the Tollan tale where "things turn out quite badly" and Tollan falls 
into ruin. Each example is an expression of the "divine doubt" alluded 
to, the instability expressed throughout these myths, which is a prob­
lem that plagues and motivates Mesoamerican religious elites. It is 
one more example of the sun "swaying from side to side." It also 
reveals that Quetzalcoatl is an incomplete creator. For although he 
represents the engendering power, he is frail and limited, and he 
creates through an interdependence with other divinities. 

Quetzalcoatl' s limited creativity appears in two of the three major 
versions of the creation of food. In the Leyendas account, which in­
cludes the creation of man just reviewed, Quetzalcoatl confronts a 
red ant who is bringing corn kernels from Food Mountain. "Where 
did you find it, tell me," he asks. After repeated attempts to gain the 
secret, Quetzalcoatl is pointed the way, so he turns himself into a 
black ant, obtains corn kernels, and takes them to Tamoanchan, where 
the gods have a taste and decide to give it to mankind. Quetzalcoatl 
sets out to bring Food Mountain to Tamoanchan by carrying it on his 
back. He fails. Then the primeval couple Oxomoco and Cipactonal 
divine the maize kernels and announce that it is "Nanahuatl who 
must break upon Food Mountain." Before this happens, four groups 
of rain gods come forth-"blue rain gods, white rain gods, yellow 
rain gods, red rain gods." Nanahuatl breaks open the mountain and 
white, black, yellow, and red corn, as well as other foods, are made 
available to man. 

A rather different account appears in the Histoyre du Mechique 
where Ehecatl Quetzalcoatl steals Mayahuel. a young maiden god-
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dess, from the celestial guardian monster and carries her to earth, 
where the two are transformed into one tre~ach becoming great 
branches. The monster guardian discovers the theft and chases them 
to earth. The tree splits in two and the Mayahuel branch is attacked 
and torn to pieces by the monsters. Ehecatl Quetzalcoatl is unharmed 
and gathers up the bones of Mayahuel and buries them. From her 
grave grows the maguey plant, which gives man his intoxicating 
pulque. 

In both of these myths concerning the appearance of food, one 
can almost say that Quetzalcoatl is a potent bystander whose actions 
are secondary, but important, to the acquisition of food. In the first 
case, it is the red ant who discovers and reluctantly makes available 
the discovery of Food Mountain. Quetzalcoatl' s power then becomes 
operative and he is the go-between, a dramatic mediator between the 
gods and the food. But he fails in his comic-heroic attempt to tie up 
the mountain and carry it on his back. Other, presumably less pow­
erful, beings acquire food for man. 

In the second case Quetzalcoatl' s theft and union with the god­
dess do not create the pulque. Again, Quetzalcoatl participates in the 
creative act but is not the creator himself; in this case he is split away 
'rom his partner, whom he discovered is broken apart and then buries 
ner. It is not Quetzalcoatl who brings forth the fruit, but he is credited 
with having followed the correct procedure in burying her. However, 
it is the union of bones and earth that generates the plants. 

There is a final cosmogonic sequence that takes place before the 
meaningful events in Tollan. The divine blood sacrificed in Teotihuacan 
at the beginning of the fifth age is not sufficient to energize the sun 
across its path, although it is blown by the mighty wind from Ecatl. 
In at least two sources we are told that it was necessary for the gods 
to institute warfare and human sacrifice among human beings in order 
to keep the cosmos in working order. In different versions, four 
hundred men are created to capture, kill, and sacrifice each other. 
War is instituted on earth and human sacrifice becomes the way of 
man. It is following this series of cosmogonic acts that the Toltec era 
appears in the central Mexican accounts of history. They provide the 
setting for the achievements of Quetzalcoatl, the man-god of Tollan. 

QUETZALCOATL THE CREATOR 

The Mesoamerican city is doomed to exist in a cosmic crisis that 
demanded more than just human action to renew and repair the 
cosmos. Human beings are required to sustain the cosmos through 
blood sacrifice. Here we have another example of the distinct character 
of the Mesoamerican cosmological conviction, or mood of ancient 
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Mexican civilization. As in all traditional urban societies, the priestly 
attitude toward the structure and dynamics of the universe is one of 
conforming to the pattern of the cosmogony and the destiny of the 
world. If we compare the Mesoamerican mood with the Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian examples analyzed by Thorkild Jacobsen, we would 
have to say that there is a close affinity here with the dynamic-tense 
world of the city-states of Mesopotamia that depend on the unreliable 
schedules of the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers and the extreme 
seasonal changes. But there is an important distinction as well. If 
Thorkild Jacobsen is correct, Mesopotamian society is plagued with 
the sense that its citizens are "but mere man-his days are numbered; 
whatever he may do, he is but wind."63 ln Mesoamerica human beings 
live with a more ambiguous destiny. They were not faced with a world 
that is clearly doomed, but they live with a sense of extreme anxiety 
about their role in sustaining a cosmic order which might be prolonged 
by their ritual strategies. In the face of this threatening cosmological 
destiny, they devise the political and ritual strategies of war and heart 
sacrifice in order not only to repeat the cosmogony but also to delay 
its destruction. In a sense, their wars and sacrifices are forms of self­
affirmation in a world of doubt and tension. The weight of the creative 
task, "who will carry the burden," crossed from the divine realm into 
the human realm partly because the gods did not have sufficient 
power to maintain it themselves. The divine need descended into 
mankind whose job is not merely to conform, repair, and repeat, but 
to complete the universe and to insure its survival. 

Perhaps these last comments illuminate in a small way the depth 
of loss expressed in the lament that opens this chapter. The human 
Quetzalcoatl of Tollan not only constructed a marvelous ceremonial 
city, where disruption was replaced by harmony, abundance, and 
creativity, but he was remembered as devising ritual practices which 
did not emphasize human sacrifice. There was a divine source for this 
special creativity, and it gave the Toltec tradition the quality of au­
thority which influenced subsequent capital cities. The deity Quet­
zalcoatl was also exceptionally creative. Within the unstable, dynamic, 
and destructive cosmic-mythic setting, which appears at times to be 
filled with desperate and aggressive forces, Quetzalcoatl manifested 
the power of creation and creative ordering. Quetzalcoatl was instru­
mental in the creation of the universe and the establishment of the 
four-quartered cosmos. Quetzalcoatl participated in the creation of 
human life, corn, and pulque. He was part of the dynamic that created 
and destroyed the ages of the world. Although this deity also had 
limits, his creative quality was outstanding. The character of this 
creativity permeated the career of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl, who ac-
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quired his power on earth. So, Tollan was remembered as an original 
creative time inspired by both the god and the god-man. It was the 
loss of this intricate combination of city-king--<:reator diety-authority 
that was lamented, recreated, and repeated in a series of "other" 
Tollans to which we now turn. 
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Three 

Other Tollans 

1!:9 The story of ancient Mexico is the story of places and 
visions of places. Mexican storybooks, chronicles, ~ histories, and encyclopedias are filled with place signs ~~ and place references of cities and towns which were 

l1i:iUUil founded, visited on pilgrimages and trading expedi-
tions, celebrated, and conquered. The most promi­
nent place in Aztec memory is Tollan of Quetzalcoatl 
and Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. In chapter 2 this place is 
portrayed as a dazzling, expanding, integrated land­
scape. Tollan, which originally meant "place of reeds," 
grew to signify "great city;' with the prestige of the 
sacred capital of ancestors where nature, agriculture, 
human creativity, and cosmic order flowed together, 
for a time, in a paradise of exuberance. Its renowned 
monumental architecture, glistening like a rainbow 
in some wonderful past, its cosmological orientation, 
its paradigmatic ritual tradition, and its prestige as 
the place par excellence of human genius made Tollan 
the true center of central Mexico. 

The Aztec nostalgia for Tollan contains more than 
a description of a place; it also contains a "vision of 
a place" that inspired and legitimated a number of 
capital cities during the Classic and Post-Classic pe­
riod. It is a vision of a divinely ordained, original 
capital which sets the pattern for subsequent soci­
eties. The Toltec tradition provides a picture of a gen­
eral way of life, an orientation for later peoples to 
build upon and expand. This is a crucial point, for, 
as Jonathan Z. Smith has noted, "The question of the 
character of the place on which one stands is the 
fundamental symbolic and social question. Once an 
individual or culture has expressed its vision of its 
place, a whole language of symbols and social struc­
ture will follow."' The Tollan of Quetzalcoatl is a 
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vision of the original achievement of the capital city which founds 
and organizes social life in central Mexico. 

Tollan was not only the center of the world for its contemporaries, 
but also the archetypal city of power and authority for many subse­
quent city-states. Tollan was the place through which later people had 
to pass, as pedestrians enriched socially and culturally, or as members 
of genealogies invigorated by Toltec blood, in order to be accepted as 
civilized leaders. To be human in a cultural sense, or to be a ruler in 
a legitimate sense, one has to pass through Tollan or descend from 
someone who had lived or ruled in Tollan. 

The vision of place that influenced the Aztecs in the fourteenth 
through the sixteenth centuries referred, in a cumulative sense, to 
much more than the settlement, inhabitants, and symbols of Tula 
Xicocotitlan. Tollan, like all symbolic places grasped and expressed 
by the archaic mind, was multivocal. It had material, spiritual, polit­
ical, and other meanings. But the real complexity and richness of this 
vision derives in part from the fact that it was multilocal: there were 
other Tollans, inspired by the original Tollan, which elaborated the 
vision and passed it on. The great image of Tollan, which challenged 
and worried the Aztecs, was inspired by different places and peoples 
who enriched it during the erratic history of the Classic and Post­
Classic world. Following the fall of Teotihuacan in the eighth century, 
the city-states of Cholollan, Xochicalco, Culhuacan and eventually 
Tenochtitlan enjoyed periods of regional and interregional domi­
nance. Each of these capitals drew some of its legitimacy from the 
vision of Tollan' s stability, creativity, expansion, and power, which 
they claimed to inherit. The records show that a number of city-states 
striving to achieve stability in a world of periodic fragmentation added 
the title of Tollan to their place names and revitalized the Quetzalcoatl 
tradition in their ceremonial centers as a means of legitimating their 
authority. 

We ask, "Why does Quetzalcoatl appear in so many cities over 
the great span of Mesoamerican history?" Complicating the problem, 
the meanings, conventions, and attributes of Quetzalcoatl as god and 
as god-man change significantly through time. The Quetzalcoatls of 
Teotihuacan are somewhat different from the Quetzalcoatls of Cho­
lollan, Tula, Xochicalco, Chichen ltza, and Tenochtitlan. Yet in each 
of these capitals Quetzalcoatl is a prominent symbol associated with 
the regulation of the society and the maximal expression of the sacred. 
He appears on the main temple pyramids, on emblems of the high 
priesthood, in some instances as the name of the ruler and he also 
appears as the creator god and god of wind. Certainly the answer to 
this puzzle of change and continuity is difficult to discern. In my 
view, the persistence and diversity of Quetzalcoatl are in part the 
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result of the fact that, in the minds of sacerdotal and royal elites, he 
symbolizes the origin and essence of the mode of existence identified 
with the city. Quetzalcoatl is a symbol of something essential to the 
continuity of Mesoamerican culture. He is the symbol of the sancti­
fication of authority, the paradigm of legitimate rule and order. 

In order to see this pattern, a change in perspective is necessary. 
It is not enough to see that Quetzalcoatl appears within the iconog­
raphy of different capitals--many deities do. It is a question of how 
he appears within these cities. The ceremonial center and Quetzalcoatl 
appear together at the origins of, throughout the history of, and at 
the end of the urban process. And in all instances, there is an apparent 
association with authority. This is why in this discourse we focus on 
the image of Tollan and the symbol of Quetzalcoatl together. Tollan 
and Quetzalcoatl were organizing principles identified with the origin 
and substance of a general way of life crystallized in the image of 
Toltec Tollan. Together they constitute a paradigm of primordial order 
for society, religion and authority of the city. The Toltec tradition is 
revered, not because it portrayed a mode of being, but because it 
symbolized a sanctified mode of being in the form of the primordial 
city. 

The other Tollans that organized parts of central Mesoamerica 
were ruled by elites who utilized this paradigm of primordial order 
as a means of sanctifying their own authority. As I will argue in this 
chapter, the rulers of Xochicalco, Cholollan, and Chichen Itza elab­
orated the Toltec vision of place; that is, they recast it in terms of their 
own conditions, to validate their own historical circumstances. I will 
also show here why I think Teotihuacan was the first Tollan. 

The flexibility of this tradition can be partly understood by ref­
erence to what Mircea Eliade calls the dialectic of the sacred. 2 Eliade 
shows how, within the history of religions, almost everything, at one 
time or another, has been considered sacred. New expressions of 
culture, especially those that have exceptional power, will tend to be 
sacralized by the existing tradition. The capacity of the sacred to 
transform the status of profane or secular elements has been illumi­
nated recently by the anthropologist Roy Rappaport. According to 
him, it is sanctity that assists a society in adapting to new social 
circumstances without weakening the cherished cultural conceptions. 
We have long known, he contends, that sanctity supports and con­
serves the social order. Traditionally, scholars have viewed adapta­
tions and innovations as signs of secular advances and the break with 
conventional theologies and ideologies. Rappaport, however, uses 
Hockett and Ascher's formulation of "Romer's Rule" to argue a dif­
ferent approach. This formulation "proposes that the initial effect of 
an evolutionary change is conservative in that it makes it possible for 
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a previously existing way of life to persist in the face of changed 
conditions."' Rappaport argues that the sacred can actually enhance 
the flexibility in social structure and symbolic expression because sanc­
tification permits previous modes of social and symbolic organization 
to persist in the face of innovation and change. In other words, the 
threatening aspects of changed conditions can be somewhat neutral­
ized by being incorporated into sacred tradition. This ability to com­
bine flexibility and rigidity derives from the fact that some elements 
of the sacred are not restricted in their meaning to specific social goals 
or institutions. 

They can therefore, not only sanctify any institution while 
being bound by none but can also sanctify changes in institu­
tions. Continuity can be maintained while allowing change to 
take place, for the association of particular institutions or con­
ventions with ultimate sacred postulates is a matter of interpre­
tation, and that which must be interpreted can also be 
reinterpreted without being challenged. So, gods may remain 
unchanged while the conventions they sanctify are transformed 
through reinterpretation in response to changing conditions. 4 

Rappaport shows that sacred concepts communicate much more than 
information about temple activity. They convey information about the 
political arrangements and the regulation of society, and they imbue 
these arrangements with an aura of the sacred. Sanctity is infused in 
all systems and subsystems of society in order to maintain the fun­
damental order of social life. Sanctity allows the persistence of tra­
ditional forms in the face of "structural threats and environmental 
fluctuations." This approach provides a framework within which to 
understand the continuity and change manifested in the other Tollans. 
In this chapter I will examine the extent of Tollan' s fame and the 
elaborations of this major paradigm by the elites of regional capitals. 
In each case we see how the model of a divinely ordained urban order 
is expanded in order to sanctify a specific city. As the evidence shows, 
there are "other" Tollans and "other" Quetzalcoatls, but there is al­
ways Tollan and always Quetzalcoatl. 

TEOTIHUACAN: THE IMPERIAL CAPITAL 

Teotihuacan began in a cave. The greatest of Classic cities, with 
its immense towering pyramids, elaborate ceremonial courtyards, and 
residential palaces, began underground at the mouth of a well. Recent 
excavations have revealed that directly under the Pyramid of the Sun 
lie the remains of an ancient shrine area which was the sacred center 
for rituals and perhaps the goal of pilgrimages. A natural tunnel 103 
meters long, formed by subterranean volcanic activity, led into a series 
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of chambers shaped like a flower. Like the city that was to spread out 
above it, this cave was artistically reshaped and decorated by the 
Teotihuacanos, who used it until around A.D. 450, three centuries 
after the pyramid was built over it. The tunnel was reshaped, roofed, 
plastered, and divided into thirty sections which ended at the cere­
monial chamber containing the spring. There can be little doubt that 
the ancient shrine had a profound religious significance in the early 
development of Teotihuae<in. The place glyph for Teotihuacan, found 
in the Codex X61otl, was two pyramids over a cave. Clara Millon, who 
has worked intimately with the Teotihuacan Mapping Project, said 
about the cave, "This may have been the beginning of everything."' 

Research in the history of religions teaches us that religious 
shrines and monuments inevitably point to some marvelous sacred 
event or hierophany which took place at that spot in the past. These 
sacred locations are considered the receptacles of ontological forces 
which become forever accessible to the pilgrim and priest. Throughout 
ancient Mexican history, caves are appreciated as sacred places where 
the creations of gods, human beings, and celestial bodies took place. 
Caves are the places of communication with the underworld and 
places for humans to travel into the spiritual realms to meet super­
natural beings. In some instances, caves represent the womb of the 
earth mother who gave birth to life in its myriad forms.' We find 
accounts of the sun and moon and even the sky emerging from caves, 
and in one example a text tells that the moon was born in a cave of 
Teotihuacan. Doris Heyden illuminates the sacred significance of 
caves, noting that Teotihuacan' s prestige as a place of origins derives 
in part from the importance and attraction of the cave beneath the 
Pyramid of the Sun. 

The cave's specific religious character may be represented by its 
shape, which resembles a four-petaled flower. In some of the later 
primary written sources, the Mesoamerican cosmos is symbolized by 
a four-petaled flower representing the division of cosmic space into 
four cardinal regions and a center. It is possible that the cave was 
Teotihuacan' s earliest imago mundi or sacred image of the cosmos. The 
symbolism of cardinal-point orientation and the center are duplicated 
in the city which developed above and around the cave. 7 

Evidence of ritual activity found in the cave makes it apparent 
that this shrine had strong attraction for religious pilgrims who not 
only worshiped there but also exchanged goods, information, and 
ideas, contributing in a variety of ways to the expansion of the shrine 
into a large ceremonial center. Rene Millon, the director of the Teo­
tihuacan Mapping Project, demonstrates that the city arose out of the 
interaction of "intertwined circumstances," including religion and 
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trade. It appears that this cave is the original nexus of these circum­
stances. 

In an enigmatic sense, Teotihuacan was the first Tollan. We have 
no way of knowing whether or not it was called Tollan during its 
heyday. Tollan, as interpreted here, referred not only to Tula of tenth­
century Mexico, but to a vision of a place that transcended and in­
spired specific historical sites. This vision probably had its birth in 
Teotihuacan. When we contemplate the truly extraordinary size, lon­
gevity, widespread influence, and artistic brilliance of Teotihuacan, 
realizing that it was the first great capital on the highland, it is obvious 
that it affected the character and style of contemporary settlements 
and subsequent capitals. One source gives the name of the city as 
Tollan Teotihuacan,' and in several works Toltec buildings and peoples 
were associated with this capital. The creation of the Fifth Sun, as 
reported in Sahagun, took place in Teotihuacan, but the text reads 
that this was the origin of the era of Quetzalcoatl, who ruled in Tula. 
These are not so much historical references as archetypal ones. They 
suggest that the general vision and character of cities which domi­
nated the central plateau emerged during the rise, heyday, and fall 
of Teotihuacan, whose imperial domain was ordered and inspired by 
cosmo-magical thinking. Although Teotihuacan was not the Tollan 
the Aztecs had in mind when they eulogized it, the great Classic city 
must have contributed in a vibrant way to the ideas and symbols that 
formed the urban process. It is likely that this place and the vision 
it reflected carried a prestige and content which permeated later con­
ceptions of spatial order and sacred authority. Significantly, evidence 
suggests that the Temple of Quetzalcoatl integrated the spatial order 
of the city and that the rulers were inspired and sanctified by the 
deity's creative power. Like the cave beneath the pyramid, which 
gave religious and economic impetus to the city that covered it up, 
the memory of Teotihuacan became an obscure and confused vision, 
and yet it remained a brilliant vision of space, creativity, and authority, 
which helped later capitals face the cultural storms and changes. 
Teotihuacan' s imperial character transcended its own historical era by 
providing powerful models which were used by other cities until the 
end of pre-Columbian history. 

Teotihuacan: The Center of the World 
This majestic ancient capital is located in the semiarid northeast­

ern part of the Valley of Mexico in what is known today as the valley 
of Teotihuacan. Known to most people as "the pyramids;' Teotihuacan, 
which means the "abode of the gods," is the most frequently visited 
archaeological site in the Americas. Its size as well as its significance 
in Mesoamerican history have lured generations of scientists from 
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around the world to come and seek out evidence of its origin and 
developments, social structure, and religious system, as well as to 
unravel the mystery of its abrupt collapse. Once thought to be mainly 
a ceremonial center inhabited by priests who controlled life in the 
surrounding countryside, it is now clear that Teotihuacan is a compact 
city, which at its height was populated by over 200,000 people who 
shared in the prestige of a capital which influenced and integrated 
many cities and towns within and beyond the central plateau. Our 
present understanding of this city's profound and widespread sig­
nificance is largely due to the excellent work of the Teotihuacan Map­
ping Project, which has provided startling discoveries and intriguing 
hypotheses for further testing. The project's director, Rene Millon, 
has demonstrated that by understanding the urban character of Teo­
tihuacan we learn a great deal about other cities and city-states in 
Middle America' 

Prior to the rise of Teotihuacan, the primary pattern of social 
integration was the scattered ceremonial centers, predominantly in 
the Olmec lowlands. Teotihuacan became the greatest city of its time 
through the development of a complex network of ritual, craft, mar­
ketplace, and agricultural institutions that were directed by elites who 
effectively organized the world of Teotihuacan's dominance. While 
we will not dwell on the strictly ecological potentials and processes 
of Teotihuacan, it is important to repeat Rene Millon's general remark: 
"This process took place in a setting of strategic importance, in a 
valley rich in obsidian and potentially rich in cultivable land, and in 
a basin with a lake system whose resources and potential for com­
munication were unparalleled in this part of the world."" 

When Teotihuacan reached its greatest effluorescence, around 
A. D. 500, it was a cosmopolitan city, a community of the Mesoamer­
ican world which drew all manner of peoples to visit, worship, trade, 
and work in the shrines, marketplaces, palaces, and workshops. The 
pilgrimage routes to the great holy places, which had been traveled 
and expanded since around 100 B.c., were filled with pilgrims from 
nearby as well as distant cities and towns who sought blessings, 
messages, revelations, and inspiration from the patron deities and 
temple communities of Teotihuacan. These pilgrims also came to Teo­
tihuacan to visit the markets where abundance, adventure, and a fair 
deal were possibilities. The great marketplace located at the center of 
the city hummed with the transactions of competing and bartering 
merchants from local and from far away communities, fields, work­
shops, and storehouses. Craftsmen and painters, musicians and dan­
cers, royalty and visiting ambassadors, ball players and warriors, 
thieves and con men worked and celebrated, played and schemed, 
argued and compromised, worshiped and sought ways to accumulate 
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surplus goods, influence, and power. Teotihuacan became the micro­
cosm of its own geographical region and the epitome of urban culture 
for many regions of Mesoamerica. As we will see, religion was an 
organizing system for life in Teotihuacan. 

Teotihuacan as Imago Mundi 
Teotihuacan was laid out as an image of the cosmos. It was not 

only"- container of religious symbols, it was a religious symbol itself. 
It was oriented and constructed to imitate the celestial archetypes and 
cosmological patterns perceived and constructed by its sacerdotal and 
royal elites. While we do not have written or pictorial documents to 
tell us exactly how the Teotihuacanos perceived the cosmos, we have 
enough evidence in the shape and order of the city to see reflections 
of that cosmos and its design. 

The city's thousands of residential, ritual, and craft buildings fol­
lowed a grid pattern that was organized by two main avenues, the 
Street of the Dead and the East-West Avenue, which crossed at right 
angles in the center of the city dividing the urban space into four 
great quarters. This axial design, reflected in the city's original shrine, 
conformed to a series of precise observations of celestial bodies and 
natural features. As the city grew, enormous effort went into the 
construction of monumental architecture which conformed to the in-

FIG. 6. Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan. This majestic ceremonial structure 
was located along the Street of the Dead in the imperial capital, which flour­
ished between A.D. 200 and A.D. 750. Courtesy of Lawrence G. Desmond. 
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fluences associated with particular astronomical meanings. For in­
stance, the Street of the Dead, along which were located most of the 
important ritual and residential buildings, cut a line along the axis of 
the entire valley between the two highest peaks of the mountain 
range, Cerro Gordo and Patlachique. 11 At the northern end of this 
unique ceremonial avenue sat the Pyramid of the Moon, which ap­
pears to have been shaped to replicate the mountain behind it. The 
initial impression was that a Mesoamerican form of geomancy, sen­
sitive to both cave and mountain space, was used to orient the city. 

The Street of the Dead is oriented 15°25' east of north, an ori­
entation very similar to many other north-south alignments on the 
central plateau. Along this highway, the largest ceremonial structure, 
the Pyramid of the Sun, was constructed to create an important right 
angle to the skewed northern alignment. The great stairway of the 
pyramid faces a westerly point on the horizon where the sun sets 
directly in front of it on the day of its first passage through the zenith. 
What exact auspicious moment in Teotihuaoln' s schedule of activities 
this day signified will never be clear, but it is obvious that there was 
a noble attempt to achieve a harmony between the great pyramid and 
celestial dynamics. This is demonstrated further by the fact that the 
Pleiades, a very important star cluster in Mesoamerican religion, made 
its first yearly appearance above the horizon before the sun rose on 
the day it passed through the zenith. It also appears that these two 
great stellar events heralded the onset of the rainy season and a new 
year of agricultural, managerial, and religious activity. Archaeoas­
tronomers have shown that the East-West Avenue, which passed 
through the Ciudadela and the Great Compound, the administrative 
and market centers of the city, roughly marked the western horizon 
point where the Pleiades set during the heyday of Teotihuacan' s de­
velopment. Conclusions based on these observations must be ten­
tative, but it seems likely that the ceremonial city was planned to 
reflect precise and significant geographical, geological, and astronom­
ical patterns which guided the general schedule of activities during 
the year. Teotihuacan' s prestige as the model of urban spatial order 
may be reflected in the fact that all contemporary and later ceremonial 
cities within 100 kilometers show a strikingly similar axial orientation, 
which is called Teotihuacan north. 

The central core of Teotihuacan consisted of finely worked tem­
ples, palaces, platforms, market areas, and administrative buildings. 
Covering an area of about 3 square kilometers, this central zone was 
organized by two inunense compounds, the Ciudadela and the huge 
market area called the Great Compound. These two structures func­
tioned, according to Rene Millon, as "the bureaucratic, religious and 
commercial center of the ancient city." A significant fact, to which we 
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will return later, was that the most imposing structure in this zone 
was the Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl. 

Beyond this core area were numerous residential barrios of about 
3000 square meters, each ordered by streets parallel to the main av­
enue. The barrios replicated, in a fashion, the pattern of the cere­
monial core. Each barrio was organized around a ceremonial precinct 
consisting of a plaza that contained a temple, a ritual platform, and 
an open space. The barrios contained more than two thousand apart­
ment compounds, and each compound had a central courtyard which 
held a local temple and a ritual platform. Sixty to one hundred people 
lived in each apartment compound. Thus, the smallest living units 
replicated the pattern of organizing the community around a cere­
monial area. Rene Millon stated that common economic and ritual 
activities were probably carried out by residents of each compound. 
Some of the finer palaces were decorated with marvelous and fantastic 
murals of deities, mythical animals, and priestly processions. 

Beyond this zone, the city consisted of a "suburban" area which, 
although less well planned, duplicated the temple plaza complex of 
the inner city neighborhoods. It is obvious from the morphology of 
the city that religious structures, great and small, played a crucial role 
in the layout and concept of space. 

Teotihuacan' s Golden Day 
The evidence uncovered by generations of archaeologists and 

historians working in Teotihuacan suggests that there were three 
major components within the "intertwined circumstances" which cre­
ated and sustained Teotihuacan through its history. First, although 
the evidence for large-scale agriculture is limited, it is obvious that 
a complex agricultural system was developed which supported the 
massive population." Moreover, the existence of the high market­
place, with signs of steadily increasing numbers of obsidian and craft 
workshops and the Teotihuacan artifacts discovered in nearby and 
distant cities, testifies to the significant role that crafts and economic 
exchange played in Teotihuacan' s history. Third, the presence of mon­
umental architecture, with its sophisticated orientation and abundant 
religious symbols, clearly indicates that religion was a major force 
throughout Teotihuacan' s history. These three components-agricul­
tural expansion, craft development and trade, and religious organi­
zation-were united to create a great capital of an empire. In the 
following section, the character of this imperial capital is discussed 
by focusing on its centripetal and centrifugal tendencies, as well as 
the pattern of sanctification which accompanied the expansion of the 
empire. 
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One of the great challenges to students of Mesoamerican society 
and religion is the task of historical reconstruction. The present view 
of Teotihuacan' s phases is the result of long-term collaborative efforts 
by scholars from various disciplines. Rather than discuss Teotihuacan 
history in terms of the development of each phase, we will outline 
two broad stages of the city's influence and dominance: (a) the forma­
tive period between 200 B.C. and A. D. 400, and (b) the Middle Classic 
fluorescence from A.D. 400 to 700. 13 

The processes and institutions that sustained Teotihuacan 
throughout its history were taking shape during the second century 
B.C., and by the end of the second century A.D. a fully urban way of 
life had developed along the major thoroughfares of the city. Early 
in this formative period, by 150 B.c., two large villages with popu­
lations of about five thousand each were settled on different sides of 
the Street of the Dead on the northern side of the city. Village life 
revolved around obsidian workshops, agricultural fields, and pyramid 
temple complex, all of which stimulated a growing trading and pil~ 
grimage system. Millon believes that the union of marketplace and 
shrine enabled Teotihuacan to function as the center of an increasingly 
attractive and complex trading system and sacred center. The cave 
shrine was probably covered by a small sun pyramid before the Chris­
tian era began, although it was still used. 

The first two hundred years of the Christian era witnessed an 
urban revolution at the site. A boom in the obsidian industries in­
volved Teotihuacan in the importation of obsidian from distant mines 
and stimulated craft specialization. By A.D. 150, thirty thousand peo­
ple occupied a 20 square kilometer area dotted by at least twenty­
three temple complexes including another level of the Sun Pyramid. 
The first Moon Pyramid was built at this time and periodically en­
larged. The major axes of the site were laid out and the four-quartered 
settlement became the capital city for the region. The centripetal ten­
dencies so important in the development of capitals were in full swing 
by A. D. 100. Large quantities of mined obsidian were shipped into the 
city, and large numbers of traders and pilgrims came to Teotihuacan 
to trade, work, and worship. The construction activity and celebra­
tions of Teotihuacan became the great events of the valley. Rene Millon 
notes that "the attraction of the pyramid was a testament to a faith 
that transcended Teotihuacan itself and also would have involved 
others from the Teotihuacan valley and beyond in its construction." 14 

Between A. D. 150 and 200, Teotihuacan' s population increased to more 
than forty-five thousand and the city covered an area of 22.5 square 
kilometers. The Street of the Dead was reoriented and extended. The 
Pyramid of the Sun, with the cave shrine below still in use, was 
completed, and the Moon Pyramid enlarged. But the most important 
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development was the construction of the large and unusual "Ciu­
dadela" at the point where the two major avenues crossed. This 
magnificent and spacious compound consisted of a rectangular walled 
structure which supported twelve small pyramids surrounding a cen­
tral temple pyramid decorated with 365 alternating heads of Quet­
zalcoatl and 11aloc. Pedro Armillas has made the suggestion, supported 
by some evidence, that this was the residential compound and special 
shrine area of the rulers. If this was true, then the Ciudadela was the 
religious and political center of the city. We will discuss further the 
implication that the Feathered Serpent's image and Tlaloc's image 
were identified prominently with the elites of Teotihuacan during its 
powerful rise. 

By A.D. 200, Teotihuacan was showing its plumes, displaying itself 
in a rigorous and extravagant gesture of spatial control. The splendid 
ornamentation of the Street of the Dead, with its visually overwhelm­
ing ceremonial structures and striking murals and palaces, was an 
elaborate statement of balance revealing a self-conscious attempt by 
the elites to impress the viewer with an immense, theatrical concept 
of religious space and action. The political and intellectual power 
revealed to pilgrim, citizen, merchant, and foreign ambassador no 
doubt convinced them that this city was the center of the Mesoamer­
ican world. 

As noted, the city surrounded two large precincts straddling the 
Street of the Dead at the center of the settlement. Through the use 

FIG. 7. Temple of Quetzalcoatllocated within the great courtyard of the Ciu­
dadela in Teotihuacan. This pyramid marked the center of the city. Note the 
alternating heads of Quetzalcoatl and Tlaloc on the friezes. Courtesy of Law­
rence G. Desmond. 
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of aerial photography, the Mapping Project discovered a huge mar­
ketplace situated across from the Ciudadela. Millon writes, "The latter 
two gigantic precincts together appear to have formed the symbolic 
as well as the geographical, political, religious center of the city. Noth­
ing approaching them in scale of conception is known from anywhere 
else in the Prehispanic New World."15 The implication of this spatial 
order is that the builders of Teotihuacan were immensely self-con­
scious about their special status in the Mesoamerican world. They 
were building the center of an empire and by the end of the second 
century A.D., the city had impressed itself on the wider social world 
of Mesoamerica. For instance, the importation of great obsidian in­
dustries and the exportation of worked figures known as "eccentrics" 
into the Mayan region, as far south as Altun Ha in British Honduras, 
developed during this period. 

Between A. D. 200 and 450 (the Tlaminilolpa phase), Teotihuacan 
experienced a population explosion, an enormous increase in cere­
monial and residential buildings, and a further extension of its im­
perial power. The most significant internal development was the 
construction of apartment compounds that probably housed large 
corporate groups who shared kinship and labor ties. These apart­
ments were an entirely new type of domestic living space which, 
strangely, were never built again in later urban centers. Also during 
this time, the Pyramid of the Moon was completed and the Temple 
of the Plumed Shells and the Quetzalpapalotl Palace were carefully 
constructed and decorated. In addition, an extraordinary mural, today 
called "Mythological Animals," was painted. One of the prominent 
images was a feathered serpent battling another mythical figure. This 
mural may be a depiction of a creation myth, which would indicate 
that Quetzalcoatl's role as a creator deity was celebrated in Teoti­
huacan.16 

The Great Compound was completed at the other end of the 
ceremonial complex. Around A.D. 400 the Temple of Quetzalcoatl was 
partially covered, and the Quetzalcoatl images were not destroyed, 
but preserved underground. Meanwhile, industry and trade experi­
enced a boom. Nearly four hundred obsidian workshops were 
opened, including blade, tool, knife, and point industries. These 
workshops were clustered near the Moon Pyramid, the Ciudadela, 
and the Great Compound, suggesting the tie among crafts, trade, and 
the religious elites. There appears to have been an especially impor­
tant tie between obsidian industries and the priesthood of the Moon 
Pyramid. 

Teotihuacan' s Expansion 
TeotihuaCiin was a visually impressive, carefully organized cere­

monial center dominating the Valley of Mexico, but it also became the 
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center of a commercial, artistic, and religious empire which influenced 
nearly all regions of Mesoamerica during the Middle Classic period, 
A.D. 400 to 700. During this time Teotihuacan exercised enormous 
influence in the Mayan, Oaxacan, Vera Cruz, and northern regions. 
Recent analysis of art and architecture found in these areas revealed 
that the Middle Classic period was characterized by intense cross­
cultural communication of trade products, ceremonial objects, artistic 
styles, and religious iconography and ideas. While a number of large 
and developing cities exchanged these cultural elements, Teotihuacan 
consolidated the exchanges, even after its apparent dominance began 
to weaken during the last century of the Middle Classic period. 

Esther Pasztory has demonstrated that Teotihuacan' s widespread 
influences were both material and symbolic. Distant cities such as 
Kaminaljuyu, Tikal, Ake, Dzibilchaltun, Monte Alban, Matacapan, 
Tajin, Xochicalco, and Cholula either utilized mundane and cere­
monial objects made in the capital or produced artifacts that imitated 
the Teotihuacan style in hybrid forms. Teotihuacan's art style, which 
emphasized rectilinear designs, has been found on Mayan stelae, 
Oaxacan sculpture, murals, frescos, and pottery. More important, 
entire buildings and general architectural designs found in distant 
cities reflect the direct influence from the great city on the plateau. 
In a few cases it appears that whole ceremonial centers were spatially 
constructed to replicate the grid plan and four-quartered shape of 
Teotihuacan. 

Teotihuacan' s influence was ideological as well as symbolic. Pasz­
tory noted that Teotihuacan' s involvement in the Mayan regions stim­
ulated more complex forms of social stratification including the 
imposition of Teotihuacan dynasties, or at least their symbols and 
patrons, onto local governments. Most significant was that the Teo­
tihuacan elites developed a new standard of religious concepts and 
expressions. Pasztory has outlined the new organization of the reli­
gious iconography and of the pantheon that diffused from Teotihuacan 
into distant regions. The new religious system consisted of at least 
six major cultic forms: fertility, warfare, ball games, dynastic rulers, 
burial, and titular patrons. In short, a Classic religious tradition was 
developed in Teotihuacan, which was imposed upon and adapted by 
many other city-states. Significantly, this system continued to influ­
ence religious and political order during the Post-Classic period. 

While Teotihuacan contributed to the consolidation of the trading 
system and religious conceptions of the Classic world, no significant 
political integration of peoples was achieved. Little evidence of ter­
ritorial control has been found to suggest that the same institutions 
of marketplace and shrine that created the city became the major 
instruments of interaction and dominance in other regions. Yet it is 
clear that the city attracted foreign populations. One of the most 
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important pieces of evidence for the capital status of Teotihuacan has 
been the discovery of a Oaxacan barrio within the city. Generations 
of peoples from the Zapotec culture around Monte Alban, two 
hundred miles to the southeast, lived in Teotihuacan and carried on 
many of their local customs. Archaeologists have found funerary urns, 
domestic utilitarian wares, and fine pottery which reflect the Oaxacan 
culture. 

Teotihuacan' s golden day began to dim during the last part of the 
sixth century when the trading relationships and religious prestige 
of the capital were disrupted by a number of competing cities devel­
oping new routes and ideas. Called by scholars the peripheral cities 
of the coastal lowlands, these settlements developed routes that 
skirted the areas of Teotihuacan' s dominance. Within the central area 
of Mexico, however, Teotihuacan continued to grow and prosper, 
although its centrifugal power was weakened by the vigorous expan­
sion of smaller but strategic capitals like Xochicalco, Cholollan, and 
Tula. 

Between A.D. 600 and 750, Teotihuacan's power became more 
sharply focused on local regions within the central plateau. Although 
there was not a serious decline during this period, the city finally 
suffered a strategic burning of its ceremonial area around A.D. 750, 
and the capital became a mere fragment of its former structure. But 
we should not think that the end of the city's dominance meant the 
end of Teotihuacan's influence. Long after the society of Teotihuacan 
collapsed, its iconography, institutions, symbols, and prestige as the 
center of the world continued to reverberate as the living substance 
of later cities. 

Secularization and Sanctification 
In general, discussions of the secularization of cities in Meso­

america are guided by old and in some ways specious models of social 
evolution which view, and sometimes celebrate, the ascent of man 
from theocratic, closed, and rigid world views toward secular, ra­
tional, innovative, and open systems of inquiry and problem solving. 
The nineteenth-century model of ancient society's development from 
savagery, to barbarism, to civilization has been restated in the twen­
tieth century; Formative, Classic, and Post-Classic stages replace the 
offending categories of the earlier version, but the view remains that 
urban history is the history of theocracy and religion giving way to 
the secular and the military. While there is no doubt that the expansion 
of Teotihuacan was accompanied by the institutionalization of pow­
erful social groups like traders, craftsmen, and warriors, there is doubt 
that these groups were insignificant prior to the rise of institution­
alized military and economic elites. After viewing the evidence we 
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also doubt that religious symbols became less significant through 
time. Rather, as our little history of the city shows, the sacred and 
secular forces existed together at every stage of the urban process. 
As the capital city developed, both secular groups and sacred symbols 
were expanded and joined together to validate all developments 
within and beyond the core of the ceremonial precincts. Groups that 
developed independently of the celebrations within the shrine com­
munity were validated through the sanctification of their goals and 
methods. When new types of social exchange or social aggression 
developed, the sacred, which provided the general context of mean­
ing, was expanded and applied in new ways to the new situation and 
was itself revitalized in the process. 

This pattern of the expansion of all dimensions of urban society 
and their sanctification has been referred to by Robert McC. Adams 
in his discussion of the impact of gross surpluses on urban evolution. 
He notes that as cities evolve, through the stimulation of various 
surpluses and their regulating institutions, there will be an expansion 
of monumental architecture, the use of luxuries by the elites, and a 
proliferation of religious symbols. New classes and groups of spe­
cialists will be formed to concentrate and to reallocate surplus accu­
mulations.17 It appears that in Mesoamerican society, and especially 
in Teotihuacan, three groups that benefited from the growth and 
handling of surpluses were the merchants, craftsmen, and warriors. 
While these groups have a strictly secular nature, their presence does 
not demonstrate that a secularization of the city has taken place. As 
these social groups asserted themselves during the expansion of Teo­
tihuacan, the application of sacred symbols also expanded. The record 
shows that all major processes in Mesoamerican cities---economic, 
political, military, or artistic-were accompanied by the intimate as­
sociation with supernatural and cosmo-magical attitudes, although 
all purposes and activities were not restricted to shrine and ceremony. 
Certainly, the Olmecs and early Teotihuacanos carried out secular 
activities in the organization of their states, but it appears that trans­
port, construction, warfare, and trading were legitimated by super­
natural associations. A brief view of several dimensions of Teotihuacan' s 
development will demonstrate the concomitant expansion of sacred 
and secular elements. 

It is important to remember the limitations facing us when we 
discuss evolutions from sacred to secular, from theocratic to military, 
or the internal revolutions that take place within a city and repeat 
themselves in various capitals. Without written evidence, as in the 
case of Teotihuacan, we must make distinctions on the basis of cir­
cumstantial evidence. Yet, if we have sound indications of circum­
stances, we are not lost. As j. C. Beagle hole notes, "Circumstances 
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are also facts. Circumstances indeed may become the essential facts.'n 8 

The notion of circumstances refers to "facts or events accompanying 
one another," the conditions "standing around" something or some­
one. In a remarkable sense the mute evidence we have presented 
reveals some of the circumstances of Teotihuacan in the form of struc­
tures that accompanied one another and organized the living activity 
of the city. Rene Millon displays a special acumen by his insistence 
that various intertwined processes form the main circumstances of 
this center. What the Teotihuacan Mapping Project clearly demon­
strates is that, from the beginning to the end of the great capital, 
economic forces and institutions, religious worship and faith com­
bined to consolidate the city's power, authority, and sphere of influ­
ence. The project demonstrates that the immense expansion of 
ceremonial buildings and obsidian craft workshops is accompanied 
by the growth of many other types of workshops and industries 
including ceramics, figurines, shell, lapidary, basalt, and ground 
stone. These craft items are part of the crucial network of exchange 
by which Teotihuacan received raw materials and other crafted items 
from the lowlands. The Teotihuacan center for such exchanges is 
probably the Group Compound located, as we have noted, directly 
across from the Ciudadela and the Temple of Quetzalcoatl. This seems 
to be a significant circumstance which shows that religion and eco­
nomics, the sacred and the secular, rather than evolving sequentially, 
grew up together on the site and were the most important intertwined 
processes of all. The implication is also that the feathered serpent 
symbol, at least for a time, was vital to the growth of both processes. 
As Millon says: "Shrine and marketplace, ritual and economic ex­
change probably nourished and supported one another, supporting 
and supported by the Teotihuaciin state."" 

Another significant circumstance that throws critical light on the 
ascendance of secular values concerns the defensive and military na­
ture of the city itself. It is usually argued that the rise of military elites 
and constructions is a sign of the ascendance of secular groups and 
ideologies. Teotihuacan's morphology undermines this view as well. 
While Teotihuacan has no specifically defensive fortification surround­
ing it, the Mapping Project notes that the complex groups of walls 
weaving around and throughout the city probably constitute a de­
fensive barrier. The many walled precincts within the city suggest a 
conscious attempt to impede access to the inner part of the city. More­
over, the natural barriers of the southern chinampas, the Barranca 
Malinalco, and the masses of organ cactus, plus the layout of the 
apartment compounds suggest that Teotihuacan is a fortress for its 
own time and place. This plan appears to have existed throughout 
the city's history, meaning that a military cult developed to new in-
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tensity during the Middle Classic period; again, however, religious 
symbolism and patronage were of primary importance in the city's 
activities and ideology. 

A third argument made to illustrate the secularization of Teoti­
huacan is that no great religious structures were built in the city 
during its final centuries. However, the Mapping Project revealed that 
the elites ordered the construction of new palaces, the painting of 
new murals, and a vigorous renewal of the ceremonial structures in 
the city. The Ciudadela, the scene of calendrical rituals, was renovated 
during the final century of Teotihuacan' s power. Allied cities also 
continued to use Teotihuacan' s religious iconography even during the 
waning years of the empire. Internally, the Mapping Project discov­
ered that during the city's last centuries there was an enormous pro­
liferation in the creation and use of ritual objects called candeleros, 
small two-chambered ceramic objects. It seems that the use of these 
ritual objects reflects a change in ritual activity and not a reduction 
in religious faith, practice, or authority. While new religious move­
ments may have been developing and perhaps even threatening some 
of the traditional religious beliefs, some kind of ritual was on the rise 
rather than on the decline. 

The sum of this short discussion of the circumstances and ten­
dencies reflected in the evidence is that sanctity does not wane in the 
last part of the Classic period, but that in fact it expands. When new 
groups appear to pursue what S. N. Eisenstadt called "autonomous 
political goals," their activities are associated with and sanctified by 
new religious meanings and forces. While it is true that the boundaries 
and content of Teotihuacan' s religious system changed, sanctity con­
tinued to pervade and influence new concepts of social order, space, 
and time. This pattern will be borne out in the other Tollans we will 
visit. 

Plumes of the Feathered Serpent 
We have shown that Teotihuacan was not only a container of 

significant religious objects and symbols but was also a religious sym­
bol itself, paralleling and interacting with the dynamic motions and 
forces of the heavens and the special terrestrial features of its land­
scape. The sacred capital mediated and managed the complex social 
processes of a pulsating empire. Within this general cosmo-magical 
and social setting, one building glares out at us with such intensity 
that we are drawn to its shape, symbols, and carvings. The Temple 
of Quetzalcoatl, located near the center of the Ciudadela, is important 
because it is a key to understanding how Teotihuacan' s elites con­
ceived of their own authority. 
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When we remember that the Ciudadela and Great Compound 
formed the geographical, political, and religious center of the city and 
that the rulers most likely lived in the Ciudadela, we can infer that 
the Temple of Quetzalcoatl participated in a special way in the general 
integration of the city's many parts and influences. This spatial ar­
rangement suggests that this structure was the axis mundi, par ex­
cellence, of the city. Mircea Eliade has shown how "centers" operate 
in the symbolic systems of traditional cities. He wrote concerning the 
"symbolism of the center" that 

the architectonic symbolism of the center may be formulated as 
follows: 
1. The sacred mountain-where heaven and earth meet-is sit­

uated at the center of the world. 
2. Every temple or palace-and by extension every sacred city 

or royal residence-is a sacred mountain, thus becoming a 
center. 

3. Being an axis mundi, the sacred city or temple is regarded as 
the meeting point of heaven, earth, hell. 20 

The relevant application of this scheme in Teotihuacan would mean 
that the Temple of Quetzalcoatl, located at the center of the royal 
residences at the axis of the city, was appreciated as the quintessential 
meeting place of cosmic levels and forces, the point of ontological 
transition between the supernatural world and the world of men. The 
Temple of Quetzalcoatl probably functioned not only as the opening 
toward the supernatural world of the vertical, but also as the pivot 
of the horizontal sociopolitical cosmos. This shrine functioned as an 
instrument for the dissemination of religious beliefs and political de­
cisions into all parts of the city and empire, thereby justifying the 
policies, goals, and programs of the elite. Quetzalcoatl was intimately 
related to this expansion of power and authority. 

A review of Teotihuacan' s major ceremonial buildings would sug­
gest, however, that the true cosmic mountains were the Pyramid of 
the Sun and the Pyramid of the Moon. Towering above the entire city, 
they were no doubt regarded as the great points of communication 
between the populace and the divine society of the gods. But these 
pyramids were also the sacred centers for the pilgrim and citizen of 
Teotihuacan. They were visible from long distances, situated in open 
spaces to catch the eye and attention of the approaching worshiper, 
merchant, worker, ambassador, or warrior. The Pyramid of the Moon 
was situated at the end of the Street of the Dead in order to focus the 
worshiper's eyes from a distance and so that the pyramid grew in 
size, color, and magnificent detail as the worshiper approached. These 
shrines were the great holy places for the people of Mesoamerica. 
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FIG. 8. Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent, on the Temple of Quetzalcoatl 
in Teotihuacan. Note the carved seashells. Courtesy of Lawrence G. Des­
mond. 

They were the theaters where the orderly and ecstatic solar and ag­
ricultural festivals galvanized attitude, schedule, faith, respect, and 
religious awe. 

The Temple of Quetzalcoatl, on the other hand, was the center 
of a different part of the world. The Ciudadela was an enclosed area, 
a miniature imago mundi which replicated the elite's view of time and 
space. It was a ceremonial center ordered by the cosmic mountain of 
the rulers whose secret deliberations among themselves and with the 
gods was a matter of higher prestige and courtly status. The twelve 
platforms that surrounded it were the stages for elaborate calendrical 
ceremonies urging the motion of the seasons toward fulfillment. In 
the middle was Quetzalcoatl's and Tlaloc's platform with 365 carved 
heads of the deities marking the days of the year. Sacred space and 
sacred time were meshed together in this elite center of the world. 
Recent archaeological work has suggested that the temple was 
bounded by two large palaces, perhaps the dwellings of Teotihuacan' s 
two dynasties, who presided over the balance of cosmos and society. 21 

The dynasties' supernatural patrons can be seen when we tum to the 
iconography of the temple itself. 

It is clear that more than just cosmic levels and social authority 
were integrated in this structure because it also reflects a sophisticated 
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degree of cooperation between Teotihuacan architects, artists, and 
engineers. The Pyramid displays a balance of line and curve, rectilin­
ear forms, and three-dimensional sculpture which was unique in 
Mesoamerica at that time. H. B. Nicholson writes of this special struc­
ture: "With almost dramatic suddenness one of the greatest tours de 
force of monumental stone sculpture in world history appears as a 
massive decorative frieze in all four sides of the six stages of the 
pyramidal substructure known as the Temple of the Feathered Ser­
pent."" The frieze consists of alternating giant stone heads of Quet­
zalcoatl and possibly an early version of Tlaloc. Quetzalcoatl' s head 
deserves special mention because in it we see the divine grin of this 
great deity, an expression that is continuous in its sculptured image 
in many Mesoamerican cities. Quetzalcoatl appears as a monumental 
jutting figure with open jaws displaying white curved teeth beneath 
obsidian eyes. The head emerges from a bouquet of feathers which 
join it to a thickly stylized serpent body undulating horizontally along 
the temple over and under various shell and aquatic figures. 

These images plus the clusters of images found throughout the 
city are expressions of a deep commitment to agricultural regenera­
tion. Teotihuacan's elites shared, among many other concerns, what 
can be called an agricultural mentality. This mentality springs from 
the insight that agriculture is not just a profane skill but that it deals 
with the powers and life forces which dwell in the seeds, furrows, 
rain, and sunshine. Human society and the agricultural process are 
viewed as set within and dependent upon the dramatic and tense 
cosmic cycles that insure the vital process of plant fertilization, rip­
ening, harvest, decay, death, and rebirth. The forces in the plants 
and the rains are viewed as sacred forces that reveal themselves in 
dramatic and critical moments which are never to be taken for granted. 
The agricultural year is accompanied by elaborate rituals that dra­
matize the scenario of plant development. The onset of the rainy 
season, planting, and harvest are viewed as tense, critical, and ten­
tative moments, especially in regions of uneven rainfall and water 
resources. Anxiety and creativity are bound together in symbol, ritual, 
and labor management. It appears that just such a dramatic attitude 
dominated Teotihuacan's schedules and ideas. The city's iconography 
clearly shows that the major concern of Teotihuacan' s priests and 
artists was the continuation of the great cosmic cycles dramatized in 
the patterns of the sun, moon, and planets and the delicate balance 
of the rainy and dry seasons. Sophisticated energy went into por­
traying this pattern and its tensions in art compositions and iconog­
raphy. Agricultural deities and symbols appear in all the cults of 
Teotihuacan and its neighbors; Esther Pasztory has shown that the 
agricultural fertility cult became the state cult of the great city. 
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This agricultural emphasis suggests at least two things in regard 
to the Ciudadela. First, that the Temple of Quetzalcoatl was the shrine 
where these processes, as a unity, were celebrated by the sacerdotal 
elite. Second, the two deities on the temple must be seen as more 
than just fertility figures. They are clearly associated with the rulers 
and must have had something like a patron relationship with the 
rulers and the city. They sanctified authority. It would appear then 
that both Quetzalcoatl and Tlaloc, in these early versions, are not only 
great fertility symbols but also cosmo-magical symbols of supreme 
authority. They empowered the rulers to carry out their sacred func­
tions of insuring cosmic order, social balance, and agricultural abun­
dance. When we realize that by Toltec times, the feathered serpent 
symbol was not only a fertility symbol but also a kingship symbol, 
it is possible that this dual meaning developed in Teotihuacan where 
marketplace and royal palaces converged. 

There is another source for this interpretation. The mural of the 
sowing priests in the Tepantitla Palace shows a priestly procession 
involved in a fertility ritual. Elaborately costumed priests with feath­
ered serpent headdresses walk along with streams of water or pulque 
flowing from their hands to the ground. The water contains green 
oval dots representing precious stones or seeds. Drops of blood or 
water drip off stylized sacrificial knives within their headdresses. 
Giant speech scrolls full of water symbols rise up from their heads. 
This scene shows a clear tie not only between Quetzalcoatl and fertility 
but also between Quetzalcoatl, the priesthood, and fertility. Is it pos­
sible that these are "Quetzalcoatl priests," the precursors of the Toltec 
and Aztec priests who held that title? This possibility is strengthened 
when we see an undulating Quetzalcoatl with Tlaloc-like images su­
perimposed over his body enclosing the scene. A forceful stream of 
water flows from Quetzalcoatl' s mouth. This celestial figure appears 
as a supernatural model for the priests and either guides or imitates 
the ritual process. Here, Quetzalcoatl could represent the sky, which 
yields the life-giving rain and dispenses the authority to the priest­
hood. If this is true, then Quetzalcoatl is more than just a symbol of 
water and fertility: he is also the patron of the priesthood which 
carried out vital ritual actions. 23 

Teotihuacan Tollan: The Vision of Place 
Its monumental magnificence, precise spatial order, exuberant 

craft and market systems, and sacred prestige helped make this city 
the center of an expanding, pulsating empire. Although its position 
of absolute dominance over many other cities appears to have lasted 
for less than two hundred years, its status as the center for the Meso­
american world cannot be limited to the time when its art styles were 
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imitated. For Teotihuae<in was the first Tollan, the first great place in 
central Mexico where a fully integrated, harmonious, rich, and well­
fed society operated under the authority of supernatural forces and 
cosmo-magical formulas. This abundance and order, symbolized in 
the careful layout of the city and its widespread rectilinear iconog­
raphy, gave birth to the concept of Tollan, a capital city which orga­
nized the world into an effective space. Also, it Was the first center 
where this process was associated in a direct way with Quetzalcoatl. 

XocHICALco: THE PERIPHERAL CAPITAL 

Xochicalco means "Place of the House of Flowers." Archaeologists 
have discovered that it was a garden containing clusters of artistic 
compositions which demonstrate the city's complex relationships with 
many societies of the Late Classic period. In many respects, Xochicalco 
was the peripheral capital of central Mesoamerica. It was a city of 
transition and eclectic creativity located on the edge of two major 
cultural areas. It maintained its own integrity, in part, through its 
most prominent symbol, the feathered serpent. 

As outlined in the previous section, the Classic period was char­
acterized by the oscillation between the intense centralization of Teo­
tihuacan' s empire and the decentralization of authority and cultural 
unity into a number of competing centers. During the ebb of Teoti­
huacan's influence and following its dramatic collapse, Xochicalco, 
along with Cholollan and Tula, became a regional capital of great 
importance. Its strategic location, its role as a corridor for the move­
ment and redistribution of goods and ideas into and from the high­
lands, its prominent image of Quetzalcoatl, and its role as an heir of 
some of Teotihuacan's line of influence, all these suggest that Xoch­
icalco was a Tollan of the periphery. In the short discussion that 
follows, we will make a brief tour of the site, taking special note of 
its eclectic iconography, its morphology, its connections with distant 
cities, and its attractive central shrine. Although Xochicalco is hardly 
mentioned in the primary sources and we have nothing approaching 
the Mapping Project here, a series of excavating seasons have un­
covered the remnants of a truly impressive ceremonial center. Still, 
much remains to be learned about this puzzling sacred city. 

Xochicalco was a peripheral capital in terms of space and time. 
It flourished between the disintegration of Teotihuacan and the full 
development of Tula's kingdom in the tenth and eleventh centuries. 
For a brief time it was also one of the most powerful settlements 
located between the Valley of Mexico and the southern Mesoamerican 
regions where the Classic Mayan centers were in full swing. 

Xochicalco suprises the modern visitor. This exquisite hilltop cer­
emonial center traditionally receives scant attention from historians 
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and is occasionally neglected in reconstructions of Mesoamerican his­
tory. Given the limited nature of the evidence, this is partially un­
derstandable. Yet it must be noted that Xochicalco is not an isolated 
ceremonial precinct on the edge of Mesoamerica, but a vibrating cap­
ital of a high-density settlement consisting of more than twenty-five 
thousand inhabitants during its heyday. The ceremonial center is lo­
cated on seven hundred acres of land in the arid climate of southern 
Morelos, built on several steep, terraced hills surrounded by walls 
and moats. The main part of the site is called the Acropolis. The 
majority of the population lived and farmed in the valley surrounding 
the ceremonial precincts while the elite residences filled terraces 
around the Acropolis. Xochicalco was the center of a sizable political 
region, which covered an area akin to the modern state of Morelos. 
According to W. T. Sanders, Xochicalco ruled an autonomous state 
within Teotihuacan' s sphere of influence which grew in size and 
power around A.D. 700.24 

As jaime Litvak's archaeological research suggests, Xochicalco 
became a regional capital with important extraregional relationships 
extending into distant parts of Mesoamerica. From its early devel­
opment in the Pre-Classic period, when it had contact with Oaxaca, 
eastern Morelos, and local settlements, through its florescence in the 
Classic period, when it had contact with Teotihuacan, central Vera 
Cruz, Guerrero, and the southern, central, and northern Mayan re­
gions, to its waning in the Post-Classic period, when it had contact 
with Tula and other centers in the Valley of Mexico, Xochicalco's 
external relations were largely influenced by the shifts in the extensive 
trade networks of Mexico. The hilltop city was in a favored position 
to participate in some of the major patterns of exchange between the 
Valley of Mexico and far away regions. This encouraged the flow into 
Xochicalco of the valued crafts and goods of many city-states as well 
as the integration of the dominant symbolic forms of the period. 

An examination of the morphology and iconography of Xochicalco 
reveals that a mediation of foreign artistic influences took place here. 
Various combinations of iconographic styles display a new level of 
integration of lowland and highland traditions. Contact and utiliza­
tion of foreign designs by Xochicalcan artisans is evident as Mayan, 
Teotihuacano, Zapotec, Toltec, and Nahuan forms are woven together 
on stelae and temples. Such a reception and reexpression of different 
forms indicates the cosmopolitan and transitional nature of the city. 

Specifically, some of the glyphs in Xochicalco are identical to 
glyphs found in Teotihuacan, Mayan, and Oaxacan centers. This sug­
gests an intimate exchange not only of artistic styles, but also of the 
symbolic meanings that animated these centers. Stone sculpture and 
ceramics at Xochicalco show influence and synthesis from the distant 
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regions of Vera Cruz and Teotihuacan. The relationship with the Vera 
Cruz region may have had special significance for the elites, since 
Vera Cruz iconography appears on ceremonial objects used primarily 
by Xochicalco' s rulers in ritual contexts. Further, the ball court at 
Xochicalco not only shows strong similarity to those at Tula in the 
north, but also to those at the Mayan centers of Copan and Coba. 
jorge Hardoy has noted the strong similarity between the entire plan 
at Xochicalco and the Mayan centers of Piedras Negras and Yaxchilan, 
where important constructions were elevated on hillsides and ter­
races, while spatial sequences were carefully planned to introduce 
the visitor to the principal plazas. This evidence of interaction with 
Mayan centers indicates that the Mayan symbolic system penetrated 
the highlands during the Late Classic period partly through the me­
diation of Xochicalco. As proof of this, some centers to the north 
display combinations of Xochicalcan and Mayan motifs. Also, Xochi­
calcan platforms are similar to those found in Tula, Piedras Negras, 
Copan, and Uaxactun, suggesting a widespread interaction between 
Xochicalcan and Mayan architects. There are also striking similarities 
between the stelae representations of cosmic cycles at Xochicalco and 
those found in Palenque. This complex series of relationships has 
been described by H. B. Nicholson in his comments on sculptural 
styles in Mesoamerica: 

The sculptural style of Xochicalco presents certain problems. It 
is clearly linked to Teotihuacan, on the one hand, and to Monte 
Alban, on the other. It is also obviously connected with the 
Nuine tradition of northern Oaxaca-southern Puebla. It is a so­
phisticated, successfully integrating partial blend of these ear­
lier stylistic traditions, while at the same time exhibiting a 
distinctively individual personality of its own. The style is less 
angular and heavy than Teotihuacan, emphasizing curvilineal­
ity, to a much greater extent. It is neater, less overcrowded 
with detail, and executed with more technical skill than is gen­
erally true of Monte Alban .... In spite of its obviously com­
posite origins, the style exhibits a strong inner cohesion and 
integration, and its influence was to linger on after the aban­
donment of the type site." 

It appears that Xochicalco' s elites borrowed and reworked, according 
to their own special religious and political views, the time-honored 
traditions of the Middle Classic period. 

The architectural forms of Xochicalco reveal a culture with deep 
iconographic sensibility. Not only can we see the use of various artistic 
styles throughout the center, but also the entire ceremonial precinct 
is itself an image of artistic imagination and manipulation. The natural 
hill was flattened, rounded, shaved, redesigned, and decorated to 
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make it more illustrative of the contemporary conceptions of powerful 
space and effective authority. Given the traditions of pyramids in 
Teotihuacan and in Cholollan, indeed throughout Middle America, 
one can consider the entire site as a cultural pyramid overlying and 
reforming a natural one. This is an important point. Many interpre­
tations of Xochicalco' s hilltop location emphasize its military signifi­
cance. It seems quite possible that it had such a military value. But 
it is equally likely that the rulers and citizens of the center considered 
it a replica of a sacred mountain, the great axis mundi where com­
munication between humans and supernatural forces was optimal. 
Throughout pre-Hispanic Mexico, as Doris Heyden demonstrates 
with a wealth of examples, mountains are prominent sacred spaces. 
Mountains are perceived as the abodes of gods, the sources of springs, 
the places for the most important rituals. They are points of geomantic 
orientation, the location of pilgrimage shrines, and the places where 
religious ecstasy is encouraged. Significantly at Xochicalco, as at Teo­
tihuacan, the ceremonial precinct is built over caves which went into 
the heart of the hill. These caves are turned into chambers with dec­
orations and ventilation shafts, and are probably used for special 
initiation rituals and ceremonies. The entire center is an elaborate 
expression of sacred geography. Let us make a brief visit to the site 
in order to appreciate Xochicalco' s religious character. 

Like pyramids of the Mexican tradition, Xochicalco consists of a 
series of terraces. Above the system of walls and moats, the first 
terrace sits proudly, 25 meters below the main plaza. Known to us 
as the La Malinche group, this lower level contains a rectangular 
pyramid located at the end of a causeway which passes a small but 
splendid ball court, several palaces, and courtyards on both sides of 
the causeway. 

A steep stairway leads up to the second terrace where we are 
confronted with a medium-sized courtyard balanced by two small 
pyramid temples, centered by a square altarlike structure. Off to one 
side, a large pyramid draws the visitor's eyes upward toward the 
partially hidden upper platform. From this second level, we can 
clearly see the sprawling structures of the first level as well as the 
features of the valley stretching around the hill. 

Ascending a steep pathway alongside the large pyramid, we enter 
a small plaza-antechamber which suspends the hike for a moment 
and prepares the visitor for the treasures ahead. As we step out of 
this antechamber into the main elongated plaza, which measures 
about 15,000 square feet and contains a cluster of platform balconies, 
palaces, and terraces, a true blossom of architectural craft rises before 
our eyes in the form of the Temple of Quetzalcoatl. Its size, shape, 
splendid tilting lines, and aggressive carvings attract our gaze toward 
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a structure which seems at once vibrant and about to ascend beyond 
the top of the hill. 

Archaeologists are unanimous in their agreement that this temple 
is the most important structure in Xochicalco and that it is the crown­
ing glory of the highly innovative central plaza. Professor Hardoy, 
who considers Xochicalco "the best example of urban design in central 
Mexico during the centuries after Teotihuacan and before Tenochti­
tlan," notes the innovative use of topography by Xochicalcan archi­
tects who utilized the sides and shapes of the hilly layers to introduce 
changing visual sequences. "Almost all the buildings were set back 
from the edges of the platform bases, creating a balcony effect that 
offered an exceptional view of other sectors of the city and surround­
ing valley."26 This spatial invention is most prominent in the main 
plaza of the ceremonial center. In a fashion similar to Teotihuacan, 
although more pronounced here, the axis of the center falls directly 
on the Temple of Quetzalcoatl. At the pivotal point of this peripheral 
city stands Quetzalcoatl's temple. Hardoy notes, "All lines of vision 
converge on this structure from any angle of the main plaza; its mas­
siveness breaks up the space into various sectors, diminishing the 

FIG. 9. Temple of Quetzalcoatllocated at the center of the ceremonial city of 
Xochicalco. The entire structure was surrounded by a frieze depicting un­
dulating, grinning feathered serpents. Courtesy of Lewis Messenger, Jr. 
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impression of the plaza's vast size." Reinforcing the idea that Xoch­
icalco is a structured pyramid replicating a sacred mountain, this 
Temple, located at the center of the highest courtyard, is the peak of 
the ceremonial precinct. 

The Temple of Quetzalcoatl is about 400 square meters in area 
and rises majestically 5 meters off the ground with an inventive 
change in the taludltablero style. A slanting cornice (a Classic Mayan 
detail) executed with superb skill, glides above talud slabs carrying 
huge carvings of a feathered serpent. Circling almost the entire struc­
ture are radically undulating bodies of Quetzalcoatl with divine grins, 
which enclose human figures who wear elaborate headdresses and 
sit in typical Mayan postures. The upper gallery, now largely dam­
aged, depicts warriors armed with darts and spears and calendar 
glyphs which dot the friezes. This relatively small pyramid temple is 
one of the most impressive religious structures in Mesoamerica. 

In this building we see evidence of the integration of external 
cultural influences in a dynamic fashion. What appear to be figures 
of ranking authorities seated in the typical Mayan position are en­
closed by Quetzalcoatl' s curved body. This undulating style is a more 
pronounced version of the shape of Teotihuacan' s feathered serpent, 
and it must be important that at both sites the substructure of the 
central temple pyramid carries the feathered serpent as the principal 
decorative motif. It is possible that in Xochicalco we have a significant 
identification among central shrine-royal priest-feathered serpent, a 
series of relations identified in Teotihuacan as well. 

There appears to be no master plan in the organization of Xochi­
calco; indeed, its multicultural style and spatial sequences suggest a 
spirit of spontaneity. The presence of Quetzalcoatl as the main or­
namental feature of the central shrine is a remarkable example of 
continuity with the other Tollans. As in the much larger Teotihuacan, 
the plumed serpent with its divine grin also dominates the ceremonial 
space at Xochicalco, where priests and rulers lived, dreamed, argued, 
and called down the powers of ancestors and deities. And just as 
Xochicalco makes some claim as a "peripheral capital" to have woven 
together historical periods and cultural traditions, so Quetzalcoatl' s 
image supports and weaves together the axis mundi of this hilltop 
place, uniting not only the ceremonial precinct but also the emblems 
and symbols of other urban traditions. A kind of artistic and spatial 
mediation is implied. And if, as some scholars hold, Xochicalco is one 
of the birthplaces of new military traditions in Mesoamerica, Quet­
zalcoatl may have presided over their birth, justified their growth, 
and like the images on the temple above the god's body, supported 
the lives of the military's protagonists. 
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A detail on the Temple of Quetzalcoatl offers a little more sub­
stance to the proposition that Xochicalco was a peripheral capital 
where significant transitions occurred. Near the gaping head of Quet­
zalcoatl appears a most unusual sign. A hand gripping a rope attached 
to a calendrical sign appears to be pulling the date out of one position 
and into another. It is, perhaps, a sign of the renewed synchronizing 
of the calendar with new observations of celestial spheres, or some 
other standard. The coincidence of this sign with Mayan personages 
seated in official postures and other sculptured representations has 
led some scholars to suggest that Xochicalco was the site of a mul­
tiregional priestly congress which resulted in calendrical adjustments. 

FIG. 10. Quetzaicoatl at Xochicalco. Courtesy of Lawrence G. Desmond. 
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Whether or not such a congress took place seems beyond proof, but 
it does appear that we have a clear association between the calendar, 
the priesthood, and Quetzalcoatl. It is possible that Quetzalcoatl was 
the patron of Xochicalco' spriest-kings, who perceived and redesigned 
the cosmological formulas that guided ceremony and politics in the 
region. 

Xochicalco is a peripheral capital of central Mexico, where sig­
nificant historical, artistic, and conceptual transitions took place. As 
in Teotihuacan, Quetzalcoatl integrates and sanctifies the ceremonial 
center with his striking presence, except here he appears to dominate 
the setting instead of sharing his power with Tlaloc. The tie between 
priest-ruler, Quetzalcoatl, and ceremonial precinct that appeared in 
Teotihuacan is elaborated in Xochicalco and it appears that the military 
activities of this city received some kind of legitimacy from the god. 
The power of Quetzalcoatl to integrate and inspire the major cultural 
and political institutions of the urban process is expanded even further 
in the next Tollan we will examine, the pilgrimage capital of Tollan 
Cholollan. 

TOLLAN CHOLOLLAN: THE RELIGIOUS CAPITAL 

Tollan Cholollan was pilgrim's paradise. Located in a plain just 
east of the great volcanoes lztaccihuatl and Popocatepetl, it has been 
the goal of pilgrim's progress for over a thousand years. One of the 
oldest inhabited cities in the Americas, Cholollan' s long and illustrious 
history was partly due to its strategic location in the center of the 
Puebla-Tlaxcala region. Here it became a giant market and religious 
center of the eastern regions-a fact which had widespread signifi­
cance in Mesoamerica. Its special status was bolstered by its intimate 
relationship to the Toltec tradition, which was firmly transplanted 
here following the fall of Tula. 

Cholollan underwent the "Tollanization" of central Mexican 
space. The Toltec pattern of political centralization and expansion, 
sanctified in part by cosmo-magical symbols associated with Quet­
zalcoatl, was transferred to this city. One source notes that "Quet­
zalcoatl . . . was a native of Tollan . . . his principal seat was 
Cholollan," suggesting that the tradition of sanctity and order that 
had flourished in Tollan's golden day was re-established here." Ac­
cording to one text, the city was called Tollan Cholollan Tlachihual­
tepetl, and it was stated that the people were known as "the Great 
Toltecs" because they possessed the classical Toltec qualities of wis­
dom, creativity, business acumen, superior artworks, and apprecia­
tion for precious things."' Cholollan was not merely a replica of 
Tollan' s cultural richness, but also a city where the model of Toltec 
sanctity and excellence was expanded, altered, and applied in new 
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ways. Cholollan, more than any other city, had a special kind of 
centripetal power that attracted to its many shrines elites and com­
moners, warriors and traders, kings and their entourages, all seeking 
direct access to the supernatural powers, divine blessings, and peace­
ful interludes available there. It appears that Quetzalcoatl, while main­
taining and sharpening his association with kingship, was also 
popular and revered by the masses of people who sought his pro­
tection and aid. While such an inclusive cult may have existed in 
other centers as well, this expanded dimension of the deity's power 
appears to have been developed along special lines in Cholollan. In 
order to appreciate this other Tollan and the enrichments of Quet­
zalcoatl's significance, let us look first at the city's impressive spatial 
structure and then view the important ritual actions that took place 
there. 

Spanish Views 
People have always gone to or passed through Cholollan. Long 

before Aztec times, the city was a holy center of pilgrimage which 
attracted pilgrims from many parts of Mesoamerica to its countless 
shrines. Today it remains a pilgrimage city into which small and large 
processions of the faithful carry the images of their local virgins, amid 
musical ensembles and fireworks, to the Christian churches con­
structed on pre-Columbian foundations. Eric Wolf writes of the most 
significant shrine: 

At Cholula the old gods now sleep, banished into the founda­
tions of new churches. What was once the largest man-made 
pyramid in the world now serves as a pedestal for the sanctu­
ary of Our Lady of the Remedies, who peers out in her stiff 
Spanish gown at the two luminous volcanoes towering above 
the valley. 29 

Other pilgrims from a different part of the globe arrived at this 
city in 1519 on their way to the conquest of Tenochtitlan. Bernal Diaz 
del Castillo, a member of Cortes's advancing troops, described the 
city as the center of a highly populated region with rich resources, 
crafts, and special pottery. 

The city is situated on a plain, in a locality where there were 
many neighboring towns, and it is a land fruitful in maize and 
other vegetables and much chili pepper. And the land is full of 
magueys from which they make their wine. They make very 
good pottery in the city of red and black and white clay with 
various designs, and with it supply Mexico and all the neigh­
boring provinces. 30 
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When the Spaniards entered the city, enormous crowds filled the 
streets and rooftops, but above all the noise and clamor rose the great 
pyramid. "At that time there were many Cues (pyramids) in the city 
where the idol stood, especially the Great Pyramid which was higher 
than that of Mexico, although the Mexican pyramid was very lofty 
and magnificent."" As the Spanish observations suggest, Cholollan' s 
power stemmed from a combination of religious attraction and eco­
nomic exchange. The city was renowned for its many temples as well 
as its great market days. Both the temple communities and the trading 
fairs were intraregional in character. They attracted pilgrims and trad­
ers from nearby and distant settlements who contributed to what 
Ronald A. Grennes-Ravitz calls an "intraregional reciprocity" of 
goods, crafts, ideas, symbols, and information. 32 Our short history 
will show that the Quetzalcoatl cult was at the center of this reciprocity 
and that it existed in the city prior to the Toltec migration. 

Quetzalcoatl' s Invitation 
In spite of the fact that Cholollan is one of the most poorly ex­

cavated major sites in Mesoamerica, tunnels driven into the heart of 
the Great Pyramid reveal that there were at least four major rebuilding 
programs carried out during a thousand-year period. These rebuilding 
programs were not merely new facades, but entirely new structures 
superimposed upon previous ones. The city apparently experienced 
significant periods of expansion symbolized in the impressive en­
largements of this shrine. Related evidence shows that Cholollan de­
veloped slowly under Teotihuacan' s influence, but that when the great 
northern capital weakened, Cholollan began to flourish as a capital 
of a special nature. The city was conquered and ruled by the Olmeca 
Xicalanca, who organized a growing city-state which exercised its 
authority through a dual rulership consisting of two priest kings, 
called Aquiach ("Elder of the Above") and Tlalchiach ("Elder of the 
Ground"), who presided at the great pyramid known as Tlachihual­
tepetl, which means "constructed mountain."" One of the most fas­
cinating and useful primary sources, the Historia-Tolteca-Chichimeca, 
tells us that in the twelfth century, another cultural group, the Tolteca­
Chichimeca, migrated to Cholollan and eventually took control of the 
city. According to the text, fifteen years after internal rivalries split 
the stability of Tollan, the priest-ruler of the Tolteca-Chichimeca trav­
eled to the Great Pyramid in Cholollan to seek guidance and divine 
favor in finding a new city for his people. The pyramid was believed 
to be the opening to celestial forces as well as the covering over the 
primordial waters of the underworld. Greatly impressed with the 
abundance in the land and the wealth of the people and their lords, 
Couenan, in a state of ritual ecstasy, asked the god Ipalnemouani 
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("Through Whom All Live") for mercy and permission to bring his 
people to Cholollan. Interestingly, the priest received a response from 
Quetzalcoatl, who generously invited the Toltec leader to bring his 
people because "this will be your home." Before returning to relay 
the divine invitation, Couenan plucked a white reed from the land 
as a sign of his successful visit. Back in Tollan he gathered the four 
leaders of the people, showed them the white reed, and announced 
that the lord Quetzalcoatl urged them to abandon Tollan and move 
to their new home. The people cried out with joy and it was an­
nounced that the precious Quetzalcoatl Nacxitli Tepeuhqui was the 
authority who commanded their exodus. It was Quetzalcoatl, already 
established as the speaker of divine wisdom in Cholollan, who invited 
the Toltecs to resettle there and in effect, to refound the city. 

Following their long migration to Cholollan, the Tolteca-Chichi­
meca lived under the rule of the Olmeca Xicalanca. The Toltecs or­
ganized themselves into four cabeceras, each ruled by a chief who was 
part of a governing council under the guidance of Couenan. Each of 
the four communities had a principal temple in which the tribal deity 
was worshiped. 34 But the major ceremonial center was dedicated to 
Quetzalcoatl, "a captain who brought the people to the city" and later 
died. Following the rise to dominance of the Tolteca-Chichimeca, this 
ceremonial center became the most important ceremonial precinct in 
the land. It consisted of a large pyramid temple which loomed above 
a ceremonial patio where the most important ritual processions and 
dances took place in honor of the gods of the land. Interestingly, this 
patio was surrounded by the palace where the priests and lords lived, 
demonstrating again an intimate relationship between supreme au­
thority and Quetzalcoatl. 

What was especially significant about this shrine was that it at­
tracted both rulers and commoners to Cholollan. For instance, Gabriel 
Rojas tells us that the Quetzalcoatl cult was part of the sanctification 
of the authority of rulers from all over central Mexico. The two high 
priests mentioned earlier had the responsibility of validating the rul­
ership of "all the governors and kings of New Spain;' who came to 
the city to "do obedience to the idol of Quetzalcoatl." These royal 
officials came in processions with lavish gifts and precious feathers, 
mantles, gold, and jewels for the god's temple. Following the pre­
sentation of these offerings, the investiture ceremony was moved to 
another building where the high priests pierced the earlobes, lower 
lips, or nasal septums of the new rulers and inserted jewels symbol­
izing the confirmation of their titles and the preciousness of their 
persons. 35 This is a valuable example of the conservative yet flexible 
nature of the Quetzalcoatl tradition. Also, it tells us clearly how au­
thority was conceived in Cholollan. Political authority had a super-
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natural source which was dispersed through the offices of the high 
priesthood presiding in the ceremonial center associated with the 
Toltec tradition and Quetzalcoatl. Pilgrim kings came to the center in 
order to receive the divine justification for their exercise of power. In 
addition, the masses came to receive Quetzalcoatl' s blessing in Cho­
lollan. In the early morning of festival days, groups of Cholollan' s 
citizens and pilgrims from other towns came to the ceremonial center 
carrying offerings of chickens, rabbits, quail, copal, perfume, fruit, 
and flowers. Rojas made an important observation about these pil­
grimages when he wrote that the pilgrims came to "visit the temple 
of Quetzalcoatl because this was the great capital and was venerated 
like Rome in Christianity and Mecca among the Moors."36 

This comparison of Cholollan with Mecca and Rome suggests that 
this city and its patron deity constituted the point of religious ori­
entation for much of Mesoamerica. It also suggests that the elite Quet­
zalcoatl of Teotihuacan and Xochicalco became accessible to a wider 
populace in Cholollan while expanding his significance for rulers. 
Although such a relationship with the masses may have existed else­
where, it appears to have matured here where Quetzalcoatl was not 
just a special emblem of the high priest and rulers, but also the spir­
itual beacon of other levels of the social structure in nearby and distant 
cities. 

The breadth of the city's centripetal power is reflected in the fact 
that many towns and cities constructed shrines dedicated to their 
local deities within Cholollan's ceremonial area. Thus, other settle­
ments oriented themselves within the religious capital in an attempt 
to participate more directly in the sacred power and social integration 
manifested there. 

The integration stimulated by Quetzalcoatl' s shrine had an un­
usual political dimension. In a world of pronounced sociopolitical 
fragmentation, expressed by warring groups who formed alliances 
and combinations of alliances among each other, Cholollan became 
a truce city. Apparently all political groups, even though they were 
considered enemies of the city, were welcome to make pilgrimages 
there for special religious ceremonies. Also, following a war there 
was a massive ritual pilgrimage to the city, apparently as a means of 
initiating a new period of peace. The text reads: 

In the year 7 Wind, Cuetlaxtecatl was conquered. And as was 
the custom, the chichimecas, totomiuaques, quauhtinchantla­
cas, texcaltecas, malpantlacas zacatecas, zauhctecas y alcolchi­
chimecas, visited again in Cholollan the house of the oracle of 
Quetzalcoatl, offering quail, serpents, deer, and rabbits. 37 
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The pilgrimage reunion united the kingdom after a period of warfare. 
Paul Kirchhoff maintains that the seven Tolteca-Chichimeca tribes 
used the religious prestige of Quetzalcoatl' s shrine to insure a fun­
damental political unity within their sphere of influence. 

We have seen that Cholollan was the religious capital of central 
Mexico which, partially through the symbol of Quetzalcoatl, inte­
grated different parts of the social structure as well as different so­
ciopolitical groups. Our understanding of the religious character of 
this integration can be enriched by referring to Victor Turner's studies 
on the "liminal" and "antistructure" nature of pilgrimages. Turner 
noted that pilgrimages can be understood as institutionalized rituals 
of "communitas" which coincide with fiestas, extensive marketing 
systems, and other inclusive social forms. He wrote that in cultures 
where factional strife, segmentation, and conflict abound, rituals such 
as pilgrimages were utilized to emphasize ideals and values that were 
common to many groups and transcended the narrow goals of specific 
factions. During these massive liminal events, a ritual topography 
was created in which categories of distinction and division were bro­
ken down so that new structures that were inclusive and even uni­
versal could begin to emerge. He called this condition "communitas" 
and said, ''communitas strains toward universalism and openness.''38 

Tollan Cholollan attracted rulers and commoners alike; it held pro­
vincial shrines, was a truce city, and had a synchronized fiesta market 
system; it periodically suspended both social and martial practices; 
and it accented common ideas and ideals in a culture full of conflict 
and change. It was, in short, a place where a unique kind of com­
munitas was experienced, with Quetzalcoatl serving as the transcen­
dent inspiration of this special integration. 

The Paradigm Elaborated 
In Cholollan evidence points convincingly toward the continuity 

of a socioreligious pattern of the kind speculated about when we 
discussed Teotihuacan, that is, the dual governing system which 
seems at least partially authorized by Quetzalcoatl. We have already 
mentioned the two rulers who were intimately related to Quetzalcoatl. 
Several sources tell us that there were two distinct major religious 
cults in Cholula, one dedicated to the water god Chiconnauhquiahuitl, 
whose temple was on the top of the pyramid, and one to an earth 
deity represented by the feathered serpent, who, according to Maria 
Nolasco Armas, had a sanctuary on top of the pyramid and one at 
the base as we11.39 Although there is no direct proof of such a sig­
nificance in Teotihuacan, Armas says of this dual-deity structure in 
Cholollan, "Both gods guaranteed the conditions of fertility necessary 
for the subsistence of a settlement whose economy was based pri-
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FIG. 11. A rear view of the great pyramid of Cholula (Cholollan), which 
contained a shrine to Quetzalcoatl. Note the Christian church on top of the 
partially excavated pyramid. Courtesy of Lawrence G. Desmond. 

marily on agriculture, while on the other hand, the second important 
economic occupation in Cholula, commerce, was under the advoca­
tion of Quetzalcoatl."40 This combination of shrine, agriculture, and 
marketplace reflects quite well the Teotihuacan situation we looked 
at previously. Interestingly, the evidence in Teotihuacan reflects Quet­
zalcoatl's patronage of agriculture, while the evidence here empha­
sizes his relation to both, but especially to the marketplace. Diego 
Duran states outright, "Quetzalcoatl was the god of the merchants" 
who was highly revered because of the things he taught the people 
about jewels and stonework. One chapter in Duran's work tells of the 
elaborate preparations by merchants and other groups for the great 
festival of Quetzalcoatl which took place yearly in Cholollan. Did a 
similar relationship between Quetzalcoatl and the marketplace exist 
in Teotihuacan? In Xochicalco? 

In its later history, Cholollan competed with the other great Post­
Classic city, the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan. The tight combination 
of shrine and marketplace were crucial to its survival as a great city 
under the shadow of the military and tribute networks of the Aztecs. 
Pilgrims flocking into Cholollan with goods and trading capabilities 
made exchanges at the great ritual ceremonies and intraregional fairs 
which often fell on the same date. Victor Turner, in his fine article 
"The Center out There, Pilgrim's Goal,"41 has noted the worldwide 
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pattern in which societies often have two centers, the official, ideo­
logical, and bureaucratic center of a state, balanced by the ritual center 
where pilgrims go in order to receive the blessings from the gods, 
the renewal of their spirits, and the reorientation of their lives in 
space. It is possible that just such a tension existed between Cholollan 
and Tenochtitlan, contributing to some type of balance within the 
Aztec empire. Ronald Grennes-Ravitz has shown that the pilgrimage­
market function of Cholollan was one of the chief factors in the es­
tablishment of an intraregional religious and trade nexus which united 
central Mexico. He suggested that this pattern of integration and 
dissemination of goods and ideas competed effectively with the trib­
ute paradigm of the Aztec capital and may represent the oldest religio­
economic pattern of integration in Mesoamerica. In this regard he 
speculated that this pattern was the basis for Teotihuacan's eminence. 
We have shown how these periodic integrations depended on the 
complex institutions of the ceremonial center which in central Meso­
america derived its organizing principles in part from the image of 
Tollan and the symbol of Quetzalcoatl. 

From this brief look at Tollan Cholollan, we saw more about how 
Quetzalcoatl integrated and mediated a complexity of forces and in­
stitutions. Not only was he the deity par excellence of the religious 
capital which called the pilgrim from distant places, Quetzalcoatl also 
sent the merchant on his journey, summoned foreign peoples to es­
tablish their shrines in the city, calmed warring communities, and 
validated kings, providing them all with a foundation to stand on in 
the social upheavals and periodic revolutions of the region. 

CHICHtN lTZA: THE COLONIAL CAPITAL 

Chichen Itza was the colonial capital of the Toltec empire." Like 
Xochicalco it did not have the distinction of being called "Tollan" in 
the primary sources, but its history, spatial order, its intimate rela­
tionship to Toltec expansion, and the Quetzalcoatl tradition certainly 
allow us to apply that prestigious title to it. Originally built near a 
sacred well, this ancient Mayan city became the center for the dif­
fusion of highland Toltec urbanized culture into the southern low­
lands. Like the other great urban centers we have studied, it had a 
long and exciting history, but it was with the appearance and revi­
talization of the Feathered Serpent cult that Chichen Itza flourished 
and became a city of destiny. 

Chichen ltza is a fruitful place to study the continuity and change 
of Quetzalcoatl' s significance for the city tradition because here we 
see extensive blending of Toltec with Mayan iconography and archi­
tecture and the creation of new symbolic forms." For instance, the 
feathered serpent's plumes are spread throughout the architecture 
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and history of the city. However, in a number of instances we see a 
clear association of Quetzalcoatl with human sacrifice, a conspicuous 
break with what we know about the Quetzalcoatl of Tula. More im­
portant, the written texts and architectural forms give evidence that 
Quetzalcoatl as god and god-man was the symbol of rulership. 

Chichen Itza has long been part of the Classic Mayan culture, 
which expressed extraordinary quality in artistic, political, and spir­
itual accomplishments and which flourished during the first millen­
nium. Around A.D. 900, the majority of great lowland Mayan centers 
came to an abrupt and still puzzling end. Coinciding with the end, 
although not the direct cause of it, the Yucatan area experienced two 
significant invasions of foreign peoples during the tenth century, in­
vasions that initiated a new political era called by scholars the "Mex­
ican period." Around the year 918, a "Mexicanized" branch of a group 
known to us as the Putun Maya entered Yucatan from both land and 
sea and established themselves in the city of Chichen ltza. These 
peripheral Mayan peoples introduced the Mexican rain god Tlaloc 
into the city. Seventy years later, in 987, a larger and more warlike 
wave of northern invaders took over Chichen ltza and began a major 
transformation of the site. Mayan sources tell us that at the head of 
the Mexican warriors and another group of Mayas moved a great lord 
named Kukulcan, the Mayan name for Quetzalcoatl. Although the 
sources were seriously confused about the dates of Kukulcan' s in­
vasion, it was clear that he led a conquest both bloody and thorough 
and that he rebuilt and established his capital in Chichen ltza, mod­
eling it after Toltec Tula. This city became the capital city of an ex­
panding city-state that controlled the agricultural, craft, market, and 
religious networks of the area. Within a short time after these con­
quests, Chichen ltza became the center of a Toltec-Mayan kingdom 
which spread north to Tabasco and south into Honduras. Merchants, 
artists, warriors, and priests, inspired by the new sense of cultural 
and cosmic order associated with Kukulcan, turned the city into a 
capital of an expanding state. The city dominated the area at least 
until1225, when the Toltec line apparently abandoned the city by the 
well and a resurgence of local forms took over. However, a new Toltec­
Mayan city, Mayapan, was constructed nearby and again the cult of 
Kukulcan dominated. 44 

Consistent with their style in the central plateau, the Toltecs strove 
to create an impressive and well-ordered ceremonial center. Archae­
ological work has revealed that at Chich en ltza a rapid and large-scale 
renewal of the ceremonial precinct took place. Michael Coe has noted 
that Toltec architectural techniques and motifs were synthesized with 
Puuc Mayan forms and that a hybridization of Toltec and Mayan 
religious and social elements took place. Local Mayan institutions 
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were incorporated into the new Toltec city-state, which, according to 
Muriel Porter Weaver, was inspired by a new perspective. 

Earlier Maya ceremonial structures were built with thick walls, 
narrow doorways, and dark, mysterious interiors symbolizing 
the heart of the earth from which the priests would emerge to 
transmit messages to the waiting congregations. The Toltecs in­
troduced a new concept in religion that replaced the earth gods 
with celestial worship of the sun, moon, and stars; conse­
quently they constructed buildings and courts open to the 
heavens for more effective mass communication between the 
gods and men. Emphasis was placed on human sacrifice, car­
ried out for the glory of the group and for the benefit of all, 
and therefore expedited under conditions of maximum specta­
tor participation, pomp, and ceremony. 45 

To insure a continuity with Toltec cosmo-magical principles, the city 
was reoriented to conform to the typical orientation of 17" degrees 
east of north. Among the most prominent Toltec-inspired edifices 
were the Temple of the Warriors, the Group of the Thousand Col­
umns, a Tzompantli, the Temple of the Chac Mools, and a gigantic 
ball court measuring 480 feet long and 120 feet wide. 

At the center of the city, as we might expect, was constructed a 
marvelous pyramid dedicated to Kukulcan. Known today as El Cas­
tillo or the Temple of Kukulcan, it was designed as the axis mundi of 
the city-state. It consisted of a finely sculptured pyramid temple with 
steep stairways ascending on all four sides past jutting feathered 
serpent heads, which appear to grin with delight. The temple at the 
top was supported by serpent columns and within it sat a red stone 
jaguar throne encrusted with eyes of green and a shell-fang mouth. 
Standing on top of the structure one can look across the ceremonial 
precinct and see the similarities to the architecture in Tula. 

Recently, Carlos R. Margain has used the morphology of this 
ceremonial area to make an interesting interpretation about socio­
cultural change in Post-Classic urban society. He notes that the Classic 
Mayan architectural style, called the acropolis complex, consisted of 
ceremonial precincts with small open spaces crowded with contiguous 
buildings. This style reflected the separation of a well-integrated theo­
cratic elite from the masses over which it held supreme religious and 
political control. Contrasted with this was the Toltec-Mayan architec­
tural style, which emphasized large ceremonial structures in open 
spaces, reflecting the constant interaction between the elite and the 
masses, to insure unity of purpose and mind. Margain' s interpretation 
of the meaning of this change is as follows: 
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FIG. 12. El Castillo, or the Pyramid of Kukulcan in Chichen Itza. Chichen Itza 
was the capital of the Toltec-Maya kingdom which flourished from the tenth 
century to the thirteenth. Courtesy of Lawrence G. Desmond. 

The leitmotif of Maya-Toltec architecture is war and death ... 
features related to war or warriors ... shields, dart throwers 
... skulls and decapitated individuals .... We conclude there­
fore a) that Maya-Toltec society required the presence and even 
the participation of the mass of the population in the ceremo­
nies and meetings celebrated in the most important temple-pyr­
amid of Chichen Itza; b) that this was required because one of 
the principal activities was war, for which were needed soldiers 
drawn from the common people; c) that war activities were de­
cidedly and intimately associated with religion.46 

If Margain has presented an accurate reflection of social change in 
architectural change, then it follows that the Quetzalcoatl/Kukulcan 
Temple was the supernatural source for the legitimation of military 
activity and the institutions of warfare. This would be another ex­
ample of the continuity and change of Quetzalcoatl, who remains at 
the center of the sacred enclave but who also sanctifies new processes 
extending far beyond the ceremonial precinct and the original mean­
ing of the symbol. 

It is as though each capital, from Teotihuacan on, regardless of 
its individual social character, is riveted to the cosmic forces and 
conceptions of authority through this symbol of Quetzalcoatl and the 
structure it adorns. The elite sacred enclave in Teotihuacan, the sym-
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bolic place which spatially and socially oriented that city, appears to 
reflect and express a vision of how capital cities were to be structured 
and sanctified throughout Mesoamerica. Xochicalco, Cholollan, Tula, 
and Chichen Itza, appear to repeat and elaborate the pattern of ori­
entation expressed there. To return to Jonathan z. Smith's comment, 
"Once an individual or culture has expressed its vision of its place, 
a whole language of symbols and social structures will follow."" It 
appears that Quetzalcoatl is the repeated word in this language of 
symbols and his temple is the ceremonial and social structure that 
follows. In the multiple circumstances of the capital cities we have 
examined here, we see that Quetzalcoatl is intimately associated with 
the symbolic centers of the world. The significance of this is that 
Quetzalcoatl stood not for sacred power over or against secular power, 
but for the cosmo-magical conception of sovereignty itself. Carrying 
this kind of prestige, the symbol was used and enriched to serve the 
various goals, institutions, and purposes of different elite groups. It 
provided the place upon which evolving institutions of power and 
authority could stand, move, and expand. 

The Office of Quetzalcoatl 
In Bishop Diego de Landa's Relaci6n de las Casas de Yucatan, we 

have a description of the Hombre-Dios Kukulcan who looks suspi­
ciously like the Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl of Tollan. We are told that when 
the ltza took over Chichen ltza, a great lord, Kukulcan, became the 
city's ruler and ordered the construction of a great temple to be called 
Kukulcan in honor of the god. This king established a great reputation 
as a religious and political genius. Part of his renown came from the 
new religious practices he introduced which included the ceremonial 
worship of idols and new sacrificial rites, including heart sacrifice. 
According to Landa, he was identified as the Mexican Quetzalcoatl 
and the lords and people of Yucatan "considered him a god ... on 
account of his being a just statesman and this is seen in the order he 
imposed on Yucatan after the death of the lords, in order to calm the 
dissensions which their deaths had caused in the country."" He 
achieved wide renown as a king and builder of a capital "to whom 
were tributary all the lords of this province and even beyond this 
province. From Mexico, Guatemala, Chiapas, and other provinces 
they sent him presents in sign of peace and friendship."" Here we 
see the pattern of centralization and expansion that was evident in 
the great Tollan of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. The ruler Kukulcan, rep­
resenting the god Kukulcan, commanded respect and authority and 
directed commerce from his great shrine that sat at the center of the 
kingdom. Tribute, obedience, and loyalty were drawn into the capital 
which had been revitalized by a renewed pattern of cosmo-magical 
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thought. Sacred ritual and sacred ruler were joined together in the 
figure of the feathered serpent. 

One of the key questions facing us is, Who was this Kukulcan 
who refounded the city? Who is referred to in the striking passage 
from The Book of Chi/am Balam of Tizimin: "This is the time when it 
came to pass that Kukulcan tightened that which was loose, in the 
katun when he who shakes the rattle sits on his buttocks"?"' 

Michael Coe believes that this leader is the same Quetzalcoatl 
who was cast out of Tula. We remember that Mexican sources tell that 
following his disgrace in Tollan, Quetzalcoatl set out "until he reached 
Tlapallan," that is, the Yucatan area. And the Mayan sources seem 
to refer to a similar person entering the area about the same time. 
Further examination of the sources shows a number of parallels to 
the religious hero of Tollan. For instance, the conqueror of Chichen 
Itza is referred to as a chaste man with a beard who taught new rituals 
including fasting and confession. As in Tollan, he was taken as a god. 
Beards, the custom of fasting, and the hero's religious mission reflect 
some of the characteristics of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl (who was also 
described as having a beard). Bearded figures accompanied by a feath­
ered serpent as their emblem appear in Chichen Itza. Could this 
captain who became a god be the individual from the central plateau? 
Although that is a possibility, it is more likely that we are seeing 
references to different historical figures who fill the "charismatic of­
fice" of Quetzalcoatl. 51 It also seems more likely that by the time the 
Toltecs moved into the Yucatan area, Quetzalcoatl was the title for 
certain leaders who derived their authority from the Toltec paradigm. 
One of the main arguments for this position stems from the forceful 
appearance in Chichen ltza of human sacrifice under the patronage 
of the feathered serpent. It is stated that this captain introduced new 
types of blood sacrifice including heart sacrifice into the area. As with 
the later Quetzalcoatl of Tenochtitlan, the earlier prohibitions on hu­
man sacrifice so important in the religious history of Tula, have been 
completely reversed. Quetzalcoatl celebrates and achieves his con­
quests through human sacrifice. If this is the same Topiltzin, how do 
we explain such a complete reversal in religious theology and ritual 
strategy? Is this turnabout the result of a king who was educated to 
the military necessities of political power and religious dominance, 
necessities which included human sacrifice? Although this is an in­
teresting possibility, I find no basis for it in the material. It is more 
likely that the Toltecs who led the invasion of Chichen Itza filled the 
royal office of Quetzalcoatl and performed the ritual and political 
activities necessary to win kingdoms and divine favor. 

There are other reasons besides theological ones for arguing that 
we are witnessing the expansion and application of the Toltec tradition 
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and not the journey of a particular king. When we look at the sources 
again, confused as they are, we find that in the thirteenth century 
another city called Maya pan was also founded by a great leader named 
Kukulcan. As was the custom in Tula, Cholollan, and apparently 
Xochicalco, a great temple was built in honor of Kukulcan. It was a 
replica of the Temple of Kukulcan in Chichen Itza with four doors 
facing the four directions of the cosmos. This indicates.that there was 
a second invasion by the Toltecs and that Kukulcans were the warrior­
priests of conql.!ering peoples. The elite classes of Yucatan apparently 
understood the legitimating function of this title since, according to 
juan de Torquemada, the kings of Yucatan, called the "Cocomes," 
claimed descent from the Toltec lords. 52 

The Kukulcans of Chichen Itza and Mayapan are the titles of 
conquerors and founders of cities who carry the prestige of the Toltec 
paradigm but no longer practice the religious beliefs of Topiltzin Quet­
zalcoatl. In the Yucatan area relentless aggression and new sacrificial 
rites were used to establish new Tollans. 

Eternal Tollan 
In this chapter we have attempted to discern how the Toltec par­

adigm, with Quetzalcoatl and Tollan as its organizing principles, func­
tioned in those cities that appear to have been the regional capitals, 
a paradigm on which the ancient culture stood and from which the 
symbolic language and social structures that dominated society came. 
These places, in the estimation presented here and following the 
implications of the primary sources, justify the title of "Tollan." Given 
the erratic nature of the evidence, we began with Rene Millon's 
amazing study of Teotihuacan to demonstrate the revolutionary and 
complex nature of Mesoamerican urban society and the meaningful 
circumstances of shrine, marketplace, and Quetzalcoatl. We found 
that Teotihuacan served as a kind of malleable archetype influencing 
subsequent Tollans. To quote Robert Nisbet, "we need constantly to 
see the ideas of each age as responses to crises of events and the 
challenges formed by major changes in the social order."53 It is quite 
possible that the social and symbolic changes brought about in that 
greatest of cities, imperial Teotihuacan, made it the place that in some 
form or other was constantly "taking place" in ancient Mexico. 

We have also seen the varieties of Quetzalcoatls, the enrichments 
and changes of the symbol within social situations, and we have 
traced the ways in which the Toltec paradigm was altered by social 
changes and yet continued to sanction those changes. 

In all of these other Tollans we are confronted with the meaningful 
union of the central shrine and Quetzalcoatl. From stone and/or writ­
ten evidence, Quetzalcoatl builds, speaks from, or is worshipped at 
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the axis mundi of each capital. In each situation, there appears to be 
a special tie between the elites and the feathered serpent. This implies 
that Quetzalcoatl was a major cosmo-magical symbol of the authority 
that legitimated the decisions and processes that organized these dif­
ferent city-states. Yet there are impressive changes in the associations, 
processes, and practices sanctified by this figure. In Teotihuacan, we 
found circumstantial evidence that Quetzalcoatl was, for a time, a 
dynastic patron sanctifying the agricultural life and commercial ex­
pansion of the city. In Xochicalco, Quetzalcoatl appears to have a 
direct relationship to the calendar and the activities of the warrior. 
Quetzalcoatl also appears to integrate culture and cultural synthesis. 
In the religious capital of Cholollan, Quetzalcoatl' s cult legitimated 
rulers, guided merchants, and encouraged peace. Further, it appears 
that this god contributed to the successful competition Cholollan had 
with Tenochtitlan in the area of economics and religious faith. In 
addition, Quetzalcoatl was a deity of the masses, the great enclosing 
numen who integrated social structure. Finally, in Chichen Itza, we 
have the reappearance of the Hombre-Dios pattern where the hero 
Kukulcan organized kingdoms which were centered by the shrine to 
the deity Kukulcan. In this Toltec colonial capital, we saw the pos­
sibility that Kukulcan referred to the "office" of conquering ruler and 
was not limited to a specific historical person. But the reappearance 
of the Hombre-Dios figure in Chichen ltza was accompanied by the 
practice of human sacrifice, a reversal of what we saw in Tula. 

In each capital, the sanctity emanating from the symbol of Quet­
zalcoatl contributed to and was used by generations of priest-kings 
who constructed and ruled capital cities through the authority they 
derived from cosmo-magical symbols. As we shall now see, it was 
this sacred symbol that finally undermined the imperial authority of 
the Aztec empire. 
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Four 

The Return of Quetzalcoatl 
and the Irony of Empire 

Tile geography of Mexico spreads out in a pyramidal form as if 
there existed a secret but evident relationship between the latter 
and what I have called an inpisible history. . . If Mexico is a 
truncated pyramid the valley of Anahuac is the platform of that 
pyramid. And in the center of that valley stands Mexico City, 
the ancient Mexico-Tenoclltitldn, seat of Aztec power. 1 

And it is said when he died he disappeared for four days. Then 
he dwelled in Mictlm1, they say. And for four days also he made 
himself arrows. And so in eight days he appeared, the great 
star. And they said it was Quetzalcoatl. Then, they said, he as­
cended his lordly throne. And when he appeared they knew also, 
according to sign, whom he would shoot with his arrows, and 
strike and wound. If he comes on 1 Crocodile he strikes the old 
men, the old women, all whomsoever. If on 1 jaguar, if on 1 
Deer, if on 1 Flower, he strikes little children. And if on 1 
Reed, he strikes at kings. 2 

When the Spaniards arrived in the Valley of Mexico 
and first saw the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan in 1519, 
they were startled by its architectural wonders, social 
complexity, and spatial organization. Bernal Dfaz del 
Castillo, a sergeant in Cortes's troop, has left us this 
memorable first impression of the Aztec capital: 

During the morning we arrived at a broad Cause­
way and continued our march towards lztapalapa 
and when we saw so many cities and villages built 
in the water and other great towns on dry land and 
that straight and level Causeway going towards 
Mexico, we were amazed and said that it was like 
the enchantments they tell of in the-legend of 
Amadis, on account of the great towers and cues 
and buildings rising from the water, and all built of 
masonry. And some of the soldiers even asked 
whether the things that we saw were not a dream. 
Gazing on such wonderful sights, we did not know 
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what to say ... and the lake itself was crowded with canoes 
and in the Causeway there were many bridges at intervals and 
in front of us stood the great City of Mexico .... we went to 
the orchard and garden, which was such a wonderful thing to 
see and walk in, that I never tired of looking at the diversity of 
the trees, and noting the scent which each one had, and the 
paths full of roses and flowers, and the many fruit trees and 
native roses and the pond of fresh water ... and all was ce­
mented and very splendid with many kinds of stone (monu­
ments] with pictures on them, which gave much to think 
about. I say again that I stood looking at it and thought that 
never in the world would there be discovered other lands such 
as these, for at that time there was no Peru, nor any thought of 
it. Of all these wonders that I then beheld today all is over­
thrown, and lost, nothing left standing. 3 

This description of Tenochtitlan is a fitting introduction to this 
final discussion of the ancient Mexican city and Quetzalcoatl. The last 
of the "other" Tollans was the crowning illustration of the complex 
set of processes that characterized urbanization in Mesoamerica, and 
it was the scene of Quetzalcoatl's most dramatic and ironic display 
of power and authority. 

Tenochtitlan is the central piece in our discussion of the city and 
symbol puzzle. It was the geographic and political center of a young 
and pulsating empire. It was the metropolis in which the ancient 
traditions and innovations from a variety of cultural areas were re­
stated, joined, and mixed. The Aztec elites had reshaped the honored 
Toltec traditions of cosmic order and political legitimacy, combined 
them with their own expanding cultural heritage, and constructed a 
new vision of cosmic and political destiny to guide and to justify the 
policies and ends of the military state of Tenochtith\n. This new vision 
fused the rhythms of the city and empire with the rhythms of the 
heavens and strove to integrate all the previous eras, cultures, and 
symbols within the Fifth Sun of the Aztecs. Tenochtitlan was viewed 
not merely as the next sacred city in a line of sacred cities but as the 
capital par excellence which internalized all cosmic forces and cultural 
traditions within its own space and time. The Aztecs claimed that 
their city was the center of the universe, contemporary and eternal. 

The sources we have present a rich panorama of the process of 
the construction of this cosmological and social center, including the 
details concerning the city's origin and evolution, its revolutions and 
enigmatic fall. As we shall see, it was the place where the critical 
questions of sanctity, authority, political hegemony, imperial destiny, 
and cosmic order were reworked and tragically settled. Apparently 
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the inhabitants of Tenochtitlan understood their city to be the quin­
tessential example of a capital city, for they boasted: 

Who could conquer Tenochtitlan? 
Who could shake the foundation of heaven? 
With our arrows, 
With our shields 
The City exists 
Mexico-Tenochtitlan remains.' 

But there was a fatal irony in the mythology and history of the 
Aztec capital. The sources tell us that while Mexico-Tenochtitlan "re­
mained," its kings and priests and nobles awaited the return of a 
royal ancestor whose coming might "shake the foundation of heaven" 
and who would conquer the city. It was to Tenochtitlan, the "altar" 
of Mexico (to develop Octavia Paz's metaphor) that Quetzalcoatl was 
to return one day and reestablish the kingdom he had abandoned 
centuries before. In fact, the Aztec account of the conquest states that 
when Hernan Cortes arrived in Tenochtitlan, he was welcomed as an 
illustrious predecessor by the last Aztec tlatoani, Moctezuma Xoco­
yotzin, who "thought that this was Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl who had 
arrived." The irony of the situation begins to show when we see that 
the return of Quetzalcoatl uncovered an atmosphere of cosmic in­
stability and cultural inferiority that had apparently plagued the Aztec 
capital since its foundation. While the Aztecs had claimed divine right 
to the Toltec legitimacy and had spatially ordered their capital ac­
cording to the cosmo-magical formulas of ancient capitals, they suf­
fered the anxiety that their authority was illegitimate and that their 
city would be subject to a lethal blow from the gods. Both their claim 
to legitimacy and their anxiety about destruction were partly identified 
with Quetzalcoatl and Tollan. 

For students of Mesoamerican religions the unusual mythologem 
concerning Quetzalcoatl' s flight from Tollan and return to Tenochtitlan 
presents a major problem of interpretation. The problem is aggravated 
by the fact that most of the sources that relate this story were con­
structed or reconstructed at the time of the conquest of Mexico, or 
shortly thereafter. Though there is ample proof that the belief in a 
returning king antedated the appearance of Europeans, it is clear that 
the arrival of "strangers in the east" in 1519, followed by the Spanish 
penetration and attacks on Tenochtitlan, revived in the Aztec mind 
the riddle of this story; it became for the Aztecs part of the initial and 
sustained interpretative framework of the events of the conquest. 
Quetzalcoatl's significance in Aztec society may be understood by 
focusing on the way in which Moctezuma Xocoyotzin applied this 
mythologem to the social crisis associated with and caused by the 
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confrontation between Spaniards and Aztecs. 5 This will enable us to 
see the deep contours of influence which the paradigms of the Toltec 
tradition had on the society that told, sang, and relived it in educa­
tional, ceremonial, and, in the case of Cortes's entrada, political events. 
By concentrating on the Aztec capital and on Quetzalcoatl's contri­
bution to its dramatic collapse, we will see that the ideal image of 
Toltec creativity with Quetzalcoatl at its core had a surprising double­
edged influence on the Aztecs. On the one hand, it served as a pri­
mordium, a vital source for the legitimation of Aztec authority and 
power. It guided, inspired, and stabilized the Aztec city. On the other 
hand, there was a buried irony in this primordium which surfaced 
with a vengeance when the element of Quetzalcoatl's return was 
applied by Moctezuma during the conquest. It was in this application 
that Quetzalcoatl "struck at kings" and subverted the sovereignty he 
had supported. Following the brief reunion of ancestral king and 
capital city, the boast of Tenochtitl<in turned into the lament 

The Aztecs are deserting the city 
The City is in flames and all is darkness, 
destruction. 6 

This chapter, including a concise reconstruction of Tenochtitlan's 
history and an interpretation of the spatial order of the capital, focuses 
on the social drama of the confrontation between Cortes and Moc­
tezuma. We will see that the fall of Tenochtitlan, alternately called a 
conquest or a rebellion,' is enhanced by an abdication of sovereignty 
expressed in a series of political and symbolic gestures inspired by 
the mythologem of Quetzalcoatl's return. Our argument is that the 
story of Quetzalcoatl's return operates, during the critical events of 
1519, as an ironic critique of the official and normative perception of 
order and destiny of the Aztec capital. This critique is offered by the 
Aztec king against himself. The Aztecs, striving to align themselves 
with the tradition of legitimate power in Mexico symbolized by the 
Toltecs and to capture its precious influence, are themselves captured 
by forces within the tradition that subverted their claim to authority. 

That Quetzalcoatl did not actually return in 1519, or that he is still 
expected to return to Mexico, does not weaken the argument about 
abdication. Quetzalcoatl's image was incarnated, for too long a time, 
in the figure of Cortes, and this return of an a priori structure weak­
ened Aztec authority fatally. Although the Florentine Codex tells that 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl sailed across the sea and was expected to return 
in some future time, it is clear that Quetzalcoatl never really left 
Mexico-he was present in the invisible history of Tenochtitlan. He 
was lurking in the shadows on the day when Diaz del Castillo saw 
"the great towers, cues and buildings rising from the water" and was 
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active in the process lamented in the sentence, "Of all these wonders 
that I then beheld today all is overthrown ... nothing left standing." 

THE LAKE CULTURE AND CHICHIMEC INTRUSIONS 

Seldom has a capital city fit the category of "center of the world" 
more completely than Tenochtith\n. While the high plateau of Mexico 
was roughly the center of Mesoamerica, the Valley of Mexico was the 
heart of the plateau, the lakes formed the center of the valley, and 
Tenochtitlan was built near the middle of the lakes. As chapter 3 
demonstrated, the central highlands had been the dominant cultural 
region from Teotihuacan times on. Even though Middle American 
civilization had periodically fragmented, its reintegration was con­
trolled by cities located at the top of the geographical pyramid. Be­
tween 1300 and 1521, all roads of central Mesoamerica led into the 
lake region of the valley from which the magnificent capital arose. 

Friedrich Katz has given us an insightful discussion of the social 
and economic significance of this central region and its interconnected 
network of lakes which covered a large area of the central valley. He 
states that in a sense it was the lakes which gave birth to Aztec power. 
The combination of the exceptional fertility of the soil along the shores 
and the irrigation systems, which were developed to insure a steady 
water supply, allowed the inhabitants of the lake area to produce two 
harvests each year. 

Perhaps even more favorable for agriculture than the soils on 
the lake shores, however paradoxical it may sound, was the 
lake itself. The inhabitants of the Valley of Mexico practiced a 
system of cultivation called the Chinampa system. The Chin­
am pas were erected on lakes like artificial islands. In the shal­
low waters of the lakes, rafts were made of branches, roots and 
brushwood which were then covered with soil from the lake 
bottom. This soil was unusually rich and resulted in a uniquely 
productive agriculture. In this way a far greater population 
could be maintained than in other regions of Mesoamerica. g 

This unusual degree of fertility, along with the lake's capacity to en­
hance a complex system of transportation and communication, stim­
ulated a shift of the center of culture into the Valley of Mexico during 
the early Post-Classic period. These potentials and stimuli became the 
basis for the establishment of the Lake Culture-the system of city­
states located on or near the lakes which were sustained by the com­
plex processes of economic, cultural, political, and symbolic ex­
change-as well as the basis for coercion and cooperation among the 
various centers. Long before the Aztecs entered the valley, the most 
fertile and cultivated regions were under the control of competing 
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city-states, or tlatocayotls, in constant warfare with one another. These 
city-states consisted of small capital cities surrounded by dependent 
villages and towns which worked the agricultural lands and paid 
tribute and performed services for the elite classes in the capital. The 
most prestigious settlements combined a direct link to Toltec tradition 
with successful military conquests. When a new wave of Chichimec 
tribes entered the region in the thirteenth century, they encountered 
a long-standing Lake Culture dominated by the social form of the 
city; this urban situation was the "prior structure" that challenged, 
intimidated, and transformed Aztec life. 

The urban character of the Lake Culture is extremely important 
for understanding Aztec history and myth. We have long had the 
impression that the Aztecs somehow magically transformed them­
selves from wandering hordes to civilization's keepers by establishing 
their city in the lake. Their own mythology, as we shall see, attempts 
to convince us of this. The Aztecs' rise to the position of the most 
powerful center in ancient Mexico was meteoric and amazingf but the 
rags to riches scenario obscures important social facts. The Aztecs 
were not a barbarian horde, but a peripheral group with long-standing 
ties to urban cultures, including the Toltec kingdom. This prepared 
them to adapt systematically to the cultural layers of civilization and 
to rise through them in order to achieve their dominance in the lake. 
They were not successful simply because they terrorized their neigh­
bors or constructed their empire on the ruins of others, nor were they 
a collection of mad geniuses emerging from generations of incest.' 
Rather, they adapted to the urban style that had dominated Meso­
america for over a millennium by undergoing an internal transfor­
mation including the intensification of social stratification, the 
development of an ambitious military elite, and the acquisition of 
cultural sanctity identified with the Toltecs and Quetzalcoatl. 

Known to us collectively as the Chichimecas, "Sons of the Dog," 
the peoples who followed the roads into the Valley of Mexico from 
the north consisted of different groups, most of which became ac­
culturated to the Lake Culture. While they cannot be reduced to a 
common denominator, it appears that they included tribes of hunters 
and gatherers as well as horticulturalists. Pedro Armillas believes that 
many groups were northern farmers displaced by ecological changes 
on the frontiers, whose horticultural traditions prepared them to 
utilize the lake's potential. While it is not known precisely where the 
builders of Tenochtitl<in originated, it seems clear that they had some 
peripheral contact with the Toltec empire and its traditions. The ances­
tors of the Mexica had lived on the outskirts of the great Tollan and 
had probably served as mercenaries, farmers, and hunters within 
Tollan's sphere of influence. They were somewhat familiar with the 
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prestige of the Toltec tradition, although they carried among them­
selves no royal status or blood as it was conceived of in central Mexico. 
This was a deficiency they would soon eliminate through shrewd 
social and symbolic constructions. 

The early history of the Aztecs in the lake area was rough and 
sometimes miserable. The intense rivalry, raiding, and warfare be­
tween communities plus the distinct differences in social organization 
and world view intimidated the Aztecs and forced them to adapt to 
and serve the dominant communities. According to the sources, the 
Aztecs had catastrophic social experiences as early as A. o. 1299 when 
they moved into the region of Chapultepec. This area was prized by 
many of the local communities because it was the source of fresh 
water springs. Fearing Aztec aggression, the local warriors drove the 
intruders out and executed their captured leaders. Following this ex­
pulsion, the Aztecs spent what Katz calls "the gloomiest and most 
wretched period in Aztec history, a period in which they leaned con­
stantly on the brink of famine." They survived by combining their 
hunting and gathering practices with mercenary activity for various 
city-states. While living in a place called Tizapan, renowned for its 
unrivaled number of snakes, the Aztecs developed a reputation as 
ferocious warriors and as having an unusual cuisine. They became 
great snake hunters and were famous for concocting delicacies made 
from snakes. 10 

During this early period, the Aztecs displayed special religious 
and political practices which alienated them from other people. Con­
sider their relationship to Culhuacan, which was one of the local seats 
of Toltec heritage: Aztec mercenaries were instrumental in helping 
Culhuacan conquer several other city-states including a fierce rival, 
Xochimilco. Following a victorious battle, the Culhuacan king re­
quested evidence of their exploits and the Aztecs responded by cutting 
off the ears of all the dead enemies. When the great collection of 
bloody ears was delivered to the throne, the king banished the Aztecs 
in disgust. On another occasion, according to legend, the Aztecs 
asked that the daughter of Culhuacan's king be married to one of 
their young leaders. Instead, they sacrificed her to the gods. The 
Aztecs then held a great religious festival and invited the king, who 
had no knowledge of the use to which his daughter had been put. 
In the middle of the festivities, an Aztec priest paraded through the 
palace wearing the daughter's skin, to the complete horror of the 
father. Enraged, the king had the Aztecs driven out. Whatever the 
historical truth, the Aztecs distinguished themselves as possessing 
a radically different life style and religious system. 
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THE SACRED LINEAGE 

A later alliance led to the most fortunate social development in 
the Aztecs' history. The infamous tribe became allied to the most 
powerful city-state in the lake, Azcapotzalco, which not only rested 
its authority on Toltec Tollan but had an even more ancient tie to 
Teotihuacan. Azcapotzalco was in the process of developing a small 
empire within the Valley of Mexico and the Aztecs were allotted a 
barren island near the center of the lake in return for their expert 
military service. Under this arrangement the Aztecs founded their 
city around 1345. During the next nine decades their society under­
went radical social and symbolic changes which prepared the way for 
an empire. Among the most important changes was the establishment 
of a dynastic lineage appropriate to the urbanized setting of the Lake 
Culture. This lineage was ultimately sanctified by its tie to the Toltecs 
and the memory of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. The Aztecs, through 
shrewd maneuvering, gained access to a sacred genealogy which 
insured their legitimacy as rulers of a growing city. It was this com­
bined social and symbolic action, the creation of the office of kingship 
and its Toltec identity, which allowed the Aztecs to make a critical 
adaptation to the social structure of the Lake Culture. Let us look 
briefly at this important development. 

As our short historical narrative suggests, the Aztec social order 
was different from the social order of the Lake Culture. The Aztecs 
apparently had a loosely organized social structure governed by a 
priestly group dedicated to Huitzilopochtli and a council of calpulli 
chiefs. We shall not go into an analysis of the controversial calpulli 
("big house") 11 structure here, except to say that while the funda­
mental social ties were based on kinship, the wealth, lands, and social 
prestige were usually distributed unequally among members accord­
ing to lines of privileged access to an original ancestor. Thus, some 
form of social stratification existed even though there were no fully 
formed classes. But the Aztecs faced a highly complex social order 
with clear-cut class distinctions, which included supreme rulers with 
immense authority and power, nobles with great privileges, mer­
chants, warriors, specialized workers, and institutions that had evolv­
ing complexities. In order to become full-fledged members of the Lake 
Culture, the Aztecs had to adapt to the style of city life. 

Robert McC. Adams best analyzed the significance of social strat­
ification and the institutionalization of political authority within the 
ancient Mexican City. In his comparative study of Mesopotamia and 
Mesoamerica, he notes that the problem facing the Aztecs was crucial 
to their identity as an urban people. He states that "the available 
evidence supports the conclusion that the transformation at the core 



156 The Return of Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire 

of the Urban Revolution lay in the realm of social organization ... 
primarily a change in social institutions that precipitated changes in 
technology, subsistence and other aspects. 12 The point is that the basic 
development in the urban process is in the area of social structure, 
or to put it differently, the change which must take place for a group 
to become urbanized is a change from a society based on kinship and 
ascriptive relationships to one which is hierarchically organized along 
symbolic, political, and territorial lines. This does not mean that cor­
porate kin groups like the early Aztec calpulli disappear-they con­
tinue to play vital roles in the city-but as Adams states, they "become 
encapsulated in a stratified pattern of social organization that was 
rigidly divided along class lines."" A later view of the Aztec social 
structure reveals that by the sixteenth century, the Aztecs had clearly 
managed such a development and encapsulation. At the apex of the 
fully urbanized Tenochtitlan was a polygynous royal household which 
drew its sanctity and legitimacy from a divinely descended lineage. 
Tlatoanis, or kings, literally "chief speakers," married daughters of the 
leading rulers of the empire and produced an expanding nobility 
which was "sharply differentiated from the rest of the population in 
wealth, education, diet, dress and other prerogatives."" It would 
follow that if we can locate the origins or early examples of the for­
mation of an aristocracy based on a divinely prestigious genealogy, 
we would discover one of the crucial social and symbolic events that 
transformed the Aztecs into urban peoples. 

Professor Adams places the beginning of this process for the Az­
tecs at the revolutionary war which the Aztecs led against their former 
rulers of Azcapotzalco in 1425. He and others have rightly seen that 
the distribution of conquered lands to the new military elite created 
an independent economic base of immense proportions and potential. 
Subsequent Aztec history involves the expansion of these spoils of 
war to include nearby and distant city-states. It appears that the rules 
of succession to the office of kingship were altered following this 
momentous victory to ensure that only close relatives of the king 
could succeed him to the throne. This was clearly a decisive turning 
point in the institutionalization of royal authority in Tenochtitlan. But 
an equally significant social event with rich symbolic meaning took 
place decades before this war, and that event more authentically rep­
resents the initiation of social stratification crucial to the city. 

In 1376, thirty-one years after the foundation of Tenochtitlan, the 
Aztecs reconstituted the structure of their society by creating a new 
position at the top. In a sense they jumped upward into the authority 
structure of kingship by acquiring legitimacy and inventing a new 
royal office for themselves. Their leaders would now fill an office 
more in line with the authoritarian structures of the other cities in the 
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lake. The sources clearly tell that the Aztecs formed an alliance with 
the Toltec remnant of Culhuacan for the purpose of establishing the 
cherished connection with the ruling class that traced its origin to the 
Toltecs of Tollan. Diego Duran recorded the famous appeal by the 
Aztecs in their attempt to gain access to the sacred genealogy: 

Great Lord, we the Mexicans, your servants and vassals, shut 
in as we are among the reeds and rushes, alone and unpro­
tected by any nation, directed only by our god to the place 
where we now are, which lies within the jurisdiction of Azca­
potzalco, of your kingdom, and of Texcoco. In view of this, 
since you have permitted us to stay there, it would not be just 
that we should remain without a chief or lord, who might com­
mand and guide us, and show us how we are to live: who 
might free us and defend and protect us from our enemies. For 
this reason we come to you, knowing that among your people 
there are sons of our blood, related to yours, brought forth 
from our bodies and yours. And among those of your blood 
and ours we have learnt that there exists a son of Opichiztahu­
atzin, whose name is Acamapichtli. He is also the son of your 
daughter called Atotoztli. We beg that you give him to us as 
our lord, so that we may maintain him as is fitting, since he is 
of the linea\le of the Mexicans and of the kings and lords of 
Culhuacan. 5 

The point about this speech is that we are witnessing not only an 
act of social acquisition but also an act of symbolic acquisition. The 
Aztecs have understood that in order to function fully in the Lake 
Culture they must acquire the social and symbolic foundation which 
will legitimate their social group and sanctify their leaders. 16 This 
development points directly to the significance of Quetzalcoatl. For 
though we have no reference such as "they did this in order to gain 
the legitimacy of Quetzalcoatl," the subsequent relationships of Aztec 
kings to Quetzalcoatl as manifested in rituals, coronation speeches, 
the carvings of sacred effigies, and especially in the crisis of kingship 
that faced Moctezuma II a century and a half later, show that this 
symbol of Quetzalcoatl worked as the sacred genealogical source for 
the keepers of the Aztec empire. While the defeat of Azcapotzalco 
and the formation of the triple alliance in 1427 solidified economically 
and socially the Aztec drive toward full participation in the direction 
of control of the Lake Culture, it was the earlier connection to the 
sanctified tradition of kingship and urban culture that was the foun­
dation of their claim to urban status and authority. 

A parallel scenario of acquiring the social and symbolic prestige 
of Toltec culture can be found in an important document, the Codex 
X6lotl, which portrays the fortunes and rise of the Chichimec tribe 
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that built the city of Tezcoco, Tenochtitlan's greatest ally and rival. 
This document, like many primary sources, draws a cultural dichot­
omy when picturing and describing the peoples of central Mexico 
following the fall of Toltec Tollan. On the one hand, the codices are 
full of praise concerning the remnants of the Toltec kingdom who 
were transplanted in the central region. These groups are understood 
to carry the legacy of wisdom, artistic excellence, farming techniques, 
and the civilized language, Nahuatl. An opposite picture appears of 
migrating Chichimec tribes, who are hunters, inhabit caves, dress in 
animal skins, sometimes eat human flesh, and speak rude languages. 
The Codex X6lotl presents the story of the progressive integration of 
one such tribe into the cultural pattern of the transplanted Toltec 
world of the lake.~' 

The story begins with X6lotl's grandson Tlotzin, who is half Toltec 
on his mother's side. Tlotzin, a truly marginal man, is out on a hunting 
trip when he meets a stranger who begins to instruct him in the 
techniques of farming, in the art of cooking tamales, and in speaking 
a superior language, Nahuatl. Tlotzin enters into a long tutelage with 
the benefactor and begins to acquire the customs of Toltec culture. A 
descendant of Tlotzin, named Quinatzin, who has grown up with the 
benefits of his ancestor's transformation, begins to build the city of 
Tezcoco by constructing a system of fences that signifies a new spatial 
and social order for the Chichimecs. (It must be said that some Chi­
chimecas rebel against the fence, the new language, and the farming 
life and return to the mountains to hunt.) Meanwhile, the descendants 
of this half Toltec Chichimec continue to intermarry with migrating 
remnant Toltec families who bring more high culture into the lake. 
They bring painted histories, new farming techniques, and a complex 
set of religious concepts from Tollan. The major event is the marriage 
of Quinatzin's son into a Toltec family, which results in the first fully 
Toltecized Chichimecas. The transformation is complete when the 
child is a Nahuatl speaker. The descendants of this child grow up in 
the Toltec educational system, adopting the correct legal, military, and 
cultural traits, while the town of Tezcoco develops into a great cultural 
center. The Codex X6lotl story follows the pattern of Chichimec ac­
quisition of the Toltec heritage that we saw dramatized in the Aztec 
acquisition of kingship. It is important to note that the crucial act in 
both instances is not the acquaintance with farming or the acquisition 
of a new language or even the establishment of a new political office, 
but the possession of the blood line of Tollan through intermarriage 
with Toltec families. It is partly a genealogical change which prepares 
the Chichimecs, Sons of the Dogs, to become the heirs of Quetzalcoatl, 
and this is the crucial step toward entering the world of the city. 
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In 1426, Aztec fortunes changed radically when Tezozomoc, the 
greatest ruler in the Lake Culture up to that time, died after sixty­
three years of commanding the Tepanecs of Azcapotzalco. His char­
ismatic personality was apparently the lodestone of Tepanec power 
and support because a widespread revolution began almost imme­
diately which led to the transfer of power to a Triple Alliance of cities. 
We remember that the Aztecs had been a potent instrument in the 
rise of Tepanec power. In a tactical turnabout, they organized an 
alliance with two other city-states that were eager to expand their 
power but that had suffered under Azcapotzalco's rule. One of these 
centers was Tezcoco, which had recently suffered a merciless defeat 
at the hands of the Aztec-Azcapotzalco alliance and whose heir ap­
parent, Nezahualcoyotl, one of the most outstanding and brilliant 
personalities in ancient Mexican history, waited in exile to return and 
claim his throne. Together with the smaller center of Tlacopan, these 
two originally Chichimec centers led a four-year revolution against 
Azcapotzalco, destroying its grip in the valley and taking over the 
direction of the next era of social history. Already possessing the 
proper claim to legitimacy, the Aztecs now began to fill the place of 
the Tepanecs and the road to empire was broadening. This immensely 
important event resulted in the creation of a new aristocracy and new 
ideological tendencies in the Aztec city. A meritorious military aris­
tocracy, which influenced and operated alongside the hereditary ar­
istocracy, became the new pillar in Aztec society. The tlatoanis could 
now depend on two noble sources of power, the royal elite consisting 
of family members of the king and the warrior class. The former group 
was known as the Pipiltin and drew their legitimacy from Toltec cul­
ture; the latter drew their power from the great victories which es­
tablished and expanded the Triple Alliance. 

THE SYMBOLIC CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY 

This short historical reconstruction of a people struggling to fit 
into the developed social world of the lakes is a far cry from the 
glorious mythological story of divine guidance that appears in the 
sacred histories of Tenochtitlan. When the Spaniards saw Tenochtitlan 
in the early sixteenth century, not only was it a splendid expression 
of symbolic urban planning, but the stories of its origin and super­
natural patronage reflected a supreme confidence in the imperial des­
tiny of a great people and a great god. Before discussing the ways in 
which the city was constructed as a symbol of cosmic order, it will 
be helpful to comment on the possible meaning of the incongruity 
between myth and history. We have learned that foundation myths 
and stories of origin provide a sanctified framework for the devel­
opment of a culture. 18 Myths tell how a people understand the in-
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carnation of divine order and intention within their world. These 
myths provide models for human activity and regeneration. In the 
Aztec case it is clear that the myth of Tenochtitlan' s foundation and 
of the birth of Huitzilopochtli served as primordial models for ritual 
construction and celebration. Yet, given the historical conditions of 
social inferiority and cultural illegitimacy that plagued the Aztecs' 
beginnings, the sacred histories of Tenochtitlan reveal another inten­
tion at work among Aztec cosmographers. It seems that we have a 
coercive sociopolitical intention revealed in the striking incongruity 
between myth and history. Faced with the overwhelming evidence 
of their predecessors' monumental achievements, sacred genealogies, 
and complex social structures, the Aztecs felt immensely inferior and 
strove to construct a city, mythology, and destiny in order to impress 
and intimidate others and to legitimate themselves. Their myths and 
capital were symbolic constructions designed not only to provide a 
theater for the repetition of archetypes, but also to establish the social 
truth that the Aztecs had divine sanction to be where they were and 
to do what they did-ritually, politically, and culturally. In building 
Tenochtitlan as a symbol of cosmic order, they learned how to combine 
social and symbolic creativity to establish their place in the Lake Cul­
ture. 

TENOCHTITLAN: SYMBOLIC SPACE AND COSMIC TIME 

The city that developed under the leaders of the Triple Alliance 
was truly magnificent, monumental, and dramatic. Fortunately, we 
have a "renaissance image" of this site in the 1520 map attributed to 
Cortes, which was likely drawn by his geometrician Alonso Garcia 
Bravo for the purpose of plotting strategy for the upcoming siege by 
the Spaniards in 1521. First published in Nuremberg in 1524 as an 
illustration of the Latin edition of Cortes's second and third letters, 
it presents the city as a great circular world in the lake. It consists of 
neighborhoods, fortresses, ceremonial precincts, with manned canoes 
moving alongside a series of large causeways which lead toward the 
most prominent area-a great ceremonial center. The city seems to 
be divided into four quarters. 

Internally, the city was a metropolis of noise, motion, exchange, 
and competition. As Edward Calnek has shown so well," on a given 
day it was filled with lapidaries from Xochimilco, warriors from dif­
ferent towns, nobles, workers, war refugees, merchants, beggars, 
prostitutes, and sweatshop owners, all of whom participated in the 
activities of the city including market days, weddings, festivals, riots, 
trials, athletic contests, and ritual processions. In Cortes's account of 
the marketplace in Tlatelolco, we can almost hear the transactions: 
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The city has many squares where trading is done and markets 
are held continuously. There is also one square twice as big as 
that of Salamanca, with arcades all around, where more than 
sixty-thousand people come each day to buy and sell, and 
where every kind of merchandise produced in these lands is 
found ... provisions as well as ornaments of gold and silver, 
lead, brass, copper, tin, stones, shells, bones, and feathers. 
They also sell lime, ... adobe bricks ... tiles .... There is a 
street where they sell game and birds of every species found in 
this land .... There are streets of herbalists ... shops like 
apothecaries, ... shops like barbers where they have their hair 
washed and shaved ... There are also men like porters to 
carry loads ... they sell ... honey, wax, and syrup made from 
maize canes ... as many colors for painters as may be found 
in Spain ... deerskins, maize both as grain and bread, chicken 
and fish pies ... there is in this great square a very large 
building like a courthouse, where ten or twelve persons sit as 
judges. They preside over all that happens in the markets and 
sentence criminals. 20 

One of the most important documents available concerning the 
life in Tenochtitlan is the Codex Mendoza, which was painted in the 
native style with accompanying Spanish glosses in the 1540s. 21 The 
beautiful frontispiece is extremely helpful in understanding the reli­
gious importance of the capital. As in Cortes's map, we get the impres­
sion that the city was conceived and laid out as a symbol of the Aztec 
cosmos. In fact, the city's startling ceremonial center was the place 
where the Aztec vision of cosmic order and dynamics was expressed 
most clearly in stone, wood, color, sound, and drama. This was the 
religious center of the Aztec world and from the ceremonial theater, 
Aztec symbolic language, social character, and political authority 
flowed outward to influence more than four hundred towns and cities 
in central Mesoamerica. At the center of the precinct stood the Templo 
Mayor, which became the quintessential example of Aztec symboliza­
tion of cosmic order and political aggression. It is clear from an anal­
ysis of the painted and archaeological texts associated with the city's 
layout and ceremonial buildings that the Aztecs saw their city and 
empire as the center of the universe, contemporary and eternal. In 
the section that follows, I will focus on the evidence concerning Ten­
ochtitlan, especially the Great Temple, to show how the Aztec city 
was a symbol of cosmic order reflecting a magnificently ordered 
universe held firmly at the capital and shrine of Huitzilopochtli. We 
will see that the city's spatial order was directed by three cosmological 
principles: (a) the symbolism of the center, (b) cardinal axiality, and 
(c) repetition in architecture of a creation myth. 
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THE FOUNDATION OF HEAVEN 

As an Aztec poem reveals, Tenochtitlcln was considered a majestic 
place: 

Proud of itself 
Is the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan 
Here no one fears to die in war 
This is our glory 

This is Your Command 
Oh Giver of Life 
Have this in mind, Oh princes 
Who would conquer Tenochtitlan? 
Who could shake the foundation of heaven?" 

The city was eulogized as a proud, fearless, and glorious place, an 
invincible center linking the world of men with the universal god, the 
Giver of Life. Conceived of as the "foundation of heaven" Tenochtitlan 
was the sacred center of cosmological space. This has the special 
significance of thirteen celestial levels and nine levels of the under­
world. Vertical space was a great column of layers, each containing 
deities, forces, and colors. Tenochtitlcln, as the foundation of heaven, 
was the point of union between celestial powers and the underworld. 
It joined parts of the cosmos together. In Aztec thought it had to be 
unshakable, for if it were disturbed or conquered, the cosmos would 
collapse. 

Tenochtitlan's prestige as the center of horizontal space is reflected 
in the comment by Diego Duran's informants that the capital was the 
"root, the navel, and the heart of this whole worldly machine."" The 
Aztecs conceived of horizontal space as a cross or four-petaled flower 
with a jade bead in the middle. The surface of the earth was sur­
rounded by a disk of sea water which extended to the four corners 
and rose to the heavens like a wall. At each of the four corners was 
a sacred tree with a sacred bird perched on top. Each quadrant of 
celestial space was supported by one of the principal gods who held 
up the heavens. This cosmic order was made when four creator deities 
dispersed the primordial waters, carved four roads to the center of 
the earth and lifted the sky. Tenochtitlan was situated in the center 
of this four-quartered universe and received the full benefit of the 
qualities, forces, and deities of cosmic space. It was the navel of the 
cosmos. 

How Tenochtitlan gained this special position was told in the 
Aztec foundation myth, a version of which is embroidered on the flag 
of modern Mexico. According to their sacred history, the Aztecs 
emerged from Chicomoztoc, the "Seven Caves," which was on an 
island surrounded by a lagoon. Their patron deity, Huitzilopochtli, 
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appeared to their shaman priest, commanding him to lead the people 
south to a place where the god would appear in the form of a great 
eagle perched on a blooming napa/ growing from a rocky island in 
the middle of the lake. The Aztecs traveled south and beheld the 
omen, realizing that this was to be the place of their future city, which 
according to the divine promise would become "the queen and lady 
of all the others of the earth, and where we will receive all other kings 
and lords and to which they will come as to one supreme among all 
the others."" The Aztecs rejoiced at the sight of their new land and 
enthusiastically built the first shrine to the patron god Huitzilopochtli. 

Another version of the foundation story reveals the fuller char­
acter of Tenochtitlan as the center of vertical space. Following the 
sighting of the eagle, one of the Chichimec priests dove into the lake 
and disappeared. Thinking him drowned, his companions returned 
to their camp. Soon, he returned to report that beneath the lake he 
talked with the old god of the earth, Tlaloc, and had received per­
mission for the Aztecs to settle there. The city's existence was thereby 
sanctified by the forces of both the earth and the sky. 

From these stories of the city's origin we can see that Tenochtitlan 
was conceived not merely as the new settlement, but as the royal city 
of the world to which the various royal authorities would come "as 
to one supreme among all the others." This special prestige and spatial 
conception is reflected in the frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza, which 
pictures the four-quartered city surrounding the eagle, napa[, stone, 
and a similar image above a giant Aztec shield with seven eagle-down 
feathers and seven arrows attached to it. This is the ideogram for 
"Place of Authority" and the painted image can be read "The Aztecs 
have arrived in Tenochtitlan, the Place of Authority." The persistence 
of Tenochtitlan's status as the center for royal authority in central 
Mesoamerica is demonstrated by the fact that when Cortes wrote his 
second letter in 1520 to the emperor of Spain, he reported that "all 
the lords of the land, who are vassals of the said Montezuma, have 
houses in the city and reside therein for a certain time of year." 

During the two hundred years of Tenochtitlan's existence, an 
elaborate ceremonial center was constructed around the original 
shrine. This sacred precinct grew to be about 440 meters on each of 
its four sides. It contained more than seventy structures including 
schools for nobles, temple-pyramids, priests' dormitories, seven skull 
racks, a gladiatorial stone, two ball courts, a dance court, and ad­
ministrative structures, all surrounded by a ten-foot high serpent wall. 
One of the most unusual examples of Tenochtitlan's status as the axis 
mundi of the empire can be seen in the special temple built by Moc­
tezuma II for the purpose of housing all the images of deities from 
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towns and cities throughout the Aztec Empire. All supernatural pow­
ers were integrated into the empire's center in order to control them. 

NAUHCAMPA 

The Aztecs divided their city into four quarters, referred to as 
nauhcampa or four directions of the winds. In fact, the Templo Mayor 
was located at the meeting point of the four major avenues that di­
vided the city into four zones. This four-quartered plan was dictated 
by Huitzilopochtli, who ordered his teomama ("god-bearer") to divide 
the people into four major neighborhoods, "placing at the center the 
house that was built for my rest." 25 It is clear from archaeological 
evidence, the Codex Mendoza, and Cortes's map that the city was 
divided by four major highways which crossed at the base of the 
Templo Mayor and which drove straight out of the ceremonial precinct 
connecting the city with the mainland. These avenues, carefully 
aligned to conform to major celestial events, determined the directions 
of the city's many streets and canals. 

This spatial order, as we have noted, imitated the Aztec concept 
of the four-quartered universe. What is equally important is that 
within this urban microcosm were smaller microcosms. Each of the 
city's four quarters, as Edward Calnek has shown, was a replica of 
the larger design in that each quadrant had its own central temple 
complex housing the deities of the group who inhabited that section. 
A marketplace and administrative center were part of each quarter's 
central precinct. Each quarter had its own sacred pivot reproducing 
the pattern that dominated the city as a whole. Further, within each 
quarter, the many barrios had their own local ceremonial precinct, 
repeating again the symbolism of the center. 

It is becoming increasingly clear that the Aztec conception and 
practice of cardinal orientation, with the Temple Mayor as the great 
pivot, influenced virtually all aspects of the Aztec world. One example 
is the manner in which the immense tribute system was organized. 
johanna Broda has shown that the Aztecs organized their entire trib­
ute system into five great imperial regions, which corresponded to 
the five major sections of the horizontal cosmos: north, west, south, 
east, and center. 26 The influence of the cosmological pattern appar­
ently extended into the palace of Moctezuma, which in the Codex 
Mendoza is divided into five principal rooms, with Moctezuma's 
throne room at the center and at the highest level. The Codex Mendoza 
image also suggests that the apex of Aztec government consisted of 
Moctezuma as the supreme ruler with four counselors assisting in his 
royal judgments. The Aztec perception of the universe as a four­
cornered world surrounding the center influenced not only the spatial 
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structure of their city, but also the tribute system, the image of the 
royal palace, and the balance of government. 

THE TEMPLO MAYOR AS IMAGO MUNDI 

The most imposing and powerful structure in Tenochtitlan is the 
Templo Mayor. Its importance as the sacred center is reflected in the 
fact that it was enlarged frontally eleven times during the two hundred 
years of its existence. At the important moments of Aztec political 
expansion within and beyond the Valley of Mexico, the temple was 
expanded to symbolize, celebrate, and sanctify the manipulation of 
peoples, goods, and meanings. Recent excavations of the shrine's 
base and surrounding area have uncovered a stunning example of 
the architectural attempt to translate into a ceremonial structure the 
great cosmogonic acts that legitimated and inspired the central con­
ceptions of Aztec life and authority. 

In February 1978, electrical workers excavating a pit beneath the 
street behind the National Cathedral uncovered a massive oval stone 
more than 10 feet in diameter with a mint-condition image of an Aztec 
goddess carved on it. The image consisted of a decapitated and dis­
membered female goddess whose blood streams were depicted as 
precious fluid. Her striated head cloth, stomach, arms, and legs were 
encircled by serpents. A skull served as her belt buckle. She had earth 
monster faces on her knees, elbows, and ankles. Her sandals reveal 

FIG. 13. Model of the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan with the circular temple 
of Quetzalcoatl in the foreground. The Templo Mayor contained twin temples 
to Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. Courtesy of Lawrence G. Desmond. 
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a royal figure and the iconography shows that this was the Aztec 
goddess Coyolxauhqui. As a result of this incredible discovery, Pro­
yecto Templo Mayor was initiated to excavate the foundation of the 
entire structure. The Templo Mayor was the location of the great 
shrines to Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. 

The myth of Huitzilopochtli, the patron god of the Aztecs who 
not only guided them to their new home but who was also the fe­
rocious inspiration of their military expansion and the personification 
of their spirit, helps us understand the meaning of this image of 
Coyolxauhqui and the relationship it has to the Aztec vision of place. 

On Coatepec ("Serpent Mountain"), the mother of the gods, Coat­
licue ("Lady of the Serpent Skirt"), was sweeping out the temple. A 
ball of feathers "descended upon her" and she placed it in her bosom. 
Later she discovered it had disappeared and immediately she realized 
that she was pregnant. When the Huitznahua (the Southern Four 
Hundred, her children) heard of this development, they were out­
raged. Led by their sister, Coyolxauhqui, who was furious "as if 
bursting her heart," they decided to attack and kill their mother. 
Coyolxauhqui, "greatly excited and aroused the siblings to prepare 
for war." They "dressed themselves in war array with paper crowns, 
nettles, painted pipe streamers and bells" and marched in military 
order to attack their mother. Coatlicue was frightened for her life but 
a voice spoke to her from her womb, "Have no fear, already I know 
what I must do." The army, in full fury, rushed the mountain top and 
just at the moment of attack, the god Huitzilopochtli sprang from his 
mother's womb fully grown, dressed himself as a warrior and engaged 
his brothers and sisters in combat. He grabbed a serpent of fire, 
charged his sister in a rage, and decapitated her in one swipe: "Her 
body went falling below and it went crashing to pieces in various 
places, her arms, her legs, her body kept falling."" Huitzilopochtli 
then turned to the others, attacking them, and took "them into his 
destiny." 

As the precise studies of Johanna Broda have shown, this myth 
"comprised several layers of symbolism, ranging from a purely his­
torical explanation to one in terms of cosmovision and possible as­
tronomical content." At one level, Huitzilopochtli' s birth and victorious 
battle against the four hundred children represent the character of 
the solar region of the Aztecs in that the daily sunrise was viewed as 
a celestial war against the moon (Coyolxauhqui) and the stars (centzon 
huitznahua). Another version of the myth, found in the historical 
chronicles of Diego Duran and Alvarado Tezozomoc, tells the story 
with strong historical allusion and portrays two Aztec factions in 
ferocious battle. The leader of one group, Huitzilopochtli, defeats the 
warriors of a woman leader, Coyolxauh, and tears open their breasts 
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and eats their hearts. Both versions tell of the origin of human sacrifice 
at the sacred place, Coatepec, during the rise of the Aztec nation and 
at the foundation of Tenochtitlan." 

It is important here to focus on the meaning of Coatepec in the 
drama. The Templo Mayor, called Coatepec by the Aztecs, consisted 
of a huge pyramid base supporting two temples, one to Huitzilo­
pochtli and one to Tlaloc. Two grand stairways led up to the shrines. 
The Coyolxauhqui stone was found directly at the base of the stairway 
leading up to Huitzilopochtli's temple. On both sides of the stairway's 
base were two large grinning serpent heads. The image is clear. The 
Templo Mayor is the image of Coatepec or Serpent Mountain where 
the divine battle took place. Just as Huitzilopochtli triumphed at the 
top of the mountain, while his sister was dismembered and fell to 
pieces below, so Huitzilopochtli's temple and icon sat triumphantly 
at the top of Templo Mayor while the carving of the dismembered 
goddess lay far below. This drama of sacrificial dismemberment was 
vividly repeated in some of the offerings found around the Coyol­
xauhqui stone in which the decapitated skulls of young women were 
placed. The suggestion is that there was a ritual reenactment of the 
myth at the dedication of the stone sometime in the latter part of the 
fifteenth century. The Templo Mayor and its parts and related actions 
located at the heart of the city and empire represent the dramatic 
cosmic victory of Huitzilopochtli and the Aztecs over celestial and 
terrestrial enemies. 29 

AGE OF THE CENTER 

While the Aztecs were under great pressure to conform to the 
style of life in the Lake Culture, they also displayed a capacity for 
innovation. Their innovative efforts focused on the structuring of 
what we have referred to as the cosmomagical basis of their city. We 
have seen the cosmomagical pattern of the city's spatial order. But 
perhaps the greatest example of Aztec inventiveness can be found in 
the new version of temporal dynamics which undergirded and flowed 
through the city and empire. The Aztec cosmogony by no means 
excluded spatial considerations-the two dimensions are usually in­
terwoven-but it does appear that the Aztecs' sense of place was 
markedly influenced by their sense of time's pattern. Tenochtitlan 
was a "time-factored city," a city whose character and influence can 
be understood in relation to the grandiose story of its destiny and 
mission, encoded in the great calendar stone, more accurately called 
the Piedra del Sol. 

In this regard, Alfonso Caso has written an important introduc­
tory book called El Pueblo del So/. 30 The title is important because the 
Aztecs did not just have a sun god whom they worshiped, but they 
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identified themselves deeply with the sun, more specifically with the 
fifth sun or era of cosmic history. This cosmic history was told in the 
Leyenda de los Soles, and the pattern of cosmological time reflected 
there defin~d and guided the imperial policies and purposes of the 
political 'Cate. That is, the Aztecs came to identify their own cosmic 
era, the fifth sun, with their national destiny. 

The identification of cosmic motion with social history suggests 
that our understanding of cosmo-magical thought must be expanded. 
Previous discussion of city and symbol tended to emphasize spatial 
principles and ignore the impact of an intimate parallel between 
cosmic time and human time and the character and life of the city. 
In the case of Mesoamerica, it is necessary to give attention to the 
temporal aspects of archetypal thought and action and to realize that 
the Aztecs possessed not just what Berthelot and Wheatley called 
"astro-biological thought" but something more like "astra-historical 
thought." This kind of thought presupposed an intimate parallelism 
between the rhythms of the heavens and the politically and histori­
cally determined rhythms of life on earth. Mircea Eliade has pointed 
to the peculiar importance of historical consciousness in Mesoamerica, 
especially in relation to solar cults: 

If you consider that, on the other side of the Atlantic, the solar 
religion was developed only in Peru and Mexico, only, that is, 
among the two civilized peoples of America, the only two who 
attained any level of real political organization, then you cannot 
help discerning a certain connection between the predominance 
of sun religions and what I may call "historic" destinies. lt 
could be said that where "history is on the march" thanks to 
kings, heroes, or empires, the sun is supreme. 31 

This connection was vital for the Aztecs who identified the end of 
the cosmos with the end of their supremacy. In the fact of this iden­
tification, the Aztecs construed a new intention in the passage of 
cosmic time. 

The Aztec conception of cosmic destiny appears in over twenty 
variants of the Leyenda de los Soles which were collected in central 
Mexico after the conquest. Wayne Elzey, a historian of religions, has 
shown how this widespread story of the repeated creations and de­
structions of the cosmos functioned as a dynamically structured par­
adigm for the organization of Aztec life. Rituals, the calendar, 
sculpture, and Aztec beliefs were permeated with the principles of 
temporal succession embedded in the myth, which were dynamically 
carved in the Piedra del Sol. Here and in other versions, it is told that 
the cosmos has passed through four ages and that the Aztec world 
constitutes the fifth. Each of these cosmic ages was destroyed in a 
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universal cataclysm from which that age received its name. The first 
age, nahui ocelotl ("4 jaguar"), was destroyed when jaguars devoured 
all living beings. The second age, nahui ehecatl ("4 Wind"), ended 
when destructive winds blew the people away. The third age, nahui 
quiyahuitl ("4 Rain of Fire"), ended when fire from the sky burned 
everyone to death. The people of the fourth age, nahui atl ("4 Water"), 
were drowned in a great deluge. The Aztecs live in the fifth age, 
called nahui a/lin ("4 Motion"), and would be destroyed by great 
earthquakes. This story of cosmic time communicates the conviction 
that universal change is abrupt, total, destructive, and inevitable. It 
would appear that the Aztecs felt themselves doomed to repeat the 
preordained pattern of total destruction of previous ages. But Elzey 
has advanced our understanding of Aztec thought by perceiving that 
there were "two cosmogonies" in the myth of the suns and that they 
were graphically reproduced on the calendar stone. The first cos­
mogony, perhaps the one inherited by the Aztecs, presented time as 
an endless series of cosmic destructions, the repetition of the arche­
type of cosmic collapse. Each age was identified with its destructive 
force and led to another age in which the most important event was 
its destruction. But there was a second cosmogony which presented 
a different view of destiny. The fifth sun has a unique internal struc­
ture which transformed the notion of the fifth sun as the fifth in a 
sequence of suns to the fifth sun as the age of the center. In the age 
of the center, the energies and characteristics of each of the previous 
ages was internalized within the fifth age. The design of the encap­
sulation of previous cosmic times was on the Piedra del Sol, where 
four previous ages surrounded the present age as well as making up 
part of its structure. Elzey writes: 

All this points to the uniqueness and ingenuity of the Mexican 
system of world ages. The Fifth Sun is the synthesis and "cen­
ter" of the four "earlier" ages. Each of the first four Suns forms 
one part of or aspect of the contemporary Sun. The present 
age, in its internal structure, is constituted by the ordered and 
continuous recapitulation of the other Suns, one after the other, 
and the sequence of the past ages becomes the model or para­
digm for the organization of contemporary time and space. 32 

In other words, the Aztec age of the center was not only located in 
the center of the mythical design carved on the Piedra del Sol, but 
it was the age in which all of history, space, color, and reality was 
centered, encapsulated, and made alive in a regenerative way. This 
transformation of destiny's pattern meant that the fifth sun was the 
final, ultimate sun. It was no longer subject to the great law of con­
tinuous change through destructive catastrophe. In Elzey's view, for 



170 Thr Return of Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire 

the Aztecs, a sixth sun was inconceivable. Instead the "Sun 'Four 
Motion,' is both the final age of the world (in linear terms) and the 
continuous repetition of the ages (in cyclical terms)."33 The Aztec city 
was conceived as the center of universal space and time. 

THE ELABORATE UsEs oF QuETZALCOATL 

It is clear that Aztec Tenochtith\n was the site of a new design of 
cosmic order and national destiny. The elites took traditions which 
went back at least to the Toltec kingdom and used them to sanctify 
their own empire's development while they also manipulated seg­
ments of the cosmological and historical tradition in order to place 
themselves and their deity Huitzilopochtli at the center of universal 
space and time. In this new setting, Quetzalcoatl was conceived of 
as one of the supernatural and cultural patrons who legitimated im­
portant segments of Mexica society. These segments included the 
populace, the priesthood, kingship, and, in one case, the city itself. 
Quetzalcoatl was not the patron of Tenochtitlan, for there is much 
evidence that Huitzilopochtli was Tenochtitlan's patron and that Aztec 
kings had intimate ties to Tezcatlipoca. But there is important, if puz­
zling, evidence that even within the normative order of patronage 
associated with these deities, Quetzalcoatl continued to be a major 
source of inspiration and sanctification of institutions and people. 
This persistence derives from Quetzalcoatl's status as a creator. As 
a god and gad-man, Quetzalcoatl created parts of the cosmos and 
culture. The symbol's power to legitimize stems from this creative 
capacity. 

One version of the foundation of Tollan Tenochtitlan includes the 
important reference to Quetzalcoatl' s association with the first shrine 
to Huitzilopochtli. The text states that after the omen of Huitzilo­
pochtli appeared, the Aztecs hurried to build "a small shrine in honor 
of Huitzilopochtli [made of] grass and rushes of Quetzalcoatl, next 
to the cactus of the eagle and the spring."" This rare joining of Quet­
zalcoatl and Huitzilopochtli reflects the tie of the new city's patron 
god to the patron god of the archetypal city. While this alignment is 
not overtly expressed elsewhere, its appearance here fits with other 
things we know about Toltec influence. 

In another text we see Quetzalcoatl's role as patron expressed in 
references to his paternal creativity of the citizens of the city. Following 
a long-winded speech by a ruler, recorded in the Florentine Codex, a 
dignitary speaking for the citizens responds, "the sons, the noble 
sons, precious green stones, descendants of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl 
... those under his spell will receive thy words ... for they are his 
noble descendants."35 This paternal creativity was extended to indi­
viduals, as demonstrated in a handful of passages which tell how 
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FIG. 14. Quetzalcoatl in his wind god aspect as depicted in the Codex Mag­
liabecchiano. Note the conch shell buckle, wind god mask, and four-quarter 
design of the shield. 

rulers, noblemen, merchants, and midwives ritually address a new­
born baby. They say, "verily Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl has cast thee, 
perforated thee." And in an extended speech addressing a new 
mother after delivery: "Here the truth is verily now, here in the hum­
ble mound of dirt in the humble reed enclosure, the master, our lord 
the creator, the master Quetzalcoatl, flaketh off a precious necklace, 
placeth a precious feather, here on your neck, on your bosom ... he 
placeth a precious necklace, the incomparable, wonderful, the pre­
cious, the priceless, the rare."36 It is as if the Aztec children are equiv­
alent in some way to the Toltec creations eulogized so energetically 
in the portrait of Tollan. 

The most outstanding example of Quetzalcoatl's influence in Az­
tec institutions was in the area of the priesthoods, which had immense 
influence in Aztec society. While the influence of the priesthood has 
often been understated, it is actually difficult to overstate the manner 
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in which priestly ideas and authority permeated so many activities 
in the capital. Within Tenochtitlan and throughout the empire, the 
priesthood was hierarchically organized with the highest echelons 
ministering in the capital. Though the many towns and cities had 
autonomous sacerdotal organizations, Tenochtitlan' s priestly order 
exercised some cultic control over the other towns. Largely from the 
upper classes, the priests, both male and female, were either full-time 
or rotational in their participation. All priestly activity originated in 
the priestly schools called calmecacs, which were usually associated 
with certain major temples. In these institutions the priests practiced 
an austere and pious discipline, which included education in the 
sacred traditions, ritual worship, and penitential bloodletting from 
different parts of the body. Elaborate rules of dress, diet, and use of 
ritual paraphernalia were mastered along with highly complex calen­
drical systems of meaning. 

One thing is clear-Quetzalcoatl was the archetype for the highest 
priestly orders. In Tenochtitlan, there were two supreme Quetzalcoatl 
priests, one in charge of rituals at Tlaloc's temple and the other in 
charge of rituals at the shrine of Huitzilopochtli. The occupant of the 
Quetzalcoatl office was "respected like a lord." It is told that the 
Quetzalcoatl priests were "set apart and chosen to be a keeper of the 
god. The chief and great judges and all the nobles chose him and 
gave him the name Quetzalcoatl." Sahagun writes of these figures, 
"among these priests the best were chosen to become the supreme 
pontiffs, who were called quequetzalcoa, which means successors of 
quetzalcoatl."37 They were considered "divine of heart." 

These high priests, described as "having an equal level with Mu­
tezuma,"38 and their immediate subordinates had control over the 
transmission of sacred knowledge and the large-scale construction of 
ceremonial precincts. The priests were in charge of the complex, es­
oteric religious wisdom which they enlarged upon and taught to all 
the leaders of their communities. The mythical systems, symbols, 
rhetoric, dogma, and moral and cosmological teachings were in their 
care. The priests were in charge of perceiving, conceiving, and ex­
plaining cosmological convictions and supernatural events and forces 
for the entire society. But their authority extended beyond the realm 
of sacred education. The continual construction, reconstruction, and 
repair of the ceremonial buildings was under their direction. This 
meant they had influence over crafts, industries, architects, and sculp­
tors. Also, the common and esoteric ritual paraphernalia including 
statues, idols, knives, and vessels were made and distributed under 
their direction. Within the ceremonial precincts and in all parts of the 
empire, they choreographed and directed the complex and inter­
twined ritual system that served to insure Aztec stability, expansion, 
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and cosmic motion. It is also important to note that the Quetzalcoatl 
priest played an influential role in all major political decisions in­
cluding wars, alliances, marriages, and dynastic ceremonies. 

The alignment of the Aztec priesthood to Quetzalcoatl is also 
reflected by the fact that the deity, sometimes referred to as Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl, was Lord of the Calmecacs. When a lord or nobleman 
wished to dedicate his child to calmecac education and the vocation 
of the priesthood, the child was taken to the priests' house where 
prayers were offered up to "the lord Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl ... who 
will require of your jewel, your quetzal feather" to have "awe in his 
heart, compassion and bravery."39 It also appears that Quetzalcoatl 
had some special importance for Tenochtitlan's nobles and may have 
been considered the patron of the noble class. This possibility is en­
hanced when we are told in book 4 of the Florentine Codex that the 
day 1 Reed, which was Quetzalcoatl's birth date, was feared by the 
nobles of the city who made special offerings to Topiltzin Quetzal­
coat!' s image in the ca/mecacs of Tenochtitlan. It is possible that Quet­
zalcoatl had become the god of the upper class of the capital. 

There are also some tantalizing references to Quetzalcoatl' s role 
as the patron of the ruling lineage of Tenochtitlan. The evidence is 
not consistent and it is sometimes retrospective, but it cannot be 
ignored. Consider the report given to Bernal Diaz del Castillo that 
Moctezuma considered the Spaniards to be of "his own lineage" and 
that their coming was "foretold by his ancestors." Further, we have 
Motolinia commenting that "Quetzalcoatl was the antecedent of Moc­
tezuma and all other lords of Mexico."" More important is the cor­
onation speech given by the king of Tezcoco, Nezahaulpilli, on the 
occasion of King Tizoc's ascension to the throne. The new king is told 
that the throne was created by zenactl y nacxitl quetzalcoatl ("1 Reed, 
the fourfold Quetzalcoatl") in whose name Huitzilopochtli and Aca­
mapichtli exercised authority. The throne, he is told, does not belong 
to him but to the ancestors and it will eventually be returned to them. 41 

Recently Eloise Quinones Keber has seen the connection between 
the ritual activities of kings at dynastic ceremonies and the ritual 
traditions created by Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl in Tula. She writes, after 
close analysis of the sources: "the types of self-sacrifice and penance 
associated with Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl in the text were performed by 
rulers as part of dynastic ceremonies."" One example is quite obvious 
and deserves mention here. Moctezuma II is told by Nezahualpilli 
that his ritual bath, bleedings, and offerings to the gods should begin 
at the first appearance of the morning star in the sky. This can be 
understood as the manifestation of Quetzalcoatl's influence in the 
heavens marking the onset of ritual attention by the king who is his 
representative. 
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Quetzalcoatl's significance as a patron of kings is suggested more 
directly in an amusing scene which takes place on the occasion of the 
unveiling of the king's statue in the gardens of Chapultepec. The 
tlatoani' s entourage is admiring the wonderful visage of their lord 
when the tlatoani states that it is written that when Topiltzin Quet­
zalcoatl departed, he had his image carved in wood and stone. The 
custom of carving the images of kings goes back to the Toltec sovereign 
who is the image of the archetypal king. This custom was a form of 
insuring legitimacy of the throne. 

QUETZALCOATL AS SuBVERSIVE GENEALOGY 

We have argued that the myths, stories, and images of Quetzal­
coati in Tollan, taught and symbolized in various institutions of the 
Aztec Empire, functioned as a sacred model for the exercise of power 
and authority. To understand this argument more fully, and to provide 
a means of approaching Quetzalcoatl's ironic history, we employ Vic­
tor Turner's notions about root paradigms. We propose to show that 
the Quetzalcoatl tradition operated not only as a sanction for aristo­
cratic privilege, but also as a subversive genealogy. 

In his writings on the dramatic influence of symbols in social 
action, Turner contends that "social action of various kinds acquires 
form through the metaphors and paradigms in their actors' heads." 
These paradigms are explicitly taught or absorbed through everyday 
experience in society. Of major influence are the culture's root par­
adigms, which operate at both conscious and unconscious levels and 
contain the "irreducible life stances" toward the crucial questions of 
life, death, authority, and the continuity of the species. These complex 
models for action emerge most forcefully in life crisis and are em­
ployed to deal with threats to deep social and symbolic issues. Turner 
writes: 

These root paradigms are not systems of univocal concepts, 
logically arrayed; they are not, so to speak, precision tools of 
thought. Nor are they stereotyped guidelines for ethical, es­
thetic, or conventional action. Indeed, they go beyond the cog­
nitive and even the moral to the existential implicitness, and 
metaphor, for in the stress of vital action, firm definitional out­
lines become blurred by the encounter of emotionally charged 
wills .... One cannot then escape the presence of their conse­
quences.43 

The Quetzalcoatl tradition provided a cultural root paradigm for Aztec 
elites in the sanctification and expansion of their city and religion. 
While Huitzilopochtli's story provided the stereotyped guidelines for 
conventional action, Quetzalcoatl's power stemmed from his meta-
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phorical character as the sovereign who manifested the maximal 
expression of the sacred. But as Judith Shklar has noted, we must 
focus on the whole sequence of deeds in a sacred genealogy to be 
able to perceive the full consequences of their paradigmatic presence. 44 

In the case of Quetzalcoatl's end in Tollan, this presents us with a 
startling conflict, especially the episodes of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl's 
loss of authority, the breaking of his kingly honor, and the fall of his 
kingdom. Since Quetzalcoatl was indeed a deep model of action for 
Aztec kings and priests, then this side of the paradigm must also have 
influenced the character, self-understanding, and destiny of those 
elites. The Quetzalcoatl tradition provides a model which is an ex­
ample of the weakness inherent in Toltec sovereignty and which also 
functions as a model for the abdication of kingship. 

THE KING WHo FAILED 

The majority of sources that contain a version of the Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl of Tollan tale refer to the fall of Tula and the flight of 
Quetzalcoatl. Although only three contain elaborate accounts of these 
enigmatic events, they do so with such detail and general consistency 
and in such early sources that we may safely say that these events 
were widely known and most likely taught in the calmecacs of Ten­
ochtithin and the Aztec Empire. Following the period of abundance, 
stability, and expansion, Tollan comes to a miserable end in the fol­
lowing sequence: (a) an antagonist appears-a sorcerer usually iden­
tified with Tezcatlipoca-who organizes a small movement against 
Quetzalcoatl (b) partially around the issue of human sacrifice, and 
(c) through a series of tricks and magical deceptions, (d) he gets the 
priest-king roaring drunk, whereupon (e) Quetzalcoatl has some kind 
of sexual encounter with his sister, a high priestess, and (f) wakes 
from the debauch heartbroken; having realized that his authority has 
been betrayed, Quetzalcoatl decides to leave Tollan with some fol­
lowers, resulting in (g) the immediate fall of the city or its waning 
over a period of years. One important aspect is the transforming 
power of Tezcatlipoca, the enemy magician. Quetzalcoatl appears 
thoroughly whipped and leaves in disgrace and great sorrow. The 
Juan Cano Relaci6n, one of the earliest and most reliable primary 
sources, tells us that after Quetzalcoatl ruled in Tollan, which was the 
"head of a dominion like Mexico was when the Spaniards came,"45 

a religious controversy broke out concerning the appropriate victims 
for sacrifice. Quetzalcoatl had designated quail, butterflies, snakes, 
and large grasshoppers for sacrifice but the gods Huitzilopochtli and 
Tezcatlipoca demanded human victims and forced Topiltzin to leave 
Tollan with a number of his followers. This confrontation is described 
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elaborately in the Anales de Cuauhtitldn. A large portion of it is included 
here. 

And it is told and related that many times during the life of 
Quetzalcoatl certain sorcerers attempted to shame him into 
making human offerings, into sacrificing humans. But he 
would not consent. He would not comply, because he greatly 
loved his subjects who were Toltecs. The offerings he made 
were always snakes, birds, and butterflies. And it is related, 
they say, that he thereby angered the sorcerers, so that they 
took to mocking and taunting him. And the sorcerers asserted 
and willed that Quetzalcoatl be vexed and put to flight. 
Then they tell how Quetzalcoatl departed: it was when he re­
fused the sorcerers' decree that he make human offerings, that 
he sacrifice humans. Thereupon the sorcerers deliberated 
among themselves, they whose names were Tezcatlipoca, Ihui­
mecatl, and Toltecatl. "He must leave his city, for we shall live 
here," they said. And they said, "Let us make pulque. We will 
have him drink it, to corrupt him, so that he will no longer 
perform his sacraments." 
And then Tezcatlipoca said, "1, I say we must give him his 
body to see!" ... Tezcatlipoca went first, carrying a two-sided 
mirror the size of an outstretched hand, concealed in a wrap­
ping." 

Following some clever maneuvering on Tezcatlipoca's part, he man­
ages to get past the palace guard and ministers. He shows Quetzal­
coati his body: "the eyelids were greatly swollen, the eye sockets 
deeply sunk, the face much distended all over and bilious." Shocked 
by his own image, Quetzalcoatl decides to stay hidden from his peo­
ple. An artist is sent to him by the magicians in order to make the 
king a mask of turquoise, serpent's teeth, and beautiful plumage. 
Looking in the mirror, Quetzalcoatl felt renewed admiration and 
abandoned his refuge. The sorcerers gathered and made a witch's 
stew and "in only four days they prepared, then decanted, the 
pulque." Returning to Tollan with the pulque and stew, they offer the 
pulque to Quetzalcoatl, who refuses. Then, 

"Taste it with the tip of your finger. It's strong, it's newly 
made." Quetzalcoatl tasted it with the tip of his finger and 
finding it good, said, "I would drink more, grandfather. Three 
more draughts!" They answered him, "Four more shall you 
drink." Then they gave him even his fifth saying, "This is your 
sacrament." 

They made themselves utterly drunk .... And Quetzalcoatl 
said joyously, "bring me my elder sister Quetzalpetlatl, that we 
may be drunk together" .... His pages repaired to the place 
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where she fasted, to Mount Nonohualca, saying, "Quetzalpe­
tlatl, penitent lady, my daughter! We have come to fetch you. 
The priest Quetzalcoatl awaits you. Go and be with him." She 
said, "very well, grandfather page. Let us go." And arriving 
she seated herself next to Quetzalcoatl, whereupon she was 
given the pulque, four draughts and one more, the fifth, as her 
portion. Thus lhuimecatl and Toltecatl made both of them 
drunk. Then to Quetzalcoatl' s sister they presented a song, 
singing 

"Where now is your home, 
My sister, my Quetzalpetlatl? 
Oh it's here, where you tipple! 
Ayn ya, ynya yn, ye an!" 

Having made themselves drunk, no more did they say, "We 
are fasting." And then they went down to the river no more. 
No more did they puncture themselves with thorns. Nothing 
more did they do at the break of day. And at dawn they were 
filled with remorse, their spirits were heavy. Thereupon Quet­
zalcoatl said, "Unfortunate me!" Then he raised the lament 
he'd composed for his going away. And he sang: 

''No more. 
The days will be counted no more in my house and it 
shall be empty." 

Then his pages weeping sing, 
"No more we delight in him, 

Him our noble one, 
Him Q\!etzalcoatl 
No more thy precious crown! 
The bleeding thorns are broken. 
We mourn for hirn, 
We weep alas."" 

Then a funeral urn is carved at Quetzalcoatl' s request. He is placed 
in it and lies there for four days. Feeling discomfort, he rises and 
departs with his followers. 

Another version tells this episode with emphasis on the collapse 
of the kingdom. Following the description of the great kingdom of 
Tollan, three sorcerers make their way into the ailing Quetzalcoatl' s 
quarters and urge him to drink a strange potion. He drinks it, is 
cured, and is urged to drink again. 

And then he drank once again, then he made himself drunk. 
Then he wept, he was stricken with sorrow. Quetzalcoatl was 
overwhelmed. His heart was broken. He could put it from his 
mind no longer, but lived in anguish; he lived with his re­
morse. 
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Immediately following these events, Tollan begins to suffer a number 
of attacks by strange visitors and sorcerers who kill masses of the 
people and upset the entire social order. When the narrative returns 
to Quetzalcoatl, he is preparing to leave the crumbling city. 

Behold also how the Toltecs were cursed: It is said that the 
food turned bitter, utterly bitter and bitter to the c<>re: it could 
no longer be placed on the lips. The Toltecs indeed had been 
tricked. 

And many another evil was done to the Toltecs that Tollan 
might be destroyed. And because it was so, Quetzalcoatl suf­
fered. He grieved. Then he remembered that he was to go, that 
he was to leave his city of Tollan. Then he made his prepara­
tions. 48 

This is a very different Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and Tollan, to say the 
least. One almost suspects he is reading about the fall of Tenochtitlan 
to the Spaniards! It could be said that Quetzalcoatl's opposite, the 
other side of the paradigm, has appeared here. We see an insecure, 
vain, weak, stupid, incestuous king who cannot deal with his own 
reflection and gives away Tollan to a powerful, more astute Tezcatli­
poca. This is not the founder, but someone utterly confounded by the 
riddle of his own reflection and identity, and unfounded by his drunk­
enness and sexuality. Now the "pattern" for priest and king is com­
plex-if not ironic-in its contradictions and comic-tragic contours. 
If we take seriously Turner's contention that cultural models influence 
social action and remember that Quetzalcoatl was the archetype for 
sovereign authority in the Aztec city, then it appears there is a critical 
weakness in the undergirding of the pivot of the four quarters. The 
message that comes from this side of the paradigm is that sovereigns 
in Mexico may become confused about their own identities and par­
ticipate in the renunciation of their authority and the security of their 
city! 

The instability of order appears at two levels. At the level of the 
ruler we see that while Quetzalcoatl reigns over a period of political 
integration, human creativity, and cosmic harmony, the destiny of 
the political state is total collapse initiated by the betrayal of ritual 
vows, confusion of identity, the disgrace of kingship, and trickery by 
an enemy. Tollan falls because Quetzalcoatl loses not only his piety 
but also his sense of authority. At the cosmological level there is the 
shift from orderly motion of the cosmos to its chaotic and pathetic 
disintegration. Could it be that this paradigm functioned as a sub­
versive genealogy in Tenochtitlan? 
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CENTER AND PERIPHERY 

Until now we have seen abundant evidence that the Aztec city 
was structured by a series of meanings and activities associated with 
what has been called the symbolism of the center. But it is becoming 
clearer that the usual way historians of religions conceive of the cat­
egory of the center does not constitute a thorough interpretive ap­
proach for understanding Tenochtithin's history and meaning. A 
people's capital city, which is their exemplary center, 49 inevitably re­
flects the intertwining of symbol and society, ontology and history. 
In this regard it is vitally important, in the Aztec case at least, to be 
aware not just of the integrating powers of the capital and its great 
shrine but also to acknowledge and interpret the impulses of expan­
sion of a sacred center and the results. We have seen that this process 
of the expansion of Aztec sacred space paralleled the development 
of Tenochtitlan from the spot of the napa/ to the shrine of Huitzilo­
pochtli and spread to the four quarters of the city and eventually the 
organization of tribute payments for the empire. But it is also nec­
essary to understand the historical, social, and symbolic tension that 
developed between the centripetal character of the capital and the 
centrifugal tendencies of the political state. For instance, Edward Shils 
has shown that great centers are ruled by elites whose authority has 

an expansive tendency ... a tendency to expand the order it 
represents towards the saturation of territorial space . ... Rul­
ers, simply out of their possession of authority and the impul­
ses which it generates wish to be obeyed and they wish to 
obtain assent to the order they symbolically embody."' 

Yet these impulses of expansion will inevitably lead to involvement 
in peripheral and competing traditions of value, meaning, and au­
thority. This sometimes results in tentative arrangements of power 
and authority between the center and the periphery. Though periph­
eral systems and their symbols may be weaker within a hierarchy of 
an empire, they nevertheless have the potential to threaten the major 
center with disbelief, reversal, and rebellion. It is within this kind of 
situation that W. B. Yeats's famous line has direct relevance: "Things 
fall apart; the center cannot hold." As suggested in previous chapters, 
ancient Mexican kingdoms were arranged around what Stanley Tam­
biah calls "pulsating galactic polities," that is, kingdoms in which the 
capital cities were in constant tension and antagonism with the sur­
rounding allied and enemy settlements. The exemplary centers were 
frequently challenged by other centers, deflated by ecological crisis, 
and disrupted by social rebellion. This resulted in the continual re­
location of capital cities within the central plateau as well as an un­
stable understanding of authority. 51 This is an important point because 
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it suggests that centers not only dominate and control peripheries, 
but that peripheries influence and sometimes transform centers, even 
a center so dominant as Tenochtitlan. 

With these patterns of influence in mind, let us focus briefly on 
the character of Tenochtitlan's hegemony in its final decades. Then 
we will revisit the Templo Mayor, utilizing the evidence from its recent 
excavation to show how the peripheries of Aztec Mexico influenced 
the capital. We will see that threats from the Aztec past as well as 
from the competing traditions of their contemporary world trans­
formed the city and the Templo Mayor, which sanctified it. 

TENOCHTITLAN: DoMINATION AND CRISIS 

It is truly astounding that by the time of Moctezuma Xocoyotzin' s 
coronation in 1502, just three quarters of a century after the Aztecs led 
the Triple Alliance in a total defeat of Azcapotzalco, Tenochtitlan had 
become, in Friedrich Katz's words, "a world city in the true sense." 
The line of Tlatoque, along with their growing military aristocracy, 
organized a series of institutions which worked to intensify the cen­
tripetal power of Tenochtitlan. A complex irrigation and dike system, 
originally constructed by the city-state of Tezcoco's amazing King 
Nezahualcoyotl, had been brought under Tenochtitlan's control and 
extended to insure the effective control of the hydraulic power of the 
lake. This development marked an internal reversal of status among 
the powers of the Triple Alliance where early in its domination of the 
Lake Culture, Tezcoco had been the more mature and powerful center. 
But the power of the chinampas to produce surplus food for Tenoch­
titlan (Tezcoco was in the salt lake and did not have as direct an access 
to these surpluses) led to a population explosion and these increased 
numbers along with the growing military influence of Tenochtitlan 
guaranteed the growth of its power beyond that of Tezcoco. 

Equally important in Tenochtitlan's rise to dominance in the lake 
was its tie to the sister city of Tlatelolco. This center had established 
its hegemony over the exchange system of the plateau and had chal­
lenged Tenochtitlan for the dominant position in the lake complex. 
Tlatelolco tended to drain the prizes, booty, and rewards received by 
the soldiers of Tenochtitlan's growing army during their expanding 
war campaigns into its own coffers. Eventually, however, this war 
effort was turned against Tlatelolco, which lost its independence and 
had an Aztec military leader forced into the office of tlatoani. It became 
a part of the ever expanding Tenochtitlan. 

The Aztecs successfully integrated other city-states in the Valley 
of Mexico through the vigorous military campaigns of its elite war­
riors, insuring the steady expansion of tribute payments to the capital. 
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This expansion by conquest included a number of city-states beyond 
the central valley and by 1500 Tenochtitlan led the Triple Alliance which 
had organized over 15 million people inhabiting at least 38 provinces. 

But the hegemony of Tenochtitlan was delicate and involved sev­
eral devastating setbacks. In 1450, a crippling famine jolted the flour­
ishing alliance. Intense economic, political, and theological reforms 
were undertaken to interpret and transform the situation. Large-scale 
hydraulic works were planned and executed to secure a sound water 
supply. The Aztec priesthood accomplished a reevaluation of the ritual 
responsibilities of the state religion in order to influence the celestial 
powers to bring abundance to the kingdom. 52 Conquests of enemy 
settlements increased and stricter political alliances were drawn to 
insure that the tribute system would serve the needs of elites. 

This restructuring was further shaken by at least three threatening 
developments during the last decades of Aztec rule. Aztec conquests 
of potentially lucrative tributary settlements diminished. The influx 
of tribute goods ceased to expand and the internal use of luxury items 
was restricted. Then, major Aztec military campaigns against the in­
dependent kingdoms of Tlaxcala and Michoacan ended in defeat. The 
great rewards for expensive military action failed to develop and the 
Aztecs were paying out more than they were taking in. Finally came 
an even more crushing blow. In the third year of Moctezuma' s reign 
a disastrous famine hit the central plateau. Not only was the general 
population starving but the structure and security of the elite order 
of the government was seriously threatened. Accustomed to living 
in a state of high luxury, the royal elite and the meritorious elite fac~d 
the humiliating necessity of changing their life-styles. The famine was 
a tremendous blow to the entire society, which had been deeply in­
volved for decades in preventing such a shortage of food and goods. 
Now at the supposed apex of Aztec history the entire population was 
looking starvation and disaster in the face---for the upper class a 
radical reversal of their access to quality goods seemed necessary. In 
this situation, a crisis of confidence developed in parts of the popu­
lation and more oppressive measures were employed against tributary 
communities. 

As an antidote to this crisis, the office of tlatoani and the person 
of Moctezuma were elevated to a new, more inaccessible rung on the 
royal ladder, the rung of full divinity. Previously, the temporary suc­
cessor to the king-god Quetzalcoatl of Tollan, Moctezuma now be­
comes a king-god in his own right. The accounts of Diaz del Castillo 
and Cortes both contain descriptions of the protocol around Mocte­
zuma in which people are not allowed to gaze on him or eat with the 
divine ruler. Cortes, in particular, writes: 
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His personal service was equally magnificent .... Everyday he 
changed his garments four times, always putting on new 
clothes which were never worn more than once. The nobles al­
ways entered his palace barefoot, and those who were bidden 
to present themselves before him did so with bowed head and 
eyes fixed on the ground, their whole bearing expressing rever­
ence; nor would they when speaking to him lift their eyes to 
his face, all of which was done to show their profound humil­
ity and respect. When Moctezuma went abroad, which was sel­
dom, all who were with him or whom he met in the street 
turned away their faces and avoided looking at him, some of 
them prostrating themselves on the ground until he had 
passed. One of the nobles always preceded him bearing three 
long thin rods for the purpose, as I think, of intimating the 
royal presence. 53 

Moctezuma was known as Cemanahuac Tlatoani ("Ruler of the 
World")! But this elevation of the supreme ruler should come to us 
as no surprise. It is part of a decision made decades earlier when the 
Aztecs, in constructing their urban society and seeking to base it on 
a sacred genealogy, established access to a figure who was clearly a 
god-king. "Quetzalcoatl was looked upon as a god. He was worshiped 
and prayed to in former times in Tollan, and there his temple stood."54 

The Aztecs had set the stage for such a development in the social 
structure of their sacred city when they rooted their royal line through 
Acamapichtli to Toltec symbols. The royal elite was carrying out the 
logic of that genealogical decision: descending from a god-king, their 
tlatoani was also a god-king! Indeed, the political significance of such 
a decision by their ancestors was soon to be revealed in Tenochtitlan. 

TEMPLO MAYOR: CENTER AND PERIPHERY 

Recent discoveries at the Templo Mayor excavations reveal that 
the shrine's history and symbolism reflected the struggles that went 
on between the center and the periphery in the Aztec Empire. For 
instance, the Templo Mayor was the symbolic center for the extensive 
tribute network of the Aztec Empire. Not only was the Great Temple 
the material expression of Aztec religious thought, it was also the 
symbolic instrument for the collection and redistribution of wealth 
and goods from all over the empire. As the Aztec conquests proceeded 
to incorporate scores of these city-states into their empire, tribute 
payments to Tenochtitlan became enormous. The city's prestige and 
wealth depended to a large degree on these enormous amounts of 
tribute payments, which flowed into the capital and insured economic 
superiority for the royal house, the nobles, and the common citizens. 
Significantly, more than 90 incredible offerings of symbolic tribute 
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have been uncovered at strategic points around the base of the pyr­
amid at every stage of its construction. These offerings contain sea 
shells, finely carved masks, statues of deities, sacrificed humans and 
animals, knives, and jewelry. Over 80 percent of these objects are 
from distant and frontier provinces under Aztec domination. Their 
presence in the heart of the city displays the attempt to integrate 
valued and symbolic objects from the periphery of Aztec control into 
the foundation of the central shrine as a means of sanctifying the 
conquests and the expansion of Aztec sacred social order. For instance, 
a number of offerings contain both large and small shells, sometimes 
oriented toward the south, which were brought from the distant sea 
coasts. It seems clear that they represent the powers of fertility as­
sociated with the great bodies of water. These powers are also rep­
resented in the crocodiles and swordfish buried at the temple. 
Another meaning of these burials relates to the fact that the Aztec 
called the terrestrial world Cemanahuac Tenocha Tlalpan, which means 
the "land surrounded by water is Tenocha territory." In this light, the 
offerings of the shells and aquatic animals demonstrate the Aztec 
desire to incorporate the powers from the edges of their world into 
the sacred shrine. The fertility symbols from the periphery were bur­
ied at the center. 

This integration of peripheral places is elaborated in one of the 
most stunning discoveries to date, the offering of more than two 
hundred finely carved masks in one burial in front of Tlaloc's shrine. 
These masks have noble, frightening, awe-inspiring faces carved in 
many different settlements under Aztec domination. They display 
different artistic styles, emphasize different facial features, and were 
apparently offered as a special tribute to the Great Temple for some 
auspicious ceremonial event during the latter part of the fifteenth 
century. They are not only offerings but also signs of subjugation. 
Valuable objects, perhaps symbolic faces of different allies or frontier 
communities, were buried at the world's axis. There is one stunning 
temporal aspect to this collection because the most remarkable mask 
is a small, mint-condition Olmec jade mask that was probably carved 
a full 2000 years before the first of the temple's eleven facades was 
constructed. In this precious Olmec treasure we see the Aztec concern 
to integrate the symbols of an ancient civilization into its shrine. 

TWIN TEMPLES 

We remember that when the Chichimec tribes, from whom the 
Aztecs emerged as conquerors, came into the central plateau during 
the thirteenth century, they encountered a world that had long been 
dominated by complex state societies. It is important to understand 
that while the Aztecs did evolve from an insignificant political group 



184 The Return of Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire 

into an imperial people in less than two hundred years, the institu­
tions they inherited had been in existence for over 1500 years. Com­
plex state societies with great capital cities dominating lesser cities 
and communities had been the order of life in central Mesoamerica 
since the beginning of the first millennium after Christ. 

The magnificent cities of Teotihuacan, Tollan, and Cholollan, with 
their great pyramids, imposing stone sculpture, complex social struc­
tures, long-distance trade systems, religious iconography, and sacred 
genealogies for kings, intimidated and inspired the Aztecs to measure 
up to and integrate the Classic heritage. For instance, the truly mon­
umental four-quartered city of Teotihuacan ("House of the Gods") 
was revered as the place where the present cosmogenic era was 
created. Aztec kings went periodically to the ancient city to perform 
sacrifices and reestablish ties to the divine ancestors and sanctity 
which dwelt there. The Toltec civilization of the Great Tollan and the 
cult of Quetzalcoatl was viewed as the golden age of artistic excellence, 
agricultural abundance, ritual renewal, and the place where giants 
had perceived the divine plan for human society. As Esther Pasztory 
has shown, these cities "cast a giant shadow over the Aztecs who 
could not help feeling small and inferior by contrast."" Plagued by 
a sense of illegitimacy and cultural inferiority, the Aztecs made shrewd 
and strenuous efforts to encapsulate the sanctified traditions of the 
past into their shrine. This is reflected in the fact that the Templo 
Mayor was a twin temple, a form invented by the Aztecs and their 
contemporaries. The Templo Mayor supported a great shrine to Tlaloc, 
and one to Huitzilopochtli. On the obvious level, Tlaloc's presence 
represents the great forces of water and moisture which were abso­
lutely critical for agricultural conditions of the lake and surrounding 
lands. Elaborate ceremonies were held, involving the sacrifice of chil­
dren to Tlaloc, in order to bring the seasonal rains to the land. But 
Tlaloc's prominence at the shrine displays other Aztec concerns as 
well. Tlaloc was the ancient god of the land who had sustained the 
great capitals of pre-Aztec Mexico. He represented a prior structure 
of reality in a cultural and supernatural sense. He had given permis­
sion to the Aztecs to settle in the lake, and therefore, he was the 
indigenous deity who adopted the newcomers. As a means of legit­
imating their shrine and city, the Aztecs were forced to integrate the 
great supernatural and cultural authority of the past into the Templo 
Mayor. Also, Tlaloc was the god of the peasant masses. He appeared 
in the shrines of local peasant communities and insured the fertility 
of their fields and the continuity of their work each year and over 
generations. His position at the Templo Mayor also represents the 
integration of peasant religion into the Aztec state shrine. 
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The practice of integrating the images of the great cultural past 
is also reflected in the recent discovery of an elaborately painted Chac 
Moo! in front of one of the earliest Templo Mayor constructions on 
Tlaloc' s temple. This backward reclining figure who was a messenger 
to the gods holds a bowl on his lap which was used to hold the hearts 
of sacrificial victims. But Chac Mools were definitely not Aztec but 
rather Toltec figures which had appeared in prominent ceremonial 
centers of some Toltec and Mayan cities. The statue's surprising ap­
pearance at the Templo Mayor demonstrates again the Aztec inse­
curity and concern to bring a legitimating predecessor into their 
mighty present. 

TEMPLO MAYOR, PERIPHERIES, AND HUMAN SACRIFICE 

The Templo Mayor was the scene of elaborate human sacrifices, 
which increased to incredible numbers during the last eighty years 
of Aztec rule. Human sacrifice was based upon a unique religious 
attitude. It was believed that human blood and especially the human 
heart contained the vital energy for the sun's continued motion 
through the heavens and the subsequent renewal of time, crops, 
human life, and the divine forces of the cosmos. In these sacrifices, 
human hearts were offered to the sun and the blood was spread on 
the Templo Mayor's walls in order to coat the temple with sacred 
energy. The Aztec rulers were in charge of this process and had the 
responsibility of obtaining human victims through war. Also, the 
Tlatoani and his counselors initiated heart sacrifice at many of the 
great festivals. As we have seen, the paradigm for this process was 
the myth of Huitzilopochtli's birth. But this myth alone does not 
account for the quantity of human sacrifice and the expansion of the 
Templo Mayor's role in this development. 

johanna Broda's recent analysis of ideology and the Aztec state 
provides valuable insights into the interrelationship of the Templo 
Mayor, the increment in human sacrifice, and the powers of the pe­
ripheral city-states. 56 As we have seen, within the Valley of Mexico 
the Aztec warrior and priestly nobility managed a high degree of 
centralization of agricultural schedules, technological developments, 
labor management, and ritual processes. But in all directions beyond 
the valley there was little continued success in peacefully controlling 
the internal organization of conquered or enemy city-states. The Aztec 
capital, while expanding its territory and tribute controls, was re­
peatedly shocked by rebellions that demanded complex and orga­
nized military and economic reprisals. This antagonism between the 
core area and the surrounding city-states created immense stresses 
within all the institutions of Tenochtithin, contributing to the aston­
ishing increases in human sacrifice carried out at the Temple Mayor 
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between 1440 and 1521. Not only did the political order appear weak, 
but the divine right to conquer and subdue all peoples and enemies 
seemed unfulfilled. The anxiety the Aztecs already felt about their 
universal order-after all cosmic life was an unending war-was in­
tensified to the point of cosmic paranoia. ln this situation, the ritual 
strategy of feeding the gods became the major religio-political instru­
ment for subduing the enemy, controlling the periphery, and reju­
venating cosmic energy. 

The Templo Mayor's role in this explosive process can be seen in 
at least two important events. During the reign of Moctezuma Ilhui­
camina, 1440-53, the shrine received its first large reconstruction. As 
a means of insuring quality of workmanship and allegiance to the 
new temple, workers from a number of city-states under Aztec control 
were ordered to do the job. One independent community, Chalco, 
refused to participate and was declared in rebellion against the Aztecs. 
A ferocious war was launched and eventually the Chalcans were 
defeated. Their captured warriors were brought to the Temple Mayor 
and, along with other prisoners of war, sacrificed at its rededication. 
This pattern of celebrating the expansion of the Great Temple with 
warfare and the sacrifice of enemy warriors was followed by subse­
quent Aztec kings. In 1487, Ahuitzotl celebrated the renovation of the 
Temple Mayor by ordering great quantities of tribute brought into 
Tenochtitlan. Newly acquired city-states were ordered to send tribute 
in the form of sacrificial victims who were slain at the inauguration. 

Curiously, at these ceremonies of massive human sacrifice, the 
kings and lords from allied and enemy city-states were invited to the 
ceremonial center to witness the spectacular festival. The ritual ex­
travaganza was carried out with maximum theatrical tension, para­
phernalia, and terror in order to amaze and intimidate the visiting 
dignitaries who returned to their kingdoms trembling with fear and 
convinced that cooperation and not rebellion was the best response 
to Aztec imperialism. 

On another occasion, the Aztec king, this time Moctezuma Xoco­
yotzin (1502-20), ordered the construction of a new temple to house 
the images of all the gods worshiped in the imperial domain. Before 
the dedication of the shrine, he ordered a war against a rebellious 
coastal city-state, Teuctepec. From this campaign, 2300 warriors were 
brought to Tenochtitlan, where the king initiated the sacrifices held 
at Temple Mayor. 

All this shows that the tension between the center and the pe­
riphery, and the political threats and cosmic insecurities the Aztec 
elites felt as a result, contributed in a major way to the increase of 
human sacrifice at the Temple Mayor. In the long run, this increment 
served to strengthen and weaken the authority of Tenochtitlan. While 
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many city-states were securely integrated into the Aztec sphere, oth­
ers were alienated and leaned in the direction of other kingdoms and 
the capacity for rebellion increased. So, when the Spaniards came, 
Indian allies were not hard to find and in fact played a tremendous 
role in the conquest of Tenochtitlan. The Templo Mayor now appears 
to have been a much more complex imago mimdi than we realized. It 
was an image of the political struggles between the center and the 
periphery of the Aztec Empire. 

OMENS OF THE END 

The sources show that there was another significant dimension 
of the crisis in early sixteenth-century Tenochtitlan. The indigenous 
accounts of the conquest tell that omens of great portent appeared 
in the Valley of Mexico a full decade before Cortes arrived. It is obvious 
from the primary sources that these signs were never understood as 
merely natural occurrences. Like famine and military defeat, they 
were viewed partly as cosmological communications reflecting the 
destiny of the fifth sun. Chapter 1 of book 12 of the Florentine Codex, 
a book entitled the "Conquest of Mexico," begins with the sentence, 
"Here are told the signs which appeared and were seen when the 
Spaniards had not yet come here to this land, when they were not 
yet known to the natives here." It is important that this text is emphatic 
about the fact that the omens appear in relation to but before the 
presence of Spaniards in Mexico. In fact, in the three different ac­
counts of these omens, this priority of the celestial signs over Spanish 
influence is emphasized. The Indian informants were demonstrating 
that from their perspective, supernatural forces communicated that 
the end of their world was approaching long before the Spaniards 
appeared to threaten their world. 

In the Historia de Tlaxcala, we read, "Ten years before the Spaniards 
came to this land, the people saw a strange wonder and took it to be 
an evil sign and portent."" Then below on the same page we find the 
passage concerning an omen, "This portent burned for a year, be­
ginning in the year which the natives called 12 House-that is, 1517, 
in our Spanish reckoning." Now the proximity is tighter, coinciding 
with the year of the first major Spanish reconnaissance mission into 
Aztec territory. The omen was received with great terror as if it con­
tained some message from the heavens about the future. "This great 
marvel caused so much dread and wonder that they spoke of it con­
stantly, trying to imagine what such a strange novelty could signify." 
Apparently the omens continued, for we later hear, "Other signs 
appeared here in the province of Tlaxcala, a little before the arrival 
of the Spaniards." 
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FIG. 15. Quetzalcoatl as depicted in Sahagun's Florentine Codex showing the 
transformation of the symbols, shapes, and character of the figure. 
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If we follow Sahagun's account, which tends to be more coherent 
and closer to the indigenous sense of this cosmic crisis, we see that 
the omens appear as messages of destruction, reversal, the end of an 
empire. The first omen was "a fiery signal, like a flaming ear of corn 
or the blaze of daybreak; it seemed to bleed fire, drop by drop, like 
a wound in the sky ... it was wide at the peak and narrow at the 
base, and it shone in the very heart of the heavens."" 

The Aztecs witness a rip in the very heart of their universe, a rip 
which bleeds fire, threatening the death of the cosmos which encloses 
and is centered by their city and especially the Great Temple. The 
second omen is a more direct catastrophe: 

The temple of Huitzilopochtli burst into flames. It is thought 
that no one set it afire, that it burned down of its own accord. 
The name of its divine site was Tlacateccan (House of Author­
ity) .... The flames, the tongues of fire shoot out, the bursts of 
fire shoot up into the sky. The flames swiftly destroyed all the 
wood-work of the temple ... and the temple burned to the 
ground." 

The axis mundi of the Aztec ceremonial center is mysteriously 
ignited and destroyed. The identification of temple and city is strong 
in Mesoamerican thought, as demonstrated in picture books like the 
Codex Mendoza, where the image of a temple tipped and burning or 
smoking is a sign that the city has been conquered. In this frightening 
event, the home of the Aztec founding deity, the victorious warrior 
who slew the lights of darkness, is burned and toppled reflecting the 
image just discussed: a burning, falling temple means a city has been 
conquered. 

This message that the city will be conquered is sustained in the 
next ominous event when "the Temple of Xiuhtechutli ... was dam­
aged by a lightning-bolt ... [and] the people said, 'the temple was 
struck a blow by the sun.' "6(] Xiuhtechutli was the "old god" of the 
Aztecs, the most ancient and venerated diety of all. Could this mean 
that the very foundation of the city was to be broken? 

The fourth omen appeared when "fire streamed through the sky 
while the sun was still shining .... it flashed out from where the sun 
sets and raced straight to where the sun rises .... there was a great 
outcry and confusion, as if they were shaking a thousand little bells." 
This comet traveling across the sky in the reverse direction of the 
sun's path suggests the reversal of cosmic order. 

The fifth omen appeared in the lake which sustained and sur­
rounded the city. "The wind lashed the lake until it boiled ... with 
rage, as if it were shattering itself in its frenzy. It ... rose high in the 
air and dashed against the walls of the houses. The flooded houses 
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collapsed into the water." Here the waters of sustenance have become 
the waters of chaos which break in upon the structures of the city 
and begin to engulf it. 

The sixth omen was a "weeping woman ... [who] passed by in 
the middle of the night, wailing and crying out in a loud voice: 'My 
children, we must flee far away from this city.' "This haunting proph­
etess of Tenochtitlan's doom appears in an elaborate form elsewhere 
in the Florentine Codex. In a narrative section listing the kings of Ten­
ochtitlan and the details of their reigns, the following event is told 
about Moctezuma. A noble woman died and was buried, but she 
came back to life after four days. After bursting from her grave, she 
went to converse with Moctezuma about what she had seen. "She 
... said to him 'For this reason have I returned to life: I have come 
to tell thee that thou art come to the end. With thee the reign of 
Mexico ceaseth: for in thy time the city of Mexico will end. They who 
come, lo, these have come to subjugate the land: these will occupy 
Mexico.' " 61 The ghostly messenger tells Moctezuma directly, the city 
is about to be destroyed. 

The seventh omen was "a strange creature ... a bird the color 
of ashes ... which wore a strange mirror in the crown of its head 
... Moctecuhzoma saw. . . people moving across a distant plain, 
spread out in ranks and coming forward in great haste." As with 
Quetzalcoatl in Tollan, it is a mirror which reflects a great crisis in the 
land. 

The eighth omen was "a deformed man with two heads but only 
one body who appeared in the streets of the city" -a sign, perhaps, 
of the deformity of Aztec life soon to appear. 

The splendid synchronization of the city and cosmos, symbolized 
in the image of 4 Motion, was about to be shattered. When the stable 
order of parallel worlds began to wobble and collapse, of course, it 
bled fire, drop by drop, on the earthly pivot of the empire, Tenoch­
titlan. This is a radical reversal of the vision of cosmic destiny carved 
on the Piedra del Sol. 

The interplay of omens and political events is displayed in the 
account of the fall of the city. The informants have gone on to tell of 
Moctezuma's suffering, the battles between the two armies, and are 
telling of the siege of Tenochtitlan. Then comes a passage full of 
piercing fate. We read that, just before the surrender of the city, 

at nightfall it began to rain, but it was more like a heavy dew 
than a rain. Suddenly the omen appeared, blazing like a great 
bonfire in the sky. It wheeled in enormous spirals like a whirl­
wind and gave off a shower of sparks and red-hot coals, some 
great and some little. It also made loud noises, rumbling and 
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hissing like a metal tube placed over a fire. It circled the wall 
nearest the lakeshore and then hovered for a while above Co­
yonacazco. From there it moved out into the middle of the 
lake, where it suddenly disappeared. No one cried out when 
this omen carne into view: the people knew what it meant and they 
watched in silence [italics added]." 

Here we have a stunning example of the cosmo-magical consciousness 
which interpreted and sustained the ancient Mexican sense of order. 
Thirty years after the conquest, in a society ruled by Spaniards, Aztec 
survivors poignantly reaffirm the cosmological conviction lodged in 
their hearts that the collapse of their own society was influenced not 
solely by Spanish armies and intentions but also by the pattern of the 
heavens. 

THE RETURN oF QuETZALCOATL: A MYTHIC DRAMA 

It was in this political and religious atmosphere that the symbol 
of Quetzalcoatl made its final pre-Columbian appearance and through 
which we must make a final attempt to perceive its significance. When 
one reviews the narratives and fragments concerning the return of 
Quetzalcoatl to Tenochtitlan, it is clear that this last Tollan was the 
stage for an amazing "mythic drama." We are utilizing the notion of 
mythic drama for two reasons. First, because the story of Cortes's 
confrontation with Moctezurna appears in the sources like a stage 
drama. The scene has been set by the expectations of a returning 
king, the main actors are in their places in the capital, and onto the 
stage, in a great entrada, comes the Spaniard, whose enigmatic visage 
and actions create great tension, emotion, and a crisis of identity for 
the Aztec hero. Speeches are delivered, soliloquies whispered, and 
the plot moves through a crisis to a resolution. Second, the return 
narratives portray a dramatic process of transformation in which the 
myth of the destiny of kingship influenced the main action of the 
play in a major way. In this usage of "mythic drama," we benefit from 
the vivid development of a similar category, "social drama," in the 
writings of Victor Turner. In a different context, Turner utilized the 
category of social drama to decipher Ndernbu episodes of tension 
irruption within a social order and the changing social relations which 
result. In a wider application of the category, Turner shows that when 

a major public dramatic process gets under way, people, 
whether consciously, preconsciously, or unconsciously, take on 
roles which carry with them, if not precisely recorded scripts, 
deeply engraved tendencies to act and speak in supra-personal 
or 'representative' ways appropriate to the role taken, and to 
prepare the way for a certain climax that approximates the na-
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ture of the climax given in a certain central myth of the death 
or victory of a hero or heroes. 63 

A similar process of mythic influence can be discerned in the con­
frontation of Cortes with Moctezuma. There are, however, two im­
portant differences between social drama and mythic drama. First, 
the dramatic process is not merely internal to the Aztec society. The 
drama involves strangers whose otherness intensifies the need to find 
suprapersonal models of explanation. Second, it is crucial to note that 
while Turner has deciphered episodes of "tensional irruption," the 
drama of Quetzalcoatl's return is an episode of "structural disruption" 
telling of the break at the apex of the Aztec social structure. The social 
transformation usually called the conquest of Mexico was initiated by 
the abdication of sovereignty on the part of the king, a collapse which 
ironically repeats the design of Tenochtitlan's political paradigm­
Tollan. It is a myth that is dramatized, not merely social relations. 

There are a number of references in the primary sources to the 
expected return of Quetzalcoatl which help us to set the stage for the 
main action. These references strongly suggest that the belief in Quet­
zalcoatl's return was a pre-Columbian attitude and not, as some have 
suggested, invented by the Spaniards. They hint at the conflict which 
was waiting to be acted out in Tenochtitlan. 

SAHAGUN's DISPUTE 

The appendix to book 1 of the Florentine Codex contains a section 
we will call Sahagun's dispute. In this postscript, the Franciscan is 
refuting the truth and value of Aztec beliefs. Included is a summary 
of the Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl story, which Sahagun labels a terrible lie. 
Its importance for us is that the dispute provides one of the "proofs" 
of the pre-Columbian nature of this mythologem. Referring to To­
piltzin, he writes: 

The ancients worshiped Quetzalcoatl, who was a ruler at Tula. 
And you named him Topiltzin. He was a common man .... 
What he did which was like miracles, we know he did only 
through the command of the devil. ... Therefore he must 
needs be abhorred and abominated. Our Lord God hath thrust 
him into the land of the dead. The ancients went on to say that 
Quetzalcoatl went to Tlapallan; [that] yet he will return. He is 
still expected ... it is falsehood. His body died." 

This passage is important because it demonstrates the antagonistic 
attitude a Christian cleric with a great deal of knowledge about pre­
Columbian thought had for the historical Quetzalcoatl. Second, it is 
clear that Sahagun believed the expectation of Quetzalcoatl's return 
to be an authentic Aztec belief and not the invention of early Christian 
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missionaries. The ancients who expect Quetzalcoatl to return are the 
surviving keepers of the sacred traditions of Tenochtithin and Tlate­
lolco. Also, the passage clearly identifies Quetzalcoatl with the illus­
trious city of Tollan. 

The belief Sahagun is disputing appears elsewhere in the Codex 
Telleriano-Remensis (Vaticanus A) demonstrating that it was held by 
other informants besides Sahagun's, though that alone is an impres­
sive piece of evidence. In the codex we are faced with the verbal 
commentary on a series of paintings depicting episodes in Quetzal­
coati's life. The narrative states that after the hero left Tollan he entered 
Tlapallan and was never seen again, nor was it known what became 
of him. Then it states that he had promised to return at some special 
moment in the future. The commentator adds that when the Zapotecs 
revolted in 1550, they were encouraged by the belief that their deity 
had come to redeem them. The commentator notes that Quetzalcoatl's 
return is still expected. 

Again, we see evidence of an indigenous belief and its use, but 
now we see the important addition that Quetzalcoatl himself prom­
ised to return. It is not just a rumor started by others. 

A third very important piece of evidence, which we have seen 
earlier, was the conversation that took place between Moctezuma ll 
and his counselor Tlacaelel during the viewing of the carved image 
of the king at Chapultepec. Previously, we used Diego Duran's ver­
sion, which made it clear that the carving of the ruler's images was 
a repetition of Quetzalcoatl's carved image. When we read about the 
same event in Alvarado Tezozomoc' s account, we see a curious change 
in the action. It is not Moctezuma who remembers that Quetzalcoatl 
originated this tradition. Rather, the counselor Tlacaelel reminds the 
king that while it is appropriate to admire his own image, it is time 
to renovate Quetzalcoatl' s image because it has disintegrated and the 
Toltec king promised to return to his throne. The second in command 
states: 

And in other times, the newly arrived Mexican ordered the cut­
ting and making of an image of the god Quetzalcoatl who went 
to heaven, saying when he left he would return and bring our 
brothers--and that figure was made of woad-in time it dete­
rioriated, so now there is no memory of it and it has to be ren­
ovated, to be the god we all wait for, who went to the sea and 
the sky. 65 

While this version of the speech can be interpreted in various ways, 
it may be seen as an embarrassing reminder to the king of the thought­
less disrepair of the original king's image. Was this a subtle cut at 
Moctezuma, whose kingly vanity should also have been spent on the 
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restoration of Quetzalcoatl's image? Again, as in the Codex Telleriano­
Remensis, Quetzalcoatl is the source of the prophecy, only now it is 
clearly related to kingship and kingdoms. 

Still another source, the Memorial Breve, states succinctly that 
Quetzalcoatl's return was a belief held by the people and that kingship 
was the issue. The text notes that when the king left Tollan he prom­
ised to return and reestablish his kingdom. The writer of the text adds 
that all the rulers of Tenochtitl<in were aware of this prophecy and 
kept on the alert. He also notes that the prophecy had special influence 
on Moctezuma, who opened his city to Cortes. In this important 
source, the kingdom that Quetzalcoatl is returning to claim is not just 
the ancient Tollan but the contemporary Mexico-Tenochtitlan. 

The purpose of this short review has been to establish the probable 
existence of an indigenous, pre-Columbian mythologem concerning 
Quetzalcoatl's return to Mexico. Our impression is that the people 
thought the prophecy originated with Quetzalcoatl and its fulfillment 
was awaited by Aztec kings. 

In a sense, a dramatic scenario has been outlined in which Quet­
zalcoatl will return to reclaim his throne. In reconstructing the drama 
we will follow Sahagun's text and utilize a few excerpts from other 
relevant accounts in order to present a fuller story. We will use direct 
quotations generously because a summary of some passages will not 
do justice to the amazing action that takes place. It is important to 
remember that the drama of the conquest as presented in book 12 
follows immediately after the chapter telling of the omens of the end 
of the empire. 

PRIMORDIUM AND APPLICATION 

In 1517 a Spanish expedition led by juan de Grijalva came into 
contact with coastal peoples under the dominion of Tenochtitlan. 
Troubled by the appearance of strange beings from the sea, a group 
of Moctezuma's stewards went out to spy on the strangers, thinking 
"that it was Quetzalcoatl Topiltzin who had come to arrive." Following 
a careful exchange of gifts and information, the stewards rushed to 
Tenochtitli'in in order to warn Moctezuma of the intruders. The king 
was deeply concerned and ordered the messengers to "Rest. What 
I have seen has been in secret .... No one shall let it escape his lips." 
Careful watch is ordered along the coast and Moctezuma waits ap­
prehensively. 

The next alarm is sounded "when the year [thirteen] Rabbit was 
about to come to an end, was at the time of closing when [the Span­
iards] came to land." This passage announces the arrival of the Cortes 
expedition in the ominous year 1519/Ce Acatl (1 Reed). Moctezuma 
is informed of the landing and his response is recorded: 



The Return of Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire 195 

t:'cnochfltlan. 

HG. 16. The meeting of Hernan Cortes with Moctezuma in Tenochtitlan, as 
depicted in the sixteenth-century Lienzo de Tlaxcala. Cortes was originally 
identified by some Aztecs as the returning Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. 

Thus he thought-thus was it thought that this was Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl who had come to land. For it was in their hearts 
that he would come, that he would come to land, just to find 
his mat, his seat. For he had traveled there [eastward] when he 
departed. And [Moctezuma] sent five emissaries to go to meet 
him, to go to give him gifts. 66 

This passage is important because it refers to the use of an ancient 
myth in a contemporary situation for the purpose of interpreting and 
coping with an unusual presence of strangers in the landscape. The 
earlier encounter of the strangers on the coast was the occasion for 
the recall of this prophecy, but it was not Moctezuma who had that 
recall. Now, in the year associated with Quetzalcoatl, the thoughtful 
king is credited with thinking and setting the pattern of interpretation 
that the Toltec ancestor had returned. The king applies to a series of 
reconnaissance reports the archaic mythologem of Quetzalcoatl's 
flight and promised return to regain his throne. 

As the narrative proceeds, however, we see that Moctezuma is 
filled with both fear and caution. His mind and spirit hover between 
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acceptance and suspicion for a long period. When he sends elaborate 
treasures consisting of the jeweled costumes of major Aztec deities, 
including the "array of Quetzalcoatl," he instructs his messengers to 
honor the visitors but also to spy on them so that their true identity 
can be discovered. 

The message sent to "our lord the god" suggests that Moctezuma 
is preparing to abdicate his authority as ruler. The messengers are 
commanded "say unto him, Thy governor Moctezuma hath sent us. 
Here is what he giveth thee, for [the god) hath come to reach his 
humble home in Mexico." This message of welcome and hinted sub­
mission is translated to Cortes as "May the god deign to hear his 
governor Moctezuma, who watcheth over Mexico for him, prayeth 
unto him." Significantly, the messengers dress Cortes in the outfit of 
Quetzalcoatl. 

In this statement, we see that Moctezuma, who was recently 
elevated to a new rung of authority, has become the representative 
of the returning king, watching over Mexico in the interim. While it 
might be argued that these are exaggerated expressions of royal pro­
tocol, a further examination of the text reveals that Moctezuma is 
falling into a personal crisis. The text reads that while the messengers 
were delivering the divine clothes, "Moctezuma enjoyed no sleep, no 
food, not one spoke more to him. Whatsoever he did, it was as if he 
were in torment. Oftentimes it was as if he sighed, became weak, felt 
weak." This depression and feeling of powerlessness has a focus in 
his mind. A hint of tragedy emerges in his soliloquy: "What will now 
befall us? Who indeed standeth [in command]? Alas, until now, I. In 
great torment is my heart, as if it was washed in chili water it indeed 
burneth, it smarteth. Where in truth [may we go] 0 our lord?"" This 
blunt lament points directly to Quetzalcoatl's significance for the Az­
tecs. While most interpreters emphasize Quetzalcoatl's priestly influ­
ence, it is clear that Moctezuma's torment is not caused by concern 
for his priestly status, but by a threat to his authority as ruler. In the 
words of the text, who, indeed, stands in command, Moctezuma or 
Quetzalcoatl? 

The messengers return from the coast but before Moctezuma will 
receive their report two captive warriors are taken to the Coacalli 
(Snake Temple) and sacrificed. Their blood was sprinkled onto the 
messengers because they had looked upon gods and were about to 
deliver a fateful report. Moctezuma's response to their report is ex­
treme: 

"he was ... terror struck ... he was filled with great dread, 
swooning. His soul was sickened, his heart was anguished. 68 
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His chili-water heart has taken on the character of what Rudolph Otto 
calls a "creature feeling" of numinous dread, awe, and urgency. The 
more the royal mind applies the mythic theme to the quickening 
drama, the more anguished he becomes. He is encountering his nu­
men, the origin of rulership, and it is an uncanny experience. 

But Moctezurna has a warrior's resilience and is not convinced 
that Cortes is Quetzalcoatl or that his throne is doomed. He launches 
a magical campaign against the intruders in order to clarify their 
identity, cast spells upon them, kill them, or repel them from Mexico. 
In the meantime, confusion and emotional chaos spread through the 
city. 

And Moctezuma expressed distress because of the city. And in­
deed everyone was greatly terrified. There were terror, aston­
ishment, expressions of distress, feelings of distress. There 
were consultations. There were formations of groups; there 
were assemblies of peoples. There was weeping .... fathers 
said: "Alas, 0 my beloved sons! How can what is about to 
come to pass have befallen you?"" 

Now the city is gripped with dread and the citizens driven to great 
laments. When we remember the lament at Quetzalcoatl's departure 
quoted at the beginning of chapter 2, it is incongruous that this more 
intense lamentation, indeed near hysteria, is sweeping through the 
capital because of the possibility of the hero's return. Why would the 
return of the archetypal line cause such a panic? 

Moctezuma' s emotional and political crisis increases as he 
makes clear gestures toward an abdication of this office. He decides 
to escape the worldly crisis by fleeing to a magical cave where he 
believes he can pass into the supernatural world. Significantly, his 
counselors tell of four magical locations of escape which coincide with 
the four cardinal points of the universe. In another confused version 
of this episode, found in Tezozomoc's Cronica Mexicana, the wizards 
tell the king that Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl went away and died and that 
he need not fear. Unconvinced, Moctezuma responds: "We expect 
the god Quetzalcoatl because the elders of Tula are certain that Quet­
zalcoatl told them he would return to rule at Tula and all parts of the 
world."70 The point is that Quetzalcoatl will return to rule at Tula and 
it will be the center of the new kingdom. 

Moctezuma, taut with fear and unsuccessful in his attempt to 
escape into the supernatural realm, changes his royal residence. He 
leaves the "great palace" and moves into his "princely home"; the 
baffled king is making room for the true sovereign advancing toward 
the city. 
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The king continues to send spies and emissaries versed in magic 
to impede the Spaniards, but Cortes's troops continue toward Te­
nochtitlan, killing, conquering, and making alliances along the way. 

CHAOS AND BAFFLEMENT 

We have referred to this dramatic scenario as a "crisis situation." 
But the description of Moctezuma's torment or derangement, the 
panic of Tenochtitlan's citizens, the signs from the heavens, and the 
relocation of the royal residence reflect such a deep sense of disorder 
that the term "chaotic situation" is more apt. And as the sources 
present it, it seems to be fundamentally a chaos of the mind. How 
can we understand this complex chaos? The impact of chaotic stress 
on human thought has been illuminated by Susanne Langer: 

Man can adapt himself somehow to anything his imagination 
can cope with: but he cannot deal with chaos. Because his char­
acteristic function and highest asset is conception, his greatest 
fright is to meet what he cannot construe-the "uncanny," as it 
is popularly called. It need not be a new object: we do meet 
new things, and "understand" them promptly, if tentatively, by 
the nearest analogy, when our minds are functioning freely; 
but under mental stress even perfectly familiar things may be­
come suddenly disorganized, and give us the horrors." 

These lines can help us illuminate the situation in Tenochtitlan in 
1519, when Moctezuma and the city are faced with conceptually cha­
otic situations. Indeed, it is not a new object that Moctezuma must 
cope with; supposedly it is a quite familiar one taught to all Aztec 
nobles. And it is possible to claim that the famine, the failing war 
effort, and the internal dissension in the aristocracy, along with the 
series of omens, placed Moctezuma under great stress leading to his 
disorientation in the face of the uncanny. But this kind of social de­
terminism misses the point, although it is certainly part of the play. 
We must ask ourselves what is conceptually chaotic about Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl' s return. 

Clifford Geertz has suggested that the issue in dealing with chaos, 
"a tumult of events which lack not just interpretation but interpret­
ability," is--at one level-the problem of bafflement!" Geertz notes 
that humans tend to use beliefs to explain phenomena, "or more 
accurately, to convince themselves the phenomena were explainable 
within the accepted scheme of things." This is getting to the point of 
the power of the story of Quetzalcoatl's return. The city, the king, 
the nation had claimed descent, and therefore legitimacy, from the 
Toltec priest-king. The Aztec used the Tollan tale as a political myth, 
a myth which contained the "true" story of sovereignty and city. This 
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myth also included the detail that the fountainhead of kingship, the 
founder of Tollan, would return and reestablish his kingdom. But as 
we have also demonstrated, the Aztecs had already reshaped their 
cosmology and city by placing themselves at the center of space and 
time. Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl had gone and now the Aztecs were lords 
of the world and a ,new pattern of destiny had been discovered. 
Huitzilopochtli, Tezcatlipoca, Tlaloc, and Xipe Totec demanded the 
attention of the Aztec realm while Quetzalcoatl, though still important 
in the regular expression of the sacred, became slightly crowded to 
the side. Thus, the appearance of strangers in the east and the return 
of Quetzalcoatl and the consequences promised in the myth could no 
longer be "conceived as being within the accepted scheme of things." 
In fact it was inconceivable, an attack on the accepted scheme of 
things. Therefore, the return of Quetzalcoatl was not understood as 
a renewal or regeneration of the society and cosmos but as an uncanny 
chaos descending on Mexico like the end of another age. This return 
was a reaffirmation of an older pattern of destiny, not centered in 
Tenochtithin or the Fifth Sun, but in the cycles of original forces com­
ing around again to incarnate themselves in the present moment of 
time. The crisis for the Aztecs is not merely political, it is fundamen­
tally cosmological. It is this crisis of the incarnation of Quetzalcoatl's 
image that plagues Moctezuma whose identity becomes effaced before 
the approaching ancestor. Octavio Paz has written of the power of 
such cyclical images: 

Cyclic time is another way toward absorption, transformation, 
and sublimation. The date that recurs is a return of previous 
time, an immersion in a past which is at once that of each indi­
vidual and that of the group. As the wheel of time revolves, it 
allows the society to recover buried, or repressed, psychic 
structures so as to reincorporate them in a present that is also a 
past. It is not only the return of the ancients and antiquity; it is 
the possibility that each individual possesses of recovering his 
living portion of the past. The purpose of psychoanalysis is to 
elucidate the forgotten incident, so that to a certain extent the 
cure is a recovery of memory. In ancient rites it is not memory 
that remembers the past, but the past that returns. This is what 
I have called in another context, the incarnation of images." 

And what makes this incarnation of the image, this "past that returns" 
so powerful is its cosmic significance. It means that not only do the 
priests and king have to wrench their brains to deal with a bewildering 
second coming, but the social order must deal with a return to be­
ginnings, a total reorganization! The return of the date Ce Acatl and 
the reincorporation of the psychic and mythic structure represented 
by Quetzalcoatl are experienced by Moctezuma as destructive. Ac-
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cording to tradition, Quetzalcoatl had made arrows during his dis­
appearance and if he reappeared on 1 Reed, he would strike down 
kings. The conjuction of Quetzalcoatl's reappearance and the striking 
down of kings is portrayed in Diego Duran's account of the Spanish 
march to Tenochtitlan. Moctezuma sent gifts of beads and biscuits to 
Cortes in order to discover if it was Quetzalcoatl returning to Ana­
huac. The idea was that if the stranger recognized the food and ate 
it, then indeed it was the returning king. The Spaniards ate the food, 
greeted Moctezuma' s messengers and sent back beads and biscuits 
to the Aztec monarch. They were given to Moctezuma who saw them 
as divine gifts from Quetzalcoatl. 

Moctezuma said they were from the gods and refused to eat 
them lest he show irreverence toward divine gifts. He ordered 
his priests to carry them to the city of Tula with great ceremony 
and bury them in the temple of Quetzalcoatl whose sons had 
now arrived. The priests took the biscuits and placed them in a 
richly decorated bowl, covered it with cloaks and carried it in 
procession to Tula. Hymns appropriate to Quetzalcoatl were 
sung and the biscuits were buried with great pomp at Quetzal­
coati's temple in the ancient city. 74 

This ritual return of Quetzalcoatl' s food to the archetypal ceremonial 
capital is accompanied by an act of abdication to Quetzalcoatl at the 
Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan. Taking the string of beads sent by 
Cortes, Moctezuma held them up as objects from heaven saying, "I 
receive the mercy and bounty of what the god has given me." He 
then ordered the beads to be buried at the feet of the god Huitzilo­
pochtli saying that he was not worthy to use such divine objects. 
"And they buried it with great pomp and solemnity, accompanied by 
incense burners and shell trumpets and other instruments because 
it was a divine thing." 

The incarnation of Quetzalcoatl' s image in the face of Cortes per­
suaded Moctezuma of the imminent dislocation of the center of Mex­
ico to Tula and the annihilation of his own image as the ruler of the 
empire. He was no longer worthy to be king. 

Cortes continues his march into Tenochtitlan and Moctezuma con­
tinues to act out the abdication of Aztec sovereignty. The drama ar­
rives at the point of ultimate tension when Cortes arrives in 
Tenochtitlan and meets Moctezuma face to face. 

ExiT THE KING 

It is fortunate that we have both Aztec and Spanish versions of 
the face-to-face encounters of Cortes and Moctezuma, including 
quoted excerpts from speeches by both men. While there are differ-
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ences in the reports of these encounters, there are fascinating simi­
larities. We will begin with the abdication speech of Moctezuma as 
it appears in the Aztec accounts and compare the scenario and content 
with Cortes's version. 

After Cortes arrived in Tenochtithin, Moctezuma "went in peace 
and calm" to greet him with gifts of flowers and golden neck bands. 
He addressed the captain: 

0 our Lord, thou hast suffered fatigue, thou hast endured 
weariness. Thou hast come to arrive on earth. Thou hast come 
to govern thy city of Mexico; thou hast come to descend upon 
thy mat, upon thy seat, which for a moment I have watched 
for thee, which I have guarded for thee. For thy governors are 
departed-the rulers Itzcoatl, Moctezuma the Elder, Axayacatl, 
Tizoc, Auitzotl, who yet a very short time ago had come to 
stand guard for thee, who had come to govern the city of Mex­
ico .... 0 that one of them might witness, might marvel at 
what to me now has befallen .... I do not merely dream that I 
see thee, that I look into thy face .... The rulers departed 
maintaining that thou wouldst come to visit thy city, that thou 
wouldst come to descend upon thy mat, upon thy seat. And 
now it hath been fulfilled; visit thy palace. 75 

Quetzalcoatl-Cortes is welcomed back to his city in order to reoccupy 
the throne which has been guarded by Moctezuma and the other 
tlatoanis who bore the Toltec mantle. Moctezuma laments that it is his 
fate to face the loss of the throne and reminds himself that he is awake 
and facing the true ruler. The ancient prophecy has been fulfilled and 
the returning lord is invited to occupy his throne and visit the palace. 
There could hardly be a clearer statement of returning the sovereignty 
to the original king. 

A similar speech appears twice in the second letter Hernando 
Cortes wrote to King Charles during the campaigns against the Az­
tecs. The Cortes letter, written in 1520, is extremely important because 
it contains the earliest account we have of the application of the return 
mythologem. One speech is delivered, according to Cortes, at the 
scene we have just witnessed, the initial meeting of the two men. The 
second speech, which is an abdication speech, is delivered later in 
the year. Following Cortes's account of this second speech come the 
lines "All this took place in the presence of a notary public and was 
duly drawn up by him in legal form, witnessed in the presence of 
many Spaniards." The significance of this is that Cortes may have 
been constructing his letter to the king from a document produced 
on the scene of the dramatic encounter. In Cortes's account of the 
first speech, Moctezuma states, 
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for a long time we have known from the writings of our ances­
tors that neither I, nor any of those who dwell in this land, are 
natives of it, but foreigners who came from very distant parts; 
and likewise we know that a chieftain, of whom they were all 
vassals, brought our people to this region. And he returned to 
his native land. 76 

In this version Moctezuma opens with reference to the sacred history 
of the nation which tells of migrations and a special leader who 
brought the people here and departed. The speech continues, 

And we have always held that those who descended from him 
would come and conquer this land and take us as their vassals. 
So because of the place from which you claim to come, namely 
from where the sun rises, and the things you tell us of the 
great lord and king who sent you here we believe and are cer­
tain that he is our natural lord, especially as you say that he 
has known of us for some time. So be assured that we shall 
obey you and hold you as our lord in place of that great sover­
eign of whom you speak; and in this there shall be no betrayal 
whatsoever. And in all the land that lies in my domain, you 
may command as you will, for you shall be obeyed; and all that 
we own is for you to dispose of as you choose." 

One suspects the clever hand of Cortes in this rendition of the 
welcome speech. For instance, Moctezuma expects one of the lord's 
descendants, not the lord himself. There is a distinct reference to the 
change in social structure. The Aztecs, including Moctezuma, will 
become vassals. The Aztec king is not receiving Cortes as the des­
cendant of Quetzalcoatl but as a messenger of the descendant, "our 
natural lord," who is Charles. King Charles is the royal descendant 
in this account while in the Aztec version he is absent from the picture. 
The disruption of Aztec sovereignty is clearly stated when Moctezuma 
turns over the lands and command of the kingdom. Royal protocol, 
offering royal power to a distinguished visitor, is mixed with an overt 
gesture of turning the government over to Cortes as representative 
of Quetzalcoatl's descendant. Then comes the concluding section of 
Moctezuma's speech and a bizarre gesture. Asking Quetzalcoatl's 
representative to disbelieve the slander of Moctezuma's enemies 
against the Aztec state, he concludes, " 'I also know that they have 
told you ... that I was, and claimed to be a god.' " ... Then he 
raised his clothes and showed me his body, saying, as he grasped his 
arms and trunk with his hands, 'See that I am of flesh and blood like 
you and all other men, and I am mortal and substantial.' "" In this 
symbolic "exposure" Moctezuma eliminates the mystery and majesty 
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of his rank and invites Cortes not only to have a look at his humanity 
but to take control. 

If there is any doubt in our minds that this mythic drama is about 
the structural disruption of Aztec rulership, then we need only focus 
on the second abdication speech reported in Cortes' second letter to 
King Charles. Soon after the Spaniards are lodged in Tenochtitlan, 
Moctezuma is taken house prisoner. According to Cortes, this was 
accomplished through his constant references to King Charles's good 
intentions for Moctezuma and his city and by promising that it was 
only a temporary condition for the tlatoani. It is in this context that 
the complete abdication is offered. To appreciate the full significance 
of the speech, we must realize that the stage directions have been 
altered. Moctezuma is now facing in the opposite direction, toward 
his own kingdom. An assembly of "all the chiefs of the cities and 
lands thereabouts," was gathered by Moctezuma. Facing the elites of 
his empire, Moctezuma delivers a similar speech to the one he had 
given on Cortes's entry. Several new additions reflect his understand­
ing of the pathetic destiny of the city. First the king recalls that the 
chiefs have been his vassals and his forefathers' vassals for many 
years and that there have always been good relations. Then comes 
the reference to the widespread tradition about a returning lord who 

departed, saying that he would return or would send such 
forces as would compel them to serve him. You well know that 
we have always expected him, and according to the things this 
captain has said of the Lord and King who sent him here, and 
according to the direction whence he says he comes, I am cer­
tain, and so must you be also, that this is the same lord for 
whom we have been waiting, especially as he says that there 
they know of us .... And I beg you-since all this is well 
known to you-that just as until now you have obeyed me and 
held me as your rightful lord, from now on you should obey 
the great King, for he is your rightful lord and as his represen­
tative acknowledge this is his captain. And all the tributes and 
services which, until now, you have rendered to me, render 
now to him, for I also must contribute and serve in all that he 
may command; and in addition to doing your duty and all that 
you are obliged to do, you will give me great satisfaction 
thereby." 

While it is possible that Cortes could have invented part of this 
speech, reference back to the earlier speech or the Aztec version or 
the many widespread references of the expected return will show that 
it is an elaboration of the theme of abdication which was initiated by 
Moctezuma. In this last speech to the assembly of rulers, we see the 
full collapse of authority in Tenochtitlan. 
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In this mythic drama, we have witnessed much more than the 
confrontation of two leaders. We see the collapse of the indigenous 
structure of sovereignty, fallen under the weight of a mythic force 
embodied in the ironic return of Quetzalcoatl. This mythic force in­
tensified a crisis situation within the capital city of an empire, the 
pivot of the geographical and social pyramid that was ancient Mexico 
and led to the end of a long tradition of civilized history. This mythic 
force came upon the Aztecs from a primordial tradition which they 
thought could be utilized to support and legitimate their throne. But 
the contours of that tradition had their own shape and meaning and 
could not be reduced to Aztec inventions and applications. In this 
instance we see the impact of a prophecy that succeeded, a prophecy 
that was fulfilled, for too long a time, in the incarnation of an ancient 
visage in the face of Cortes. Ironically, the drama repeated the scenario 
of the end of the ideal Tollan, in which a king lost his throne to 
strangers who deceived him and led him to ruin. The Toltecs were 
correct when they claimed that Quetzalcoatl was the pattern for every­
thing in Mexico, for he was also the pattern of the end of everything. 

Exit the king. 



Five 

When Strangers Come to Town: 
The Return of Quetzalcoatl and 
Millennia[ Discourse 

Contact is never so much a shock that some prophecy or other 
has not already accumulated around a piece of strangeness 
that years before drifted in on a storm tide or fell from the 
clouds.' 

I think it was jorge Luis Borges who said somewhere 
that there are only two stories really worth writing 
about- either" a stranger comes to town" or" someone 
leaves home." These comings and goings, especially the 
ones worth writing about, can sometimes alter the shape 
or destiny of a family, society, or even a world. Occa­
sionally, the travels of strangers or family members can 
have a millennia! quality, bringing about the end of the 
world or at least the feeling that the world as we know it 
has been radically transformed. In this chapter on the 
complex and problematic story of Quetzalcoatl' s return 
to Mexico-Tenochtitlan in 1519, I want to reflect on the 
millennia! themes of both kinds of stories by comparing 
scholarship about the ways in which the Mexicas of 
central Mexico were said to have responded to the ar­
rival of the Spaniards, specifically Hernan Cortes, in 
their territory and city. In carrying out this exercise on 
the comparison of scholarship, I also focus on what ap­
pears to be native comparisons, comparisons the Aztecs 
made between themselves, their gods, their calendar, and 
the arrival, appearance, and persons of the Spaniards. 

My approach to end-of-the-world themes and what 
jose Piedra calls the" critical game of arrival"' develops 
from three sources. First, from my work on the magnetic 
and centripetal powers of ceremonial centers and 
Mesoamerican ideal-type cities, which were the politi­
cal theaters for the performance of cosmological and 
social knowledge. Second, from my recent focus on the 
ceremonies of colonialism and millennia! encounters. 
And third, from my work on a handful of Mexican and 
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Chicano writers who employ the "borderlands/ la frontera" as the major 
symbolic space of Mexican American existence.' 

In my work on the borderlands in Chicano literature, I focus not on 
millennia] time, but on the millennia! spaces of the Mexican American 
imagination.• It seems that in Latin American history and religions, there 
are always strangers coming to town or crossing borders, whether as 
slaves, stowaways, missionaries, writers,S or conquistadors drawn into 
the hair-raising stories of the New World by the forces of diasporas and 
magnetic cities. The idea of a New World with powerful and complex 
spaces is widespread in millenarian movements and nowhere more 
stimulating to the social imagination than in the invention and discov­
ery of the Americas. What has been overlooked until recently in historical 
studies is that everyone, whether European, African, mestizo or Native, 
encountered, discovered, and invented new worlds. Indigenous peoples, 
as much as the Spaniards, helped form the daily life, politics, and imagina­
tion of Nueva Espana. There was a mutual appraisal of each other's 
bodies, towns, ideas, myths, symbols, and stories. How Natives and 
Spaniards thought, after 1492, was a mutual enterprise of making new 
worlds. 

In the Americas, from the start of those arrival games, racial differ­
ence complicated the millennia! dreams. Consider the narrative of Nelida 
Pinon's novel, The Republic of Dreams, in which one of the protagonists, 
Madruga, awaits the dawn in Brazil after a long, arduous transatlantic 
voyage: 

After a night of fitful sleep down there, Madruga would lie 
waiting for dawn. He knew that they would be landing in Rio de 
Janeiro almost any moment now. And was all set to descend upon 
a city seething with lust and peopled by strange creatures who'd 
been the subject of many a hair-raising story. On that continent he 
was about to find himself confronted with a predominantly 
Indian culture, where whites were a minority.6 

It is this arrival in a desperately new space in which Europeans 
were the minority that gives special interpretive force to the hermeneutic 
efforts of Spaniards and Indians discussed in this chapter: the big is­
sues included not only who would control the peoples, lands, and riches, 
but also what were to be the languages of interpretation and who would 
control the stories. 

In approaching the Aztec version of the stranger-comes-to-town story, 
I want to rethink the problematic material about the return of Quetzalcoatl 
to Mexico in 1519-1521 and the identification of Hernan Cortes as the 
ancient priest-king-god. On the one hand, this mythic identification of 
Cortes as Quetzalcoatl seems a worn-out issue. But on the other hand, 
the Feathered Serpent symbol and story has recently received a new life 
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due to significant archaeological and ethnohistorical research. While 
this new research sometimes highlights the Quetzalcoatl tradition, which 
is much broader than the conquest episodes, the Cortes as Quetzalcoatl 
myth is again much on people's minds. New research on colonial en­
counters and linguistic change in Mexico makes this representation 
timely and appropriate. In what follows, I attempt to probe the minds of 
Spaniards and Indians in the sixteenth century as well as the minds of 
scholars who write about the encounter. 

I want to frame my interpretations with three powerful statements 
about comparisons and meetings as well as summarize the main narra­
tives of the Spanish strangers coming to Tenochtitlan in 1519 in relation 
to the belief that it was Quetzalcoatl returning. These initial statements 
and summaries will help not only to reflect critically on the comparative 
discourse of these specific indigenous/European encounters, but will 
also assist in my own interpretation offered in the final section. My criti­
cal game of arrival is based on the native appreciation of millenarian 
spaces in time that organized several relevant, pre-contact historical and 
mythological episodes that could have been drawn upon by Natives to 
interpret the Spanish arrival. 

Quotations and Orientations 
The first statement that will orient my reflections comes from 

Jonathan Z. Smith in his remarkable essay," Adde Parvum Parvo Magnus 
Acervus Erit," which was the prolegomenon for his much later book, 
Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Reli­
gions of Late Antiquity. He writes, 

The process of comparison is a fundamental characteristic of 
human intelligence. Whether revealed in the logical grouping of 
classes, in poetic similes, in mimesis, or other like activities­
comparison, the bringing together of two or more objects for the 
purpose of noting either similarity or dissimilarity, is the omni­
present substructure of human thought.' 

In spite of the fact that comparative studies has fallen on hard times in 
some parts of the academy, especially where it is denigrated as 
"paralellomania,"8 a disease, or an anti-historical mode of judgment, 
Mesoamerican narratives contain comparisons made by Aztecs, Mayas 
(prior to, during, and after the wars of conquest), and their neighbors. 
Another scholar, working in Judaism, notes that" comparative inquiry 
is inescapable. Whether we perform comparisons consciously or not, 
our interpretations of cultures always presuppose ideas that derived 
from and can only be validated through comparison."' Here, I want us 
to keep in mind Smith's phrases, a "fundamental characteristic of hu­
man intelligence" and the "omnipresent substructure of human 
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thought." These words of). Z. Smith sound more like the language we 
would expect from the great historian of religions, Mircea Eliade. 

The second quotation comes from the second chapter of Book Twelve 
of the Florentine Codex, 10 titled "The Conquest of Mexico," which is the 
final volume of a monumental work representing the ethnographic re­
search of the Franciscan priest, Bernardino De Sahagun, who with the 
aid of native assistants spent over forty years studying the world view, 
religious practices, and mythology of the Aztecs. One of the sections in 
Book Twelve purports to describe the initial responses and comparisons 
made by the Mexicas about the strangers on the shore. Following a de­
scription of ten omens that signaled the collapse of the Aztec empire, the 
Spaniards arrived in 1517 on the eastern coast. Native reconnaissance 
began when local leaders went to meet the Spaniards; we are told that 
one of the first acts they undertake is one of comparison: "And when they 
had drawn near to the Spaniards, then before them they performed the 
earth-eating ceremony at the prows of the boats: they thought it was 
Quetzalcoatl Topiltzin who had come to arrive."11 The earth-eating cer­
emony was a ritual act of reverence that included wetting one's finger, 
dragging it along the dirt, and sucking and eating the accumulated earth. 
The thought that "it was Quetzalcoatl Topiltzin" refers to the paradig­
matic priest-king, "Our Young Prince, the Feathered Serpent," who had 
ruled in the great city of Tollan, the Place of Reeds, over three centuries 
before. I highlight the phrases "And when they had drawn near to the 
Spaniards" and "they thought it was Quetzalcoatl Topiltzin who had 
come to arrive." 

The third quotation that orients this chapter comes from another 
comparison, one that I want to make between the Spanish arrival in 
Mexico and the Spanish arrival in Peru. The anthropologist Olivia Har­
ris, in her "The Coming of the White People: Reflections on the 
Mythologisation of History in Latin America," relocates the analogy of 
a Spaniard and a Native American divine man to the story of Francisco 
Pizarro's arrival in Cuzco and confrontation with the Inca ruler 
Atahuallpa. According to several historical accounts, the Inca ruler meets 
Pizarro and believes that" it was Viracocha (the god) who had come just 
as he had promised them when he went away ... And he gave thanks to 
Virachocha because he was coming at the appointed time." 12 In her dis­
cussion, Harris makes a number of critical observations concerning the 
illuminating developments in colonial studies that have led us to" ask 
new kinds of depth questions" about the Native encounters with Euro­
peans. Her critical comment that I explore later in this chapter is that 
some historians treat the coming of whites to the Americas as a "tran­
scendental event upon whose axis history is created, a rupture from 
which fundamental categories of periodisation and identity are derived. 
The move to a recognition of the importance of colonialism over the past 20-25 
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years has paradoxically reinforced the self-importance of Europeans"" (Italics 
mine). In the interpretation that follows, I argue that this "transcenden­
tal self-importance" has also sometimes obscured the ways in which 
native peoples framed, shaped, tinged, and controlled, to some degree, 
the narratives about these encounters. Spanish thought was thus par­
tially bound up with native thought. 

Comparing Comparisons 
Jonathan Z. Smith's discussion of the general principles of compara­

tive thought includes the claim that "comparison can be a means for 
overcoming strangeness,"" which is particularly the case in travel lit­
erature and early ethnographies. From Xenophanes' s comparison of the 
Ethiopian gods as black and snub-nosed with the Thracians gods who had 
red hair and blues eyes, to Herotodus' s observations on the Athenians 
and Spartans based on his impressions as a traveler/' to the fulsome 
observations found in Spanish letters about the superiority of Spaniards 
to Indians, the strangers who appear on the islands and beaches of one's 
geographical or interpretive landscape are subject to immediate com­
parisons with the repertoire of experiences of the homeland. This process 
of comparison worked both ways as Spaniards and Aztecs drew up images 
of similarities and differences to deal with the strange. 

Any reader of Hernan Cortes and Bernal Diaz del Castillo16 will 
notice them making short comparisons between the Aztec cites, dancers, 
markets, plazas, crowds, gods, slave markets, and battles with a wide 
range of places and events in Europe. Bernal Diaz del Castillo, showing 
an awareness of his readership, writes, "Some studious readers in Spain 
may have heard that Mexico was a very great city built in the water like 
Venice," further noting that "before reaching the great Cue there is a 
great enclosure of courts, it seems to me larger than the plaza of 
Salamanca."" Moving throughout this Venice and Salamanca of the 
New World were huge crowds of people in markets where Indian slaves 
were brought "for sale as the Portuguese bring negroes from Guinea, 
and they brought them along tied to long poles, with collars round their 
necks."18 This and other scenes brought exclamations of comparison 
from the other soldiers who had ventured forth to Europe and the Middle 
East: "Some of the soldiers among us who had been in many parts of the 
world, in Constantinople, and all over Italy, and in Rome, said that so 
large a market place and so full of people, and so well regulated and 
arranged, they had never beheld before."19 

Rituals and their performers were also subject to home-town refer­
ences, including the Aztec dancers and voladores (flyers attached to a 
high pole) who performed for Moctezuma' s "amusement [just like] oth­
ers who used stilts on their feet, and others who flew when they had 
danced up in the air, and others like Merry-Andrews." 20 
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Furthermore, the mapmaker for Cortes leaves us a supreme image of 
comparing one city with another when he draws a bird' s eye view of the 
island-city Tenochtitlan with its gardens, zoo, temples, and especially 
the grand ceremonial center. But the images of the architecture are from 
a European romance with the turrets, towers, and balconies that orga­
nized German and Spanish cities. Perhaps the most telling comparison, 
one that was contemporary of Spain and that reveals the application of 
a literary tradition and a transcendental image, is Dfaz del Castillo's 
comparison of the wonders of the Aztec capital to the" enchantments 
they tell of in the legend of Amadis," referring to the Cuatro Libras de 
Amadis de Gaula, first published in 1508 in Zaragoza, Spain, and widely 
read by the conquistadors fighting in the Italian peninsula prior to the 
New World expeditions." 

There are also Spanish accounts of comparisons that the Aztecs 
were making. For example, Dfaz del Castillo recounts the story of a Span­
ish soldier in possession of a helmet half-gilt but somewhat rusty. One of 
the Indian leaders said that he wished to see it as it was like one they 
possessed that had been left to them by their ancestors of the race from 
which they had sprung, that it had been placed on the head of their god 
Huichilobos, and that their prince Montezuma would like to see this 
helmet."" The Aztecs also made comparisons as a way of overcoming 
Spanish strangeness: for example, they thought that the ships were float­
ing temples and that the golden-haired Pedro de Alvarado was Tonatiuh, 
the Sun God. The most relevant Aztec attempt to overcome strangeness 
with a comparison comes one page after the quote, previously cited from 
the Florentine Codex, where the Aztecs identified the Spaniards with 
Quetzalcoatl. The narrative puts the comparison of the Spaniards with 
Quetzalcoatl inside the head of the ruler, Moctezuma: 

Thus he thought-thus it was thought that this was Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl who had come to land. For it was in their hearts that 
he would come ... to land, just to find his mat, his seat. For he had 
traveled there (eastward) when he departed23 

This passage refers to some vital aspects of Quetzalcoatl' s return 
myth that so engaged scholars and laypeople over the centuries. 24 It 
shows that the Aztec's millennia! hopes were influential in their inter­
pretation of the encounter with the Spaniards. These aspects include 1) 
the Aztec ruler thought that Cortes was Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl who was 
2) returning in order to 3) restore his glorious kingdom, one of the key 
proofs of which was 4) directional, that is, the fact that the new arrivals 
came from the east, which was the direction of his disappearance, when 
he left home centuries before. 

In fact, this anticipation of an immanent, this-worldly, profound 
transformation brought on by an historical event tinged with myth, is 
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elaborated in two different accounts of the meeting of Cortes with the 
Aztec tlatoani, Moctezuma Xocoyotzin. To complicate the matter further, 
the earliest account of the return myth appears not in a native document 
but in Cortes's Second Letter to Carlos V: in this document, Moctezuma­
in the presence of a notary public, Cortes tells us- welcomes the Span­
ish captain as a returning ancestor/ chieftain who, according to Mexica 
sacred history, is destined to rule the land and is to be obeyed. Since 
Cortes arrives from where the sun rises, and because of what Cortes has 
said earlier about the Spanish king, Moctezuma states that they are" cer­
tain that he is our natural lord" and that the kingdom is now his." 
Moctezurna, sitting on a throne across from the one on which Cortes was 
sitting, speaks, 

For a long time we have known from the writing of our ancestors 
that neither I, nor any of those who dwell in this land, are native 
of it, but foreigners who came from very distant parts; and like­
wise we know that a chieftain, of whom they were all vassals, 
brought our people to this region. And he returned to his native 
land and after many years came again, by which time all those 
who had remained were married to native women and had built 
villages and raised children. And when he wished to lead them 
away again they would not go nor even admit him as their chief; 
and so he departed. And we have always held that those who 
descended from him would come and conquer this land and take 
us as their vassals. So because of the place from which you claim 
to come, namely from where the sun rises, and the things you tell 
us of the great lord or king who sent you here, we believe and are 
certain that he is our natural lord, especially as you say that he 
has known of us for some time. So be assured that we shall obey 
you and hold you as our lord in place of that great sovereign of 
whom you speak.26 

It is remarkable that this speech was written down in 1520 during 
the shifting, violent, uncertain military and political events that over­
whelmed both the Spaniards and Mexicas. Also remarkable is the other 
account of this speech, which appears in the Florentine Codex when 
Moctezuma welcomes the Spaniards and emphasizes the issue of 
rulership and the shift of authority to the returning ancestor. The tlatoani 
is reported to have said, 

0 our Lord, thou has suffered fatigue ... Thou has come to govern 
the city of Mexico ... thou has come to descend upon thy mat, upon 
thy seat, which for a moment I have watched for thee, which I 
have guarded for thee. For thy governors are departed - the 
rulers Itzcoatl, Moctezuma the Elder, Axayacatl, Tizoc, Auitzotl, 
who yet a very short time ago had come to stand guard for thee, 
who had come to govern the city of Mexico ... O that one of them 
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might witness, might marvel at what to me now has befallen ... The 
rulers departed maintaining that thou wouldst come to visit thy 
city, that thou wouldst come to descend upon thy mat, upon thy 
seat. And now it hath been fulfilled; visit thy palace'' 

Shifting back to Cortes's Second Letter, composed at least two de­
cades earlier, we find a second abdication speech in which Moctezuma 
is no longer welcoming Cortes but addressing all of his "chiefs of the 
cities of the land whereabouts." He repeats the themes of the immanent 
end of his reign and the arrival of a sacred ancestor, reminding the allied 
rulers that 

you well know that we have always expected him ... and according 
to the direction whence he says he comes, I am certain ... that this is 
the same lord for whom we have been waiting .. .from now on you 
should obey the great King, for he is your rightful lord and as his 
representative acknowledge this is his captain. And all the 
tributes and services which, until now, you have rendered to me, 
render now to him.28 

In this version, Moctezuma is passing his authority over to the Span­
ish captain as proxy for the King of Spain. While these Spanish and 
Aztec comparisons may have assisted the participants on both sides to 
overcome the strange political, linguistic, and cultural situation they 
were in, they have brought an ongoing series of interpretive difficulties 
to students of the Conquest. No doubt we hear the clever political hand 
of Cortes in his accounts, but there is much more to hear and under­
stand, as we shall soon see. 

The Debate: How 'Natives' Think About Europeans 
One of the most powerful problems in the history of religious stud­

ies and anthropology has been expressed in the question, "How dona­
tives think?" A quick review of titles from the classical formulations of 
Lucien Levy-Bruhl and E. B. Tylor to the revisions of Bronislaw 
Malinowski, Mircea Eliade, Claude Levi-Strauss, Wendy Doniger, and 
Charles Long shows that the study of religion has often been motivated 
by this problem. Whether the "natives" are the indigenous peoples of 
the New World, Oceania, Australia, Africa, or the" others" of traditional 
cultures, Western scholarship on religion has sought to get into "other 
peoples myth's," their heads, minds, world views, and thought pro­
cesses. 29 The methods anthropologists and historians of religions have 
used to" get into the heads of native peoples have varied and have in­
cluded the techniques of library research, field work, interviews, and 
'going native.'"30 

The latter technique of" doing what they do in order to understand 
what they do" has taken many forms including the taking of hallucino-
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gens in an attempt to see, feel, hear, and communicate with the indig­
enous gods. Examples include Carlos Casteneda, Barbara Myerhoff, 
Gerardo Reichel Dolmatoff, Michael Harner, and Napoleon Chagnon 
who illustrated their commitment to "field work" methodology by imbib­
ing a variety of natural drugs including peyote, ebene, ayahuasca, and other 
hallucinogenic substances. It might be said that the results included 
millennia! visions of fantastic proportions, which led one practitioner to 
claim he had seen the imagery of the Book of Revelations six times over. 
While neither the Spaniards nor the Aztecs took drugs in order to divine 
the world view or mind-set of the other, it is important to consider how 
dedicated some people are in their attempts to know how natives think. It 
is also important to note how difficult it is for even the drug takers to 
cross over in their dreams and visions into the mental and emotional 
world of the "Other." 

Consider this end-of-the-world- or at least new world- description 
by Napoleon Chagnon who had refused to take hallucinogens during 
the seven years he worked and lived with the Yanomamo Indians. He 
lost his resistance one day after a Protestant missionary, who had also 
penetrated the rain forest setting of the Yanomamo, rattled the native men 
by condemning them to a fiery hell for taking the drug ebene and going 
into ecstatic stupors in which they said they saw and communed with 
the hekura, their gods. When the men told Chagnon that they now doubted 
the efficacy of their own gods in comparison to the Christian god, he 
broke his long-standing refusal to chant to the hekura by inviting the 
shaman Rerebawa to decorate him in the native fashion and then blow 
the hallucinogenic powder up into Chagnon's nostrils. The anthropolo­
gist provides this description of his discovery of how "natives think": 

Songs that I had heard the Shamans from a dozen villages sing 
began to whir through my mind, and almost involuntarily my 
lips began to move and I stood up and looked to Mavaca moun­
tain and began singing. Blips of light and spots flashed before me, 
and I began the methodological prancing that I had witnessed a 
thousand times. My arms seemed light and began moving almost 
of their own accord, rhythmically up and down at my sides, and I 
called to Ferefereiwa and Periboriwa, hot and meat hunger hekura 
and asked them to come into my chest and dwell within me. I felt 
great power and confidence and sang louder and louder and 
pranced and danced in evermore complex patterns ... We pranced 
together and communed with the spirits and shared something 
between us that was as undefinable as it was fundamentally 
human, a freedom to create with our minds the mystical universe 
that began with the beginning of time, something that seemed to 
be lodged in the back of imagination, something hidden and 
remote from consciousness, and I knew intimately why the 
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shamans went daily through the pain of taking their drugs, for the 
experience was exhilarating and stimulating. But the freedom to 
give complete reign to the imagination was the most startling and 
pleasurable part, to shed my cultural shackles and fetters, to cease 
being a North American animal up to a point and be Yanomamo 
or the part of me that I and all others have in common with 
Yanomamo. Wild things passed through my mind. I thought of 
Levi-Strauss' argument about the wisdom of looking for the 
nature of human logic and thought in primitive culture because it 
was not contaminated with layers of accumulated precepts and 
intellectual entanglements and felt it was a marvelous idea. I 
could hear the initial strains of Richard Strauss' Also Sprach 
Zarathustra. I didn't care what the missionary or the startled 
German visitor thought about me as he clicked off photos of the 
mad anthropologist going native. As my high reached ecstatic 
proportions, I remember Kaobawa and the others groaning as I 
broke the arrows over my head and pranced wildly with the 
shambles and splinters clutched tightly in my fists, striking the 
ground and enjoying the soft rain that had now begun to fall,'! 

A great deal can and should be said about the value and limits of 
this "method" of getting into other people's myths and heads, which as 
the story shows are very much like the myths and "head" that the an­
thropologist brought to Brazil. Suffice it to say that it is remarkable that 
this discovery of what was "lodged in the back of the imagination" was 
triggered by a conflict between two white men who had" come to town"­
the anthropologist acting as a social scientist and the Protestant mis­
sionary acting as a religious critic of Chagnon's informants and friends. 

The complexity of the problem of finding out "how natives think" 
was recently highlighted in Charles H. Long's essays on post-colonial 
studies where he charges that the question of "how natives think" is 
part of a grand scholarly signification designed to give interpretive privi­
lege to Western intellectuals." According to Long, the formation of En­
lightenment thought was profoundly implicated in the conquests by 
and colonialisms of European cultures from which developed new ra­
cial theories, forms of genocide, and unheard of strategies for human 
exploitation. The combination of Enlightenment methods and episte­
mologies with the opening of a New World led not so much to a better 
understanding of" others" as it did to intellectual strategies that 

paved the ground for historical and evolutionary thinking, racial 
theories, and forms of color symbolism that made the economic 
and military conquest of various cultures and peoples justifiable 
and defensible. In this movement both religions and cultures and 
peoples throughout the world were created anew through aca­
demic disciplinary orientations-they were signified.33 
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In relation to this charge of signification, the question of "how na­
tives think" has been raised with both a new polemical force and a 
change in focus in the exchanges between two leading anthropologists, 
Gananath Obeyesekere and Marshall Sahlins.34 Now the question has 
been altered to, "How do natives think about Europeans when they meet 
them invading the islands, beaches,35 communities, and cities of their 
own worlds?" Or, with respect to this chapter, "What kinds of compari­
sons do natives make when European strangers come to town?" The 
debate/battle between Obeyesekere and Sahlins focuses on the question 
of whether Captain Cook and his crews were perceived, interpreted, and 
treated like the Hawaiian god Lono by the natives who met, welcomed, 
exchanged with, and eventually murdered the English captain. The sig­
nificance of the issues of how natives think and how scholars come to 
think natives thought about Europeans is reflected in the special inten­
sity of the intellectual salvos the two anthropologists have fired at one 
another, methodologically and personally. Clifford Geertz has also been 
concerned with the unusual sharpness of this debate, and writes, 

What is at stake here is thus a question that has haunted anthro­
pologists for over a hundred years, and haunts us even more now 
that we work in a decolonized world: What are we to make of 
cultural practices that seem to us odd and illogical? How odd are 
they? How illogical? In what precisely does reason lie? This is a 
question to be asked not only about eighteenth-century Hawai­
ians, parading noisily about with birdskin images, taking a 
coconut tree ("a man with his head in the ground and his testicles 
in the air") to be the body of a god, and enfolding their lives in so 
elaborate a skein of sacrality and prohibition- the notorious 
tabu-that they sometimes can barely move. It is to be asked as 
well about eighteenth-century Englishmen, sailors and naviga­
tors, wandering womanless about the oceans in search of discov­
eries- arcadias, curiosities, anchorages, delicacies, and the 
Northwest Passage- and of the inquisitive, aggressive society, the 
knowledge-is-glory world that, hoping ultimately, for a temporal 
salvation, sent the Englishman there.36 

Much more can be said about what "sent Englishman there" or 
stimulated them to "leave home" for it seems as though the entire colo­
nial period and post-colonial period are wrapped up in the array of 
comparisons that erupted about the oddness, strangeness, and unrea­
sonableness of "others." It is important to me that both Sahlins and 
Obeyesekere refer to the problem of Quetzalcoatl' s return to build some 
interpretive leverage in their argument about Cook and Lono. This is yet 
another way that comparisons work into the problem, that is, when 
controversies contest whose divine man was invented by whom! Both 
authors refer to the debate in Mesoamerican studies of how the Aztecs 
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perceived, conceived of, and tested their cosmo-magical view of the world 
against the invasion of the Spaniards, and especially the arrival of Cortes. 

This debate in Mesoamerican studies has involved many scholars 
and artists, including Miguel Le6n-Portilla, Tzvetan Todorov, H. B. 
Nicholson, lnga Clendinnen, James Lockhart, and myself, and it challenges 
us to clarify how and by what methods, assumptions, and interpretive 
tools do we make sense of the dramatic encounters and processes of 
interaction that resulted from the meetings of Mesoamerican and Span­
ish peoples in the sixteenth century. Questions that have arisen in the 
debate include: Did native peoples really think of Spaniards as divine 
men, and the event as millennia!, or was this a European invention 
inserted into the texts?" In the rubric of our theme, was this an Aztec 
millennium or a Spanish millennium? How could we possibly even 
know what Moctezuma thought about the Spaniards since the earliest 
source is a Spanish letter and the relevant native accounts were not 
collected until the 1530s? By what formula of story-telling did the native 
peoples construct the story that the supreme ruler of a pulsating king­
dom must abdicate his throne to people clearly not his relatives? When 
does the literary evidence begin to contain the story of Moctezuma's 
identification of Cortes as the returning priest king: 1520, 1530, 1550, 
1570? And what does the answer reveal about post-conquest inven­
tions? Some claim that Quetzalcoatl' s return was an invention by Cortes. 
But it is just as possible to claim the opposite, that Cortes, in the Spanish 
or at least the Mexican imaginative rendering of the Conquest, is really 
the reinvention of the Quetzalcoatl myth! What appears to be at stake, in 
part, is the question, "Who controlled the sixteenth-century discourse of 
these millennially tinged exchanges?" 

Miguel Le6n-Portilla and the Aztec Millennium 
Our generation's problem of dealing with how Mesoamerican na­

tives thought about Europeans coming to town begins with the im­
mensely popular publication of Miguel Le6n-Portilla's Vision de los 
vencidos: Relaciones indigenas de Ia Conquista, known in English as The 
Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest ofMexico.38 In a real sense, 
Miguel Le6n-Portilla is the "Hermes" of our interpretive problem- the 
patron god of merchants and travelers who inhabits the crossroads of 
cultures, secrets, and hermeneutics. Le6n-Portilla stands at the intersec­
tion of languages (Spanish, Nahuatl, English) and cultures (European, 
Nahuatl, Mexican), and his poetic abilities carry a sense of oracular 
power into his narrative choices and translations. With The Broken Spears, 
he presents a braided interpretation of narrative materials in which na­
tive voices are clearly, if unevenly, present and sometimes controlling. 
Since its 1959 appearance in Spanish, his humanistic commentary on a 
collection of sixteenth-century sources has been translated into English, 
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French, Italian, German, Hebrew, Polish, Swedish, Hungarian, Serbo­
Croatian, Portuguese, Japanese, and Catalan, and "the National Uni­
versity of Mexico has published more copies of The Broken Spears than of 
any other text in its long history-hundreds of thousands."" 

The leader of Aztec studies, Le6n-Portilla' s sensitive, insightful trans­
lations of Nahuatl literature into Spanish turned the tables on the 
long-held, privileged Spanish voices of the conquest, as represented by 
the monumental work of William Prescott and his followers." Prescott 
not only described the conquest with Spanish voices and eyes, he put 
them up on magnificent horses parading around the countryside and 
city. Leon-Portilla and others have a formidable opponent in Prescott, 
whose exhausting synthesis of extant primary sources reads like a com­
bination of epic poetry and commentary on the triumphs of the Span­
iards. This triumphal march, called the "Conquest of Mexico," begins 
and ends with something akin to a hagiographic orgy about commander 
Cortes. At the front end of Prescott's grand narrative, we read of Cortes's 
"enlightened spirit, and of his comprehensive and versatile genius," 
while the last chapter is dedicated to a celebration of his manners, hab­
its, and character, and an apology for his "bigotry." 41 Miguel 
Le6n-Portilla's chief redactor, Jorge Klor de Alva, writes of the radical 
significance of his mentor's achievement in reorienting the narratives of 
the conquest: 

As is well known but quickly forgotten, the victors ordinarily 
write history. The losers are usually silenced or, if this is impos­
sible, they are dismissed as liars, censored for being traitors, or left 
to circulate harmlessly in the confined spaces of the defeated. 
Bringing marginalized perspectives to light is therefore a revolu­
tionary act of some importance; it can subvert dominant under­
standings, it might inspire other victims to raise their voice and 
pen their protests, and it always forces old histories to be rewrit­
ten to include or at least respond to the vision of the vanquished. 
For almost 450 years the history of the conquest of Mexico­
perhaps the most consequential meeting of cultures ever- was 
based overwhelmingly on Spanish accounts." 

Through Le6n-Portilla' s sensitive translations and editing of 
Nahuatl and Spanish versions of the conquest under the new model of 
"Aztec account," a paradigm shift took place in Mesoamerican stud­
ies- away from a chorus of Spanish voices to a chorus of native voices. 
Or to put the matter differently, his book began the process of balancing 
the scales more justly and accurately by turning the knob so that Aztec 
accounts came into range. Le6n-Portilla' s organization of cuttings from 
documents written between 1528 and 1578 claims to give us access to 
the voices and eyes of the conquered which, like broken spears, have 
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lain in the roads and been scattered in different libraries, but which are 
now connected together and provide the indigenous views of what tran­
spired in the lakes, beaches, causeways, palaces, and temples during 
the fateful years of the Conquest. Leon-Portilla made a new use of sources 
by collecting his own cuttings from a number of colonial sources and 
creating a corridor or passage of native voices, or echoes of voices, into 
academic and popular arenas. While some were compiled as early as 
1528, or as late as 1560, all were presented by the Mexican writer as 
Aztec voices, Mexica views, and indigenous accounts. The publication 
of this book sent Leon-Portilla's claims about native comparisons around 
the world and, in a sense, stimulated the problem we are dealing with here. 

One of the key moments in Leon-Portilla's arrangement of these frag­
ments is the Aztec identification of Cortes as Quetzalcoatl, and the indig­
enous awareness that the world as they knew it was quickly coming to a 
catastrophic end. The Quetzalcoatl/Cortes comparison is built on sev­
eral choices the editor made. First, his historical reconstruction of cul­
tural stages in Mexican history is anchored in the Toltec tradition of Tula 
where in his words, the" great culture hero Quetzalcoatl" built a grand 
civilization before he "departed eastward, promising that some day he 
would return from across the sea." The Aztecs, according to Leon-Portilla, 
claimed as their own this tradition and hero who left home." Second, 
Leon-Portilla's introduction to Chapter Three of his book states that when 
the Nahuas stood at their own crossroads between the indigenous world 
and the New World," the Nahuas attempted to explain the coming of the 
Spaniards by a projection of earlier ideas: they assumed that the new 
arrivals were Quetzalcoatl and other deities."" 

In Chapter Three, Leon-Portilla emphasizes a text that locates the 
Cortes=Quetzalcoatl comparison inside Moctezuma' s head and shows that 
he believes this was what the ruler thought. Leon Portilla's translation 
reads, "It was as if he thought the new arrival was our prince 
Quetzalcoatl. This is what he felt in his heart ... he has come back! .. . to the 
place of his throne . .. for that is what he promised when he departed" (italics 
Leon-Portilla's)." 

In addition, Leon-Portilla includes in his cuttings the welcoming 
speech of Moctezuma, previously quoted, which appears to publicly 
identity Cortes as the returning lord. Leon-Portilla's presentation in The 
Broken Spears is phenomenological in style, giving little impression of 
the historical context and messiness of the creation and history of these 
documents. But we should not fall into the trap of thinking that Leon­
Portilla was unaware of these problems. His classic Aztec Thought and 
Culture, for instance, remains one of the most textured literary interpre­
tations of Aztec philosophy and history. And in later collections, he 
illustrates a solid familiarity with the complex history of primary source 
production in sixteenth-century Mexico. What is difficult for those of us 
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who follow him by using The Broken Spears is the firmness, simplicity, 
and clarity of his braided narrative and introductory comments. His 
view here was plainly that not only did the Nahuas use the Toltec mythic 
tradition to" explain" the arrival of the Spaniards, but that Moctezuma 
thought the comparison up himself. I suspect that all the scholars men­
tioned here have reacted with different degrees of intensity to 
Le6n-Portilla's ability to confidently interpret these materials from his 
place on the crossroads of the literary tradition. 

Inga Clendinnen: The Aztec Millennium as a Web of Spanish Fictions 
A persuasively written counterpoint to Le6n-Portilla's position is 

presented in Inga Clendinnen' s eloquent article, "Fierce and Unnatural 
Cruelty: Cortes and the Conquest of Mexico." Clendinnen reads the claim 
that the Aztecs thought Cortes and the Spaniards were the returning 
Quetza!coatl as a "splendidly implausible notion-save that so many 
have believed it."46 Following the earlier analysis of J. H. Elliott and 
Anthony Pagden, Clendinnen argues that Cortes's elegant literary craft, 
especially in his Second Letter to the King of Spain required the invention 
of the analogy that Cortes= Quetzalcoatl out of a "web of fictions" emerg­
ing from "particular strands of Spanish political culture." The "com­
mander" developed a legalistic strategy, a strategy conforming to the 
requirements of his indebtedness to the crown, that required Moctezuma 
to abdicate his authority not to Cortes, but to the great ruler, Charles of 
Spain. Cortes presents a" strict narrative unfolding of events" that does 
not draw its substance from native participation or mythology or even 
its application by natives. Rather, the Spaniard's" art of adaptation and 
improvisation" is in control of the entire story." Clendinnen writes that 
Cortes's narrative guarantees that, "we, like his royal audience, should 
be impressed by his command of men and events; dominating and dup­
ing Moctezuma; neutralizing Spanish disaffection by appeals to duty, 
law, and faith; managing Indians with kind words, stern justice, and 
displays of the superiority of Spanish arms and the priority of the Span­
ish god." 48 

I do not doubt that Cortes was striving to impress the royal mind 
with his extraordinary management skills, or that his literary craft was 
elegant and profoundly political. What is challenging to me is 
Clendinnen's claim that this Spanish political fiction of both 
Quetzalcoatl returning and Moctezuma's vacillation and collapse was 
picked up by Sahagun, who "powerfully reinforced" it, erroneously 
thinking that it was an Indian belief when in fact the ruler's gesture of 
abdication was a "very late-dawning story, making its first appearance 
thirty and more years after the Conquest."" The stunning implication is 
that this Spanish fiction- the story of Moctezuma' s paralysis- parades 
down the years through the literature and scholarship and is internalized 



220 When Strangers Come to Town 

by conunentators less wary than Oendinnen, all the way to Le6n-Portilla, 
who falls unconsciously under Cortes's charismatic pen along with the 
rest of us. This means that Le6n-Portilla's extensive Nahuatl training 
and sense of the Aztec ethos (not to mention Sahag(in' s profound famil­
iarity with Spanish-Native exchanges) contribute no effective critical 
stance in relation to the Spanish literary craft. The Spanish ruse and 
invention, which later Spaniards were not aware of and which anum­
ber of Indians internalized as their own, "bears the hallmarks of a 
post-Conquest scapegoating of a leader who had indeed admitted the 
Spaniards to city in life, and so was made to bear the weight of the 
unforeseeable consequences in death.""' 

There is much to admire in Oendinnen's exploration of how na­
tives and Spaniards thought about and fought each other. Her dramatic 
qualities of interpretation almost bring the antagonists back to life for 
our enjoyment and understanding. She also raises a rich interpretation 
when she suspects the privileged and aggressive literary craft of Cortes 
to be the author of this time-honored tradition of Quetzalcoatl' s return. 
No less a literary interpreter than Frank Kermode traces, in his The Gen­
esis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative, how literary fictions, 
undergirded by a belief that an" interior" or" spiritual" reading of a text 
has been accomplished, are then taken as political and religious truth 
and paraded for centuries through libraries, sermons, commonly held 
beliefs, and even political programs which become matters of life and 
death. In writing about the various applications of another millennia] 
tradition, that of Joachim of Fiore's twelfth-century divination of scrip­
ture as secret messages about the coming" third epoch" of world history, 
Kermode states: 

Their latest manifestation Goachim's doctrines of the coming 
millennium) was as the teritus statue or Third Reich of Hitler. I 
know of no better example of the way in which a privileged 
interpretation, propounded by an elite believing that it alone has 
access to the true spiritual sense of a text, may determine matters 
of life and death- unless it is the horrible success of Matthew's 
fiction that the Jews, after Pilate washed his hands, voluntarily 
took upon themselves and their children the blood-guilt of the 
Crucifixion. It should not be forgotten that literary interpretations 
may take fictive form, and that fictions wrongly or carnally read, 
may prey upon life. 51 

But the wars and rumors of wars in sixteenth-century Tenochtitlan 
present us with a more complex interpretive conuntmity than "Matthew's 
fiction." The author of Matthew's gospel wrote from within a commu­
nity of faith, however besieged, decades after the fact, while Cortes wrote 
from within a community on the run in the midst of battle, deciphering 
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foreign hieroglyphs corning rapidly at him in words, symbols, dances, 
and speeches. And while Clendinnen does not claim that Cortes had a 
spiritual sense of the Spanish web of fiction, she does claim by her style 
and language to have moments of near-divination, of discovering the 
secret intentions, if not the secret message, of the conquest narratives. 
But like Prescott and Tzvetan Todorov, she provides an almost transcen­
dent status to Cortes and his political and literary powers. Is this praise 
historically based or a divination of an ideal last-action hero? 

He preferred talk to force with Spaniards or Indians, a preference 
no doubt designed to preserve numbers, but also indicative of a 
personal style. He knew whom to pay in flattery, whom in gold 
and the men he bought usually stayed bought. He knew how to 
stage a theatrical event for maximum effect, as in the plays 
concocted to terrify Moctezuma's envoys ... When he did use force 
he had a flair for doing so theatrically, amplifying the effect; 
cutting off the hands of fifty or more Tlaxcalan emissaries freely 
admitted into the Spanish camp. He was careful to count every 
Spanish life, yet capable of conceiving heroic strategies ... And he 
was capable not only of grand design but of the construction and 
maintenance of the precarious alliances .. .In that extraordinary 
capacity to sustain a complex vision through the constant scan­
ning and assessment of unstable factors, as in his passion and 
talent for control of self and others, Cortes was incomparable. 52 

All this and more was evident in his letters to the king: 

The commander Cortes, writing his reports to the Spanish king in 
the thick of the events, had repudiated the authority of his patron 
and superior, the governor of Cuba and so was formally in 
rebellion against the royal authority. He was therefore desperate 
to establish his credentials. His letters are splendid fictions, 
marked by politic elisions, omissions, inventions, and a transpar­
ent desire to impress Charles of Spain with his own indispens­
ability. One of the multiple delights in their reading is to watch the 
creation of something of a Horatio figure, an exemplary soldier 
and simple-hearted loyalist unreflectively obedient to his king 
and the letter of the law; all attributes implicitly denied by the 
beautiful control and calculation of the literary construction 
itself .. " 

This sounds as much like the plan for the "Cortes Novel" as anything 
else. Did he really prefer talk to force when the record shows that every­
thing about him, especially his talk, was about force? And yet there were 
forces and signs working intensely on him. Even in the face of this to­
tally daunting, "incomparable" soldier/ author, serious doubts remain 
about his "beautiful control and calculation," especially when compared 
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to the narratives that Le6n-Portilla reads. Does the idea of a Spanish 
invention, whether SahagU.n-contributed or not, adequately account for 
the complex and powerful meanings and extensive versions of 
Quetzalcoatl's kingdom and return? Especially in the face of the com­
panion documents that carry this myth of the hero's return, documents 
ably studied by H. B. Nicholson and discussed later in this chapter. Do 
Cortes's Second Letter version of the Quetzalcoatl myth as well as 
Sahagun's Book Twelve spring only out of the Spanish web of fictions? 
Did the Cholulans, Tlaxcaltecans, and Mexicas not have their own web 
of fictions that influenced how the Spaniards experienced, saw, and 
interpreted the encounter? Clendinnen is content to argue that it was the 
Spanish pen and story that "tinctured" the native accounts of the con­
quest. What happens if we view the theme of Quetzalcoatl' s return, writ­
ten down and undoubtedly told in the early as well as later years of the 
conquest (if not before) as a product of a shared, contested cultural land­
scape in formation, a landscape where diverse political necessities and 
desires vied for a hearing and played on each other. It is clear that Cortes's 
narrative strategy to achieve political legitimacy with the king in Spain 
influenced Indian and other Spanish accounts. It also seems likely that 
the tincturing went both ways, and that Cortes and others were influ­
enced by and drew upon indigenous agendas and interpretations. 

Tzvetan Todorov and the Semiotic Millennium 
The most influential and, in my mind, problematic interpretation of 

the millenarian themes of the Mexica-Spaniard encounter is Tzvetan 
Todorov' s widely read The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other 
which is partly based on the claim that "our genealogy begins with 
Columbus."" Almost all discussions about the invasion of the New 
World, as well as the Sahlins-Obeyesekere debate on Captain Cook, re­
act overtly to Todorov's semiotics and covertly to Le6n-Portilla's phe­
nomenology. According to Todorov, the European encounter with 
America was "the most astonishing encounter of our [the West's] his­
tory."" This coincidence of discovery and destruction was enhanced, 
even joined, in part, by a semiotic style and hermeneutical privilege in 
how we exercise scholarship today. For in the complex process of the 
discovery and destruction of Mesoamerica, Todorov sees "that a great 
change has occurred- or rather was revealed at the dawn of the six­
teenth century." This change was the systematic attempt of Western Eu­
rope to eliminate the Other, "to do away with exterior alterity" through 
the development of a hermeneutics that combined understanding not 
with love or even authentic knowledge of the Other, but rather with 
conquest- their physical subjugation and the elimination of their voice. 
Following his analysis of the semiotic exercise of Christopher Colum­
bus, who performed a finalist strategy of interpretation, that is, the ulti-
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mate meaning is given from the start and derived from Christian teach­
ing, regardless of what the objects of the New World presented, Todorov 
turns, like Clendinnen, to the most powerful interpreter of Mesoamerican 
realities, Hernan Cortes. It is here that Todorov makes a series of distinc­
tions that are grounded almost entirely in his own semiotic project and 
that fail to do the one thing that Todorov demands of other scholars­
allow the voices of the Aztecs to be heard. He argues that Cortes and 
Moctezuma represent two major distinct forms of communication that 
contributed substantially to the Spanish victory. While Cortes's percep­
tion of messages, political events, and symbolic behavior emphasized 
human-to-human communication (Cortes exercised a praxeological in­
terrogation: What is to be done?), Moctezuma made decisions on the 
basis of communications between humans and nature, humans and 
supernatural beings, and finally humans and humans (Moctezuma took 
a very different epistemological approach: How are we to know?). While 
Moctezuma, who possessed a "fatal broadmindedness," sweated out 
calendrical patterns, omens, and dream messages, Cortes established a 
superior military and political information network that he manipu­
lated to ensure conquest. The result, writes Todorov, was that "by his 
mastery of signs, Cortes ensures his control of the ancient Mexican 
empire."56 

The prime example of Cortes's capacity to understand and speak 
the other's language, and to turn this capacity into forms of conquest, 
was his participation in the development of the myth of Quetzalcoatl' s 
return. Cortes discovers, according to Todorov, during the march from 
Villa Rica de Ia Vera Cruz to Tenochtitlan, the millenarian Aztec belief 
that a great ancestral hero and military leader, Quetzalcoatl, was trans­
formed into a god following his flight from Tollan, promising to return 
from the east to reorganize his kingdom. It appears to Todorov that 
Moctezuma and others may have initially interpreted Cortes as there­
turning Plumed Serpent. And Cortes, perceiving the opportunity this 
identification gave him, agreed to the role and played the myth. This 
contributed to the eventual abdication of Moctezuma. While Todorov 
admits the importance of superior Spanish weapons, the impact of dis­
ease, and Indian rebellions against Moctezuma in the conquest, it is 
through the semiotic skill of Cortes that the Aztec capital is subdued 
and transformed. Conquest by semiotics! What Todorov seems to say is 
that even if the Quetzalcoatl/ Cortes comparison was indigenous in ori­
gin, its potency and political significance were re-read and re-signed by 
the Spaniard who made it an efficient interpretation. 

In spite of my attraction to the remarkable mental agility of Todorov, 
there are several serious problems with his conquest-by-semiotics ap­
proach. First, Cortes is too much the hero. While there is no doubt that 
the cunning, bravery, and tactics of the captain played a powerful role in 
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the Spanish victory, Todorov does not take seriously enough Ralph 
Beals's insight that the conquest of Tenochtitlan was less a conquest 
than it was a revolt of dominated peoples." 57 It was the Tlaxcaltecans, 
Texcocans, and other Mesoamerican warriors in the over 
ten-thousand-strong infantry who "read the sign" of Aztec society and 
determined the outcome of the war. Like so many other scholars of the 
early colonial period, the Spaniards are given enormous and exagger­
ated roles in the events of 1521 in Tenochtitlan. Todorov' s bias for Cortes's 
semiotic style relates to another unwarranted distinction, namely that 
the Aztecs lived in an" over-structured society" within which "hierar­
chic distinctions acquired a primordial importance." He has defined in 
these words aspects of any traditional urban society, including the Span­
ish. Of course the Aztecs appeared overstructured compared to the Span­
iards- the drama took place in their city, in their structure, against their 
social and primordial order. The Spaniards were far from home and 
were an unruly, understructured, confused army that spent a signifi­
cant portion of time bickering and fighting within itself. 

But this attitude reflects a more serious problem when it comes to 
understanding the Cortes/Quetzalcoatl identification-namely, who was 
improvising on whom? Todorov's central argument, reflecting the con­
quest society he claims to detest, is that writing results in improvisation 
while oral cultures are inhibited by ritual and over-organization: 

The Aztecs' symbolic conduct leads me to observe not only the 
difference between two forms of symbolization, but also the 
superiority of one over the other. There is a technology of symbols 
which is as capable of evolution as the technology of tools and in 
this perspective, the Spaniards are more advanced' than the 
Aztecs (or to generalize: societies possessing writing are more 
advanced than the societies without writing) even if we are 
concerned only with a difference of degree. 58 

But if his point is improvisation, he has failed to study the" others" 
in Mesoamerica carefully. Mesoamerican history, seen from its own ho­
rizons, is marked by improvisations, innovations, and adaptations in 
systems of economics, technology, and communication. The Aztecs and 
Maya who transformed the art, architecture, and religious traditions of 
central Mesoamerica in innovative and traditional ways, especially in 
times of eccentric political order and social revolts, can be considered an 
improvisational people. It is impossible to believe that any tradition, 
urban or otherwise, oral, written, sculptural, or painted, could develop 
for 1500 years unless they were improvisational in their mythology, tech­
nology, warfare, and semiotics. If the last twenty years of scholarship on 
the Aztecs and Maya have taught us anything, it is that Mesoamerican 
peoples combined their primordial commitments with a series of effec-
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tive adaptations, applications, and dexterous maneuvers. It is not that 
the Spaniards were improvising on Aztec myth, but that the Aztecs im­
provised on Aztec myth and Spanish advances, who improvised on the 
Aztecs, who improvised on the Spaniards. In turn, Todorov is involved 
in his own semiotic improvisation that returns him to a disguised and 
improvisational form of Levy-Bruhl's "primitive mentality." Todorov's 
natives think the way Levy-Bruhl' s natives thought. But thinking shows 
no superiority because it is written; it only shows a technological change. 

James Lockhart and the Periodic Millennium 
One of the most significant and welcome developments in Nahua 

studies has come in the form of James Lockhart's remarkable translations 
and interpretations of Nahuatl documents relating to the conquest and 
the Nahuas after the conquest'' Lockhart's years of Nahuatl studies 
result in a new reading of the texts concerning the encounters of the 
Spaniards and the Aztecs and in a new publication, We People Here, which 
is, in part, his answer to Miguel Le6n-Portilla's Vision de los Vencidos. 
Lockhart translates a handful of Nahuatl texts about the conquest and 
puts them side by side for comparative reflection." Elsewhere, Lockhart 
presents a slight revision of his method and interpretation of Sahagiln' s 
Book Twelve and the initial Nahua reactions to the Spaniards." 

He argues that Book Twelve of Sahagun's Florentine Codex contains 
two types of memory and narration. The second part of the document, 
which, from Chapter Eighteen forward, depicts the massacre of natives 
by Spaniards at the festival of Toxcatl, contains descriptions that 
Lockhart argues are based on eyewitnesses and "represent authentic 
oral traditions preserved in relatively unchanged form from the time of 
the events. Only someone who had actually been there and seen (though 
not heard) could, it seems, have originated such a story as the cata­
pult."" This material, which does not include the Cortes/Quetzalcoatl 
story, represents Nahua voices untainted by Spanish or colonial life. But 
the first eighteen chapters describing the omens that announced the 
Spanish invasion and the identity of Cortes and Quetzalcoatl is the" re­
sult of posterior reinterpretations and reconstructions, an explanatory 
process highly interesting in itself, but carried out by different people, 
with a different purpose using the concept and attitudes of a different 
time."" In other words, this section was composed by a group of "Mexica 
intellectuals" involved in an" extensive and conscious re-writing, if not 
full-fledged original composition." The implication, though Lockhart 
could make it clearer, is that the omens and the association of Quetzalcoatl 
with Cortes was a post-conquest fabrication of the second generation of 
Nahua speakers reported by Sahagun's informants whose narrative ef­
forts reflect a provincial, competing Tlatelolcan view and not an oral 
tradition traced back to the events of 1519-1521. 
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Lockhart's critical position about the lateness of this story draws in 
part on the detailed analysis of the sources in The Aztec Kings by the 
anthropologist, Susan Gillespie." This move to Gillespie is done in or­
der to push the application of the Quetzalcoatl's return myth onto the 
Spaniards late into the second generation of the colonial period. In an 
admirable example of concentration, while analyzing complicated 
sources and contexts of sources concerning the Aztec tradition of 
rulership, Gillespie concludes that" the first native-authored synthesis 
that combined the disparate elements of the Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl sto­
ries was the Anales de Cuauhtitlan, written in 1570 at about the same time 
as Sahagun's Florentine Codex and thus two generations after the con­
quest."" Lockhart follows this line when he writes that the "Quetzalcoatl 
myth only gradually took shape over the post-conquest" years, again as 
a posterior explanatory device, not reaching its full and definitive form 
until around the 1570s when the Florentine Codex too was receiving the 
final touches."" The point is that the Quetzalcoatl myth was a 
late-breaking story and therefore an invention of the second generation 
who did not draw significantly from either eyewitness accounts or in­
digenous traditions. 

There are a number of problems with Lockhart's position on this 
problem. First and foremost is the claim that there exists evidence of 
"authentic oral traditions preserved in relatively unchanged form from 
the time of the events." Lockhart seems to be saying that because of its 
clear style, the narrative from Chapter Eighteen on is a transparent ac­
count of the events of 1519-1521. Or that the visual, episodic, "making 
no judgments per se but drawing realistic conclusions about their ac­
tions and purposes" and guns, horses, and catapults gives us the facts 
of the actual encounter. On the contrary, the" overloaded style" of the 
omens and the Cortes-as-Quetzalcoatl sections were "reconstructed from 
the merest fragments of authentic oral tradition (that is, in origin going 
back to the time of the events and faithfully preserved over the interven­
ing years) and incorporates recent legend formation as well as appar­
ently a great deal of simple embroidery." But literary criticism has for 
some time unmasked the propensity among interpreters to accept the 
closed, clear, "eyewitness" style of writing to have been" authentic, un­
changed oral tradition." just because someone claims to be an eyewit­
ness or writes or talks as though she or he was an eyewitness is proof 
only that they have learned that technique. The fact is that so-called 
eyewitness historical accounts can also be, and usually are, literary in­
ventions whose style of presentation is as much proof that they are in­
ventions as proof of actual eyewitness testimony. 

But the situation we are facing seems to me to be much trickier than 
this. As Lockhart himself admits, there are examples of" eyewitness for­
mations" in the first part of Book Twelve, though he rationalizes them by 
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suggesting that, for instance, the descriptions of the suits of gods given 
to the Spaniards could have been taken from the codices. The point for 
me is this: both styles, the apparent, eyewitness style and the so-called 
legend style are literary inventions- the first designed to make us think 
and feel that an authentic description is before us, and the other to make 
us think that it represents a sacred story believed by the tellers. No need 
to make the catapult or the dogs mythical figures foretold by the Nahuas. 
But it was vital to embroider the text with a sense of plausible reality, a 
plausible eyewitness reality and a plausible sacred reality. Frank 
Kermode, in his The Genesis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative, 
noted just this pattern in his discussion of New Testament materials, 
especially the Gospel of Mark. Writing about the" matter of plausibility" 
in his chapter "What Precisely Are the Facts?" he notes 

that these accounts have seemed plausible and continue to do so 
is not the point, for to seem plausible is the aim of a great deal of 
fiction ... whatever the necessary distortions, the narrative must 
continue to seem factual... the gospels sound like history, and that 
they do so is the consequence of an extraordinary rhetorical 
feat ... "" 

In my view, Book Twelve is full of rhetorical feats including the eyewit­
ness sections of Chapter Eighteen on. It is not that the descriptions of 
bells, dogs, and horses are fictions- the fiction is that these descriptions 
are unchanged oral tradition. 

The second problem is in the attempt to make what is just as likely a 
1540s story transmitted and collected by Motolinia and Sahagun into a 
much later story with" its full and definitive form ... around the 1570s" in 
order to fit the material into the linguistic periodization developed by 
Lockhart. Gillespie is correct that an impressive synthesis appears in 
the 1570s, but as she shows in her close reading of various texts, a syn­
thesis is made of existing and sometimes competing traditions. The em­
phasis on a 1570 written synthesis sidesteps the questions of when the 
story was told, retold, believed, doubted, sung or danced. To draw on 
Kermode' s model once more, we know full well that long before the 
synthesis of Jesus's career was written down in the gospels, the stories 
had been circulating for decades in the forms of songs, prayers, tales, 
and fragments of tales. They had indigenous purpose and power 
throughout that time. The Nahuas could thus just as easily have be­
lieved, repeated, internalized or invented parts if not whole versions of 
this story of Quetzalcoatl' s return long before it was written into a syn­
thesis. The impact of both Lockhart's use of periodization and Gillespie's 
synthesis is to place the social significance of the story deep into the sec­
ond generation when parts of this "synthesis" could just have easily 
been symbolically significant to and socially transmitted through the 
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first generation, if not before'' There is as much evidence that this is a 
1530s story (Cortes shows us that part of it is a 1520s story) as it is a 
1570s story. Why the need to push its social meaning back in time so far? 
As Susan Cline ably points out in her work on Book Twelve of the Florentine 
Codex, 

Sahagun began collecting information on the Conquest early in 
his career, during a lengthy period of residence (1542-1558) in 
Tlatelolco. Not later than 1555, and perhaps as early as 1547, he 
[Sahagun] had elicited information from surviving native partici­
pants. When Sahagun completed his revised account of the 
conquest in 1585 he noted in his address "To the Reader" that 
"this manuscript was written over thirty years ago." In the 
relevant Spanish text of the Florentine Codex, Sahagun said that 
"this history ... was written at a time which those who took part in 
the conquest were alive." The Florentine Codex describes who the 
informants were, "And those who gave this account were princi­
pal persons of good judgment, and it is believed they told all the 
truth." In the 1585 revision, Sahagun provides more details on the 
informants. "Those who helped write it were prominent elders, 
well versed in all matters, relating not only to idolatry but to 
government and its offices, who were present in the war when 
this city was conquered.70 

H. B. Nicholson's Historical Quetzalcoatl 
The argument for a 1519-1521 telling of the return-of-Quetzalcoatl 

myth has been painstakingly made by H. B. Nicholson in a tour de force 
reading and analysis of the entire pictorial, written, and sculptural cor­
pus about Quetzalcoatl. It is remarkable that scholars tend to downplay 
his work on this crucial point. In his Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl: The Once and 
Future Lord of the Toltecs (University Press of Colorado, 2001) and in a 
series of articles, especially his most recent, "The Return of Quetzalcoatl: 
Did it Play a Role in the Conquest of Mexico?" Nicholson's interpreta­
tion addresses whether there existed 

prior to the Conquest an expectation that a great former ruler 
would at some future time return to Central Mexico to reclaim his 
suzerainty, and, if so, whether it significantly influenced the 
response of the paramount ruler of this area, Motecuhzoma II, to 
the arrival of these newcomers in 1518 and 1519 on the eastern 
shores of his domain. 71 

He answers in the affirmative by building a layered case after very close 
readings of the sources. 

Nicholson reviews over 20 written sources produced between 1520-
1640 which carry relevant material favoring an indigenous interpretive 
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strategy. First, in contrast to Clendinnen, Todorov, and Lockhart, he fo­
cuses on the native practices of reinventing and revitalizing pre-conquest 
traditions. He reads the evidence to show that Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl 
and/ or his political successors reworked the cultural narrative of his 
day to legitimate his own power in a manner not unlike what Cortes was 
doing. Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl reworked 

the symbols and rituals of royal power-undoubtedly enveloped 
by religious sanctions so successfully that he continued, many 
generations after his "fall" and "flight" to be considered the 
fountainhead of all "legitimate" political power in Central 
Mexico, to the extent that the Tenocha ruler considered himself to 
be his direct dynamic heir, in effect ruling in his name, with the 
expectation that he would eventually return to reclaim his 
throne.72 

While some scholars like to downplay or ignore evidence that the 
Aztecs could draw on time-honored ways of thinking about their own 
notions of continuity and change, such dismissals ignore Nicholson's 
crucial point: the fact that the native peoples, and especially their rulers, 
developed narrative strategies and styles that served as the foundation 
of royal institutions long before the arrival of Spanish strangers who no 
doubt brought their own legal mythologies. 73 

Nicholson's second point is that while the Sahagun material we 
have been examining carries the "most explicit statements concerning 
the expected return of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and his identification with 
Cortes" there were five other early accounts that show a widespread use 
and telling of parts of the story of the Toltec ruler. Two of these accounts 
are in Spanish, the first being Historia de los Mexicanos por Sus Pinturas 
copied in Spain in 154774 and based on a lost indigenous pictorial source. 
The other, the Juan Cano Relaciones, compiled in 1532, is an account of the 
lineage of the daughter of Motecuhzoma II, Dona Isabel (Tecuichpo ), 
wife of the conquistador Juan Cano. Another source, written in French, 
the Histoyre du Mechique, is a copy made in the 1540s of research done by 
the Franciscan priest and linguist Andres de Olmos. There are also three 
Nahuatl documents, produced in 1558 (Leyenda de los Soles), 1569 (the 
Nahuatl version of Sahagun's Historia), and 1570 (Anales de Cuauhtitlan) 
that are based on indigenous histories. In the Anales de Cuauhtitlan, 
Quetzalcoatl is cremated and becomes the planet Venus, which we know 
from abundant ethnohistorical research was one of the most important 
celestial patterns of appearance, disappearance, and reappearance in 
many parts of Mesoamerica. The 1532 document, Juan Cano Relaciones, 
notes that the natives held the Toltec hero in their memory and saw that 
the clothes of the Spaniards were similar to his mode of dress. The 1547 
document, The Historia de los Mexicanos por Sus Pinturas, states that 
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"Mutezuma said that they (the Spaniards) were his gods." And the 
Leyenda de los Soles and the Anales de Cuauhtitlan, note that the Spaniards 
arrived in the year 1 Acatl (1519), which coincidentally was both the 
calendar name of the Toltec priest/king and the date of his birth and 
death. Are we to imagine that such a remarkable coincidence was lost 
on the native mind? 

Let us revisit the Sahagun material once more. It includes the omens, 
the comparisons by natives including Moctezuma, the gifts of the god's 
costumes to Cortes, the vacillating Moctezuma, and the speech of wel­
come. But Nicholson also notes what Lockhart and others have left out, 
namely that the Prologue to Book 8 of the Florentine Codex, the book 
about kings and lords, contains a concise summary of a)Sahagun's un­
derstanding (and the understanding of his informants) of Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl's significance as the founder of Mexica rulership and b)the 
indigenous source for the prophecy of his return. The prologue tells how 
the" old men, in whose possession were the paintings and recollections 
of ancient things," told of the primordial settlement of Tollan and the life 
of its great ruler: 

These first settlers .... Among the very noteworthy things they 
did, built a very impregnable city in very fertile land. There are 
still abundant indications of its fortune and wealth in the de­
stroyed buildings. They called this city Tullan, which means 
"place of fertility and abundance" ... 

A king named Quetzalcoatl ruled many years in this city. He 
was a great necromancer and inventor of necromancy, and he left 
it to his descendants and to this day they practice it. He was 
consummate in the moral virtues?5 

Sahagun then inserts his comparison, writing, "Among these na­
tives the activities of this king are like those of King Arthur among the 
English." Then the passage: 

The city was destroyed and this king put to flight. They say he 
traveled to the East, that he went to the city of the sun called 
Tlalpallan, and that he was summoned by the sun. And they say 
he is still alive and that he is to reign again and rebuild that city 
which (his enemies) destroyed. And so to this day they await him. 
And when don Hernando Cortes came (the natives) thought it 
was he. And they received, they took Cortes as such until his 
behavior and that of those who came with him disabused them.76 

This passage at least shows that Sahagun believed strongly that 
there was a pre-conquest tradition of Quetzalcoatl' s return and that the 
belief, in an elaborate storied form, originated with the old men who had 
the paintings and recollections of ancient things and still existed among 
the natives as he was composing the prologues. 
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Nicholson's third point is that there existed a second group of 
sources, what he calls" important supplementary accounts" of the tale, 
that give strong support to the native origin of these ideas. One of the 
most significant and earliest works was composed by Motolinia, or Fray 
Toribio de Benavente, a member of the original twelve Franciscans who 
arrived in New Spain on May 13, 1524. He collected information for his 
Historia and Memoriales before 1542. He found evidence between 1536-
1552 of the belief in the return of Quetzalcoatl and that the Aztecs be­
lieved initially that Cortes was the ancestor.77 Motolinia, in a period that 
is certainly first-generation (parallel with Lockhart's genuine eyewit­
ness section of the Florentine, well before 1540), collected material" about 
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl who left "Tulle" and went toward "Ia costa de 
Covazacualco." Nicholson summarizes the material: "His return was 
always awaited and when the ships of Cortes appeared, seeing their tall 
white sails, they said that it was Quetzalcoatl coming, bringing temples 
(teocallis) over the sea. But when they disembarked, they said that it was 
not their god, but many gods."" 

Among this group of documents is the invaluable 1546 Suma80 by 
Fray Andres de Olmos which includes an ample account of Quetzalcoatl' s 
career on earth. This includes the episode where he departs from the 
coast to the east, telling people that at some future moment there would 
come, as Nicholson summarizes, 

from across the sea, where the sun rises, some white-skinned men, 
with beards as long as his, who would become lord of those lands 
and would be his brothers. Thus, when the Christians first arrive, 
they were called gods, sons and brothers of Quetzalcoatl, "aunque 
despues que conocieron y experimentaron sus obras, no los 
tuvieron por celestiales."81 

Fourth, Nicholson summarizes the letters of Cortes with the added, 
important facts that at least two other members of the Cortesian force, 
Diaz del Castillo and Francisco de Aguilar, made references in their 
own writings to hearing the speeches. And one of his captains, Andres 
de Tapia, stated under oath that he was present at Moctezuma' s speech 
and understood a little of the Nahautl of the ruler. The point here is that 
if Cortes invented this story, as Clendinnen argues, then a conspiracy 
was subtly created by having these comrades slip in references to the 
speeches, almost as afterthoughts. This is not impossible. Nicholson 
has a different perspective: "In my view, Cortes' report of this speech, 
even if somewhat garbled, does provide significant support for the 
pre-Hispanic existence of the belief under consideration."" 

I am persuaded that Nicholson's research makes it likely that the 
Quetzalcoatl return story and its application to Cortes by the natives 
was just as likely an" early-breaking story" fed as much by native sacred 
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histories as by Spanish inventiveness and certainly drew upon pre­
hispanic patterns that were taught in the many calmecac (priestly schools) 
of the Aztec empire. Nicholson concludes his study by stating that 

one fact is indisputable: that when Cortes entered Mexico 
Tenochtitlan he was welcomed with elaborate ceremony, and the 
evidence is strong that at some point Motecuhzoma addressed 
him with a speech(s) that, if reported with any degree of accuracy, 
can be interpreted as reflecting this belief or one very similar. 
Taking into consideration that many other ethnohistorical ac­
counts, cited above, that confirm the existence of this belief, the 
view that it did play a role in the events of 1519-21 that resulted 
in the triumph of Cortes can at least be advanced as a working 
hypothesis." 

The Fetishization of the Europeans and Their Comparisons 
With this working hypothesis in place, we have reason to return to 

the third quotation that oriented this chapter, namely Olivia Harris's 
contention that the advances in understanding of cultural encounters 
brought forth from post-colonial studies may have also resulted in the 
fetishization of the arrival of the Europeans and an unwarranted historical 
privileging of their narrative control. The implications for the discourse 
on Mexico is that along with insights- that 1) the Spaniards spun webs 
of fictions and 2) had semiotic powers, that 3) the Mexica intellectuals 
inserted legends into eyewitness accounts and 4) we've discovered lan­
guage periods- has also come a bloated sense, a transcendent sense, 
that the Spaniards, Jed by the incomparable Cortes, made up the facts of 
the story while the Indians merely repeated them, unknowingly. 

But Olivia Harris, writing about the Spanish conquest of Peru and 
the problem of periodization in historical interpretation, finds another 
intriguing possibility- that the coming of white people in general and 
the Spanish in particular has become an intellectual "fetish," a moment 
that has taken on a transcendent power in the reading and interpreta­
tion of narratives of the encounter. Noting that the Aymara-speaking 
people of the ayllus with whom she works in Bolivia," did not periodize 
the past in ways I took for granted. In particular they did not give the 
same saliency to the moment of the coming of the Spanish and their 
conquest of the Andean region," 54 she challenges the priority and near­
hegemony that the Spanish epistemological strategies have gained in 
some colonial studies. This means, in our case, that Tzvetan Todorov' s 
claim that" our genealogy begins with Columbus," Clendinnen' s oracu­
lar insight into the Spanish web of fictions, and Lockhart's urge to pro­
gressively make the Quetzalcoatl story a 1570 story, are organized and 
infiltrated by the fetish of the Spanish arrival and their control of the 
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discourse of encounter as "though this periodisation is given by the 
material itself." In fact, it has been given by the scholars themselves. We 
are told again and again that colonial governments generated a sub­
stantial corpus of written documents that enable us to "find out" the 
more complex history of the colonial world. It is just as true that hun­
dreds if not thousands of indigenous documents were destroyed so that 
the Europeans and surviving natives would see the story of strangers 
coming to town in European terms. Nevertheless, as Sahagun, Olmos, 
Motolinia and others reveal, a potent repertoire of texts, signs, and sto­
ries continued to feed the native literary strategies and narratives through­
out the sixteenth century. James Lockhart observed the persistence of the 
narrative situation when he wrote, "What we find, picking up about 
1550, is a picture dominated in so many aspects by patently untouched 
pre-conquest patterns that it does not take much imagination to recon­
struct a great deal of the situation during the missing twenty-five 
years."85 I believe that much imagination is needed in all reconstruc­
tions, but the larger point- that prehispanic interpretive traditions con­
tinued to be useful and forceful in the face of the disasters in 
Tenochtitlan- is what is most important. 

Harris explores the contours of this problem in relation to the "un­
canny reenactment" of the Quetzalcoatl/Cortes comparison 13 years 
later when in 1532 we are told that Atahuallpa, accompanied by his 
army, identifies Francisco Pizarro and his band as the returning god, 
Viracocha. The relevant text from the 1550s reads, "He (Atahuallpa) was 
delighted, believing that it was Virachocha who had come just as he had 
promised when he went away. And he gave thanks to Viracocha because 
he was coming at the appointed time."86 Speaking of comparisons, it is 
interesting that a 1590 account produced by a Spaniard stretches our 
tolerance for comparison by remarking that the Pizarro=Viracocha anal­
ogy was made "just as other people once attributed divine status to Paul 
and Barnabas, calling them Jupiter and Mercury."" 

In Inca studies, similar critical moves as the ones made by Lockhart 
have been made by Marcin Mroz and Mariusz Ziolkowski, who note 
that the earliest native reports of the Atahuallpa-Spanish interaction 
make no reference to the comparison, and that the first written refer­
ences appear in 1553-20, years after the two groups met and observed 
one another. Most important is Mroz' s claim, like Obeyesekere' sin Ha­
waii, that it was the Spaniards themselves who presented themselves as 
gods to Indians, with the result that the latter internalized the fiction. 
This was done when the comparison of Viracocha to Pizarro was en­
dorsed by the ruling classes of Cuzco to enhance their local power 
struggles with lower-class natives and Spaniards. 

Harris makes three key points. First, that this indigenous compari­
son of the Spanish soldier with their god was part of a pragmatic mental 
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world activated to survive in the painful, changing circumstances of the 
colony. Incas may have thought this up, not on the basis of some primi­
tive mentality/ skywatching practice, but as a way of translating their 
new circumstances. Frank Kermode, working in New Testament materi­
als, remarks that" interpretation abhors the random," and Harris is say­
ing that the Inca interpretation seeks to overcome the potent random­
ness of Pizarro by suggesting that this man, whose powers appear to 
transcend our human powers, must be one of our gods or a man-god. 
She notes that by the 1560s, the equation Spaniards = Viracocha was 
generally accepted, and the first Quechua dictionary translated 
Viracocha as "Christian." The Incas were making a transcendent anal­
ogy to deal with a strange political situation. 

Second, she urges that more attention be given to the range of things, 
peoples, places, and times that were regarded as filled with divine po­
tency, gods, huacas, and ixiptlas. I remain impressed with Mircea Eliade' s 
observation that almost anything-"object, movement, psychological 
function, being or even game" has at one time or another been valued as 
a sacred object. This pattern is evident in many colonial narratives in 
which helmets, guns, horses, gold ("god's excrement" to the Nahuas, 
minerals of liberation to the Spaniards), clothes, skin color, and direc­
tions were experienced as divine manifestations'' Anthropological re­
search has made evident how often extraordinary humans were valued 
as "hombre-dioses" or divine men because of their appearance, cha­
risma, physical attributes or other outstanding qualities'' 

Third, in a section entitled "The Multiplicity of Others," Harris notes 
that white peoples have never had a unique status among natives, but 
have usually been categorized and understood through the conceptual 
resources of indigenous peoples. Europeans were only one kind of alien 
with relative powers, and could be interpreted as "wildmen," en­
emies, spirits both evil and benign, fools, or family members. Harris 
writes, 

This interpretation seems much more productive either than the 
simple equation of Europeans with gods, or the equally simple 
denial of this equation. It starts from the necessary assumption 
that all human societies have means of conceptualizing self and 
other, the familiar and the foreign, and that they do so largely in 
terms of images. Any new phenomenon is likely to be interpreted 
in the first instance in terms of existing images and categories, 
and this is obviously every bit as true for Europeans confronting 
the non-European world as vice versa.90 

Or in my terms, it is every bit as true for the people who were at home as 
it was for the strangers who came over the horizon. 
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Narratives of Places in Time 
Remembering Borges's claim that there were only two stories worth 

writing about, either "a stranger comes to town" or "someone leaves 
home," I am impressed by the power of place and space in both. In one 
story, the wandering stranger finds a new center, while in the other story, 
the prodigal leaves home on a journey, with the place of origin also 
mattering. My work on ceremonial centers and capital cities has led me 
to realize that the Aztec sense of place, both social and symbolic, is never 
located exclusively in space but also always in time. Places in time, places 
like Tenochtitlan and Moctezuma's palace as well as Cortes's Letters 
and the Florentine Codex, which are also "places," can only be under­
stood in relation to historical and sacred time. 

This is particularly true when thinking about the Aztec way of view­
ing the rhythms of time in their universe which always involved at least 
three kinds of time. As Alfredo L6pez Austin has shown, the Aztec cos­
mos was an interlocking of the time of the primordial era before the gods 
acted, the time of the gods' adventures, and human time. Each moment 
in human time was thus permeated by the influences of the gods' adven­
tures so that there was never a simple, one-dimensional historical event. 
L6pez Austin writes about places in time, 

Our sources speak of a first time as one of transcendent existence 
of the gods. This peace was broken by a second time, that of myth 
and of creations, an era in which abductions, violations, broken 
honor, deaths, struggles, and the dismembering of gods gave 
origin to beings who would be more intimately connected with 
man; then man himself was brought into existence. These cre­
ations would also give way to a third time, the time of man, a time 
taking place in the intermediate part of the universe; that is, on the 
earth's surface and in the four lower heavens. The calendric 
cycles came into being during the second period for the purpose of 
governing the third .... The myths frequently mention creation 
dates .... Trees and other wooden objects were named One Water; 
things that seemed to be of earthly substance were One 
Death ... sharp pointed objects seem to have been One 
Ocelot... When a moment of human time coincided with one of the ever­
present moments of mythical time, man's time received an imprint from 
the world of the gods. The sequence of correspondences between one and 
another time resulted in cycles of different dimensions, making each 
moment happening in human time a meeting place for the plurality of 
divine forces, all combining to constitute its particular nature ... [italics 
mine}91 

This" meeting place for the plurality of divine forces" was the Nahua 
way of viewing the encounter with Europeans. One way to approach the 
myth of Quetzalcoatl' s return is to ask the following questions: What 
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was the Aztec interpretation of these arrivals and meetings in their sacred 
capital, in time? How did they view their place within the" sequence of 
correspondences" that appeared to them in their meetings with Span­
iards? Were these meetings also the meeting places for the plurality of 
narrative forces as well as divine forces? 

In my view, the pre-hispanic traditions of Quetzalcoatl and the wider 
cosmic myths were correspondences the Aztecs took to the encounters 
and interpretations of these encounters. Fortunately, we have three ma­
jor stories and a speech from Aztec sacred history that show their under­
standing of their places in time. The first story suggests that they had a 
sense of dwelling within a millennia! cosmos. The story of the "Legends 
of the Suns," which brought the Aztec era into existence, reveals an 
unstable, tense, dynamic cosmos. The universe, prior to the Aztec age, 
had passed through four eras, but each was destroyed by a catastrophe. 
The first age was destroyed by jaguars who descended to earth and 
devoured all living beings. This age of 4 Jaguar was followed by 4 Wind 
when the hurricanes blew across the world and swept everyone and 
everything away. Then came 4 Rain of Fire and 4 Water repeating the 
millennia! story of a total, this-worldly destruction. Finally, the Fifth 
Age was created when the gods gathered in the darkness in Teotihuacan 
and sacrificed themselves so the sun would be created and move across 
the heavens. This cosmogonic event was accomplished after the god 
Quetzalcoatl divined from which direction the sun would rise and to­
ward which the gods should align themselves to observe the origin of 
this enduring arrangement, a direction later associated and applied to 
the Spanish game of arrival. "Thus they say that those who looked there 
to the east were Quetzalcoatl ... and when the sun came to rise, when he 
burst forth, he appeared to be red."" This was the Aztec "place," the 
lineage of their sense of" city" in cosmic time, a cosmic time emerging in 
the mythic capital of Teotihucan after repeated millennia, each one with 
the name that emphasized the forces of destruction, but associated in its 
critical moment of eastern orientation with the Feathered Serpent." 

A second story tells us that the entire community, under the inspira­
tion of a god who appeared in a dream, left home and faced homelessness 
and a series of crises for decades as they wandered the earth in search of 
a new home. It is the story of the millennia! city, the city that was sought 
and was promised to be" the queen of all cities" to which the nobles and 
warriors of other societies would come and be amazed. They were out­
siders carrying a millennia! hope that their suffering in history, as they 
knew it, would end in a miracle. This is the Mexica story of the migration 
from Chicomoztoc, the "Place of Seven Caves," and their eventual ar­
rival in the Basin of Mexico. Throughout the different versions of this 
migration narrative, there are references and images of the year they left 
Aztlan, the years spent in such and such a place, and the year of their 
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arrival. They were looking for a new center or mode of being where they 
could be the strangers-who-came-to-town. And when they arrived in the 
Basin of Mexico and discovered the omen of the eagle on the cactus, one 
text tells us that the first structure they built, although dedicated to the 
patron god Huitzilopochtli, was made out of materials associated with 
Quetzalcoatl. Given the widespread knowledge of the story of their own 
strange journey (it appears in over fifteen surviving documents) to the 
center of the lakes, it was not a total surprise to the Mexicas to have 
strangers appearing on the edge of their civilization in the year One Reed 
with hunger in their eyes for a city to rule. As Hillel Schwartz notes, 
cultural encounters are never" so much a shock that some prophecy has 
not already accumulated around a piece of strangeness that years before 
drifted in on a story time or fell from the clouds."" 

The third story that was crucial to the Mexicas, and especially for 
their rulers' sense of their place in time, told of their great ancestral 
space in the time of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. H. B. Nicholson and I have 
worked with a number of primary sources depicting the rise, apogee, 
and fall of the kingdom of Tollan under the rulership of one of the great 
man-gods of Mesoamerican history, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. The Aztecs 
were constantly teaching this tradition to their teenagers, warriors, 
priests, and kings. As I have illustrated in chapters three and four of this 
book, the Aztec sense of place depended, in part, on replicating the time 
ofQuetzalcoatl's Tollan, when agricultural abundance, artistic excel­
lence, military prowess, and a harmony with the gods was achieved. 
And the sacred correspondence spoken of by L6pez Austin framed the 
telling of this story, for the priest king was born in the year One Reed, 
died in the year One Reed, and was given the calendar name One Reed, 
all symbols of the creation of culture. The year 1519 when Cortes arrived 
on the horizon of the empire was One Reed in the Aztec calendar, and 
this enduring calendrical pattern was noted in several sources. This is 
the story of a millennia! repetition of a great arrival and the creation of a 
culture, a ruler, and his city. 

But the story of Quetzalcoatl's Tollan, taught in the Aztec schools, 
also contained a subversive genealogy in which the paradigmatic ruler 
was ruined when strangers came to town in the form of the "Smoking 
Mirror" (Tezcatlipoca) and drove Quetzalcoatl out. This was accom­
plished in one account when Tezcatlipoca smuggled a magic mirror into 
the ruler's palace and exposed his aging body, enticed him into a drunken 
debauchery, and twisted his heart. He wandered until he arrived on the 
eastern shore where he was either burned up and transformed into the 
Planet Venus (which would forever return according to a celestial and 
calendar schedule) or was carried away on a raft of serpents in the direc­
tion of the sunrise. In either case, the Quetzalcoatl of these correspon· 
dences and pluralities was both a ruler who left home and a ruler who was 
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expected, as were many Aztec heroes and deities, to return one day as an 
ancestor, if not a stranger, coming to town. It is impressive to me that the 
seventh omen that precedes the arrival of the Spaniards includes are­
flection of the "Tezcatlipoca charms the Ruler" theme. We are told that 

a strange creature ... a bird the color of ashes ... was brought ... to 
Motecuhzoma. This bird wore a strange mirror (a "tezcat") in the 
crown of its head. The mirror was pierced in the center like a 
spindle whorl and the night sky could be seen in its face. It was 
early afternoon but the stars and the mamalhuaztli (three stars in 
the constellation of Taurus) could be seen in the face of the mirror.95 

When the ruler looked in the mirror a second time, he saw strangers 
coming across a plain in great haste and riding on the backs of animals 
resembling deer. "Motecuzoma took it as a great and bad omen." 

The elaborate discourses and speeches common to Aztec society, 
and especially those spoken by rulers, had their share of "bad omens," 
or at least moments of crisis. Among the speeches that Bernardino de 
Sahagun collected early in his researches are a series spoken to rulers or 
about rulers at critical moments of ascension to the throne or death of a 
predecessor. One of these speeches tells us important things about how 
a departed ruler was viewed and the crisis of succession was under­
stood when no one occupied the throne, or in the rubric of this essay, no 
one was home. Though it does not speak of Quetzalcoatl, its speaks of 
endings and beginnings that may well have been in the mind and mouth 
of Moctezuma when the year Ce Acatl came around and news of strang­
ers on the shore reached his ears. Spoken by the principal priest to the 
god Tezcatlipoca, Lord of the Smoking Mirror, "when the ruler died in 
order that another be installed," it has a telling resonance with the 
speeches that Moctezuma was reported, by Cortes and Sahagun's infor­
mants, to have said to the Spaniards. The speech includes the following 
passages which have haunting echoes of that royal speech which Leon­
Portilla included in his The Broken Spears. Speaking of the dead, de­
parted king, the priest addresses the royal gathering in the capital, 

"And verily now he hath approached, he hath known his 
great-grandfathers, his progenitors, those who had already gone 
beyond to reside, those who had come to establish the realm-the 
lords, the rulers, the lord Acarnapichtli, Tizoc, Ahuitzotl, Ueue 
Motecuzoma, Axayacatl, the one hath there followed Motecuzorna 
llhuicamina. And all these lords, these rulers, came to govern, 
carne to marvel at, and come to glory in the realm, the rulership, 
the government .... They departed leaving the large bundle, the 
large carrying frame, the great burden, the subjects-heavy, fright­
ful, insupportable, intolerable. They departed placing it upon 
their shoulders, upon their backs, they departed leaving it to their 
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offspring, to him who for yet a little while came to raise up their 
heads .... Now he hath followed them ... "96 

And then speaking of eternal returns, the priest asks, 

"Hath he perhaps just gone somewhere to come back, to return, 
that once again the city may look upon his face? And will he still 
come to say: May this be so; may this so happen? And will he yet 
again soon come to look upon the faces of the lords, the rulers? 
Will they perchance yet take, yet hold to his word? Will he per­
chance yet console them, greet them? ... the torch is extinguished, 
the light, the splendor is destroyed, the city is eternally or­
phaned."97 

And then, turning to the ruler who will soon assume the throne, 

"And who will establish the realm? Who will dispose things, who 
will order things? Who will establish, who will command the 
mother, the father, who will govern?""' 

We cannot prove that this speech was the model for what Cortes heard 
or reported, but it is abundantly clear that the Mexicas had their own 
eloquent forms of farewell and welcome that articulated the themes of 
loss, departure, return, and the obsession with rulership' s stability and 
transmission to the next generation. If there was a web of fictions at 
work in Mexico in 1519, certainly it could have been this one. 

As is often the case, the poet speaks better than scholars. Let Mexico's 
most famous poet, Octavio Paz, close this reflection on Mexico's millennia! 
hero, Quetzalcoatl. In his Return to the Labyrinth of Solitude, Paz takes on 
the French writer Claude Levi-Strauss and turns to the millennia! 
Quetzalcoatl as his case. He writes, 

For Levi-Strauss there is an essential difference between poetry 
and myth; myth can be translated and poetry is untranslatable. I 
believe the opposite: I believe that myth and poetry are translat­
able, though translation implies transmutation or resurrection. A 
poem by Baudelaire, translated into Spanish, is another poem and 
it is the same poem. This holds true of myths too: the old 
pre-Columbian goddesses are born again with the Virgin of 
Guadalupe, which translates them into the Christianity of New 
Spain ... The case of Quetzalcoatl is very different.. .in the popular 
imagination, many of our heroes are only translations of Quetzalcoatl. 
They are, in fact, unconscious translations. This is significant because 
the theme of the Quetzalcoatl myth is the legitimization of power. 
This was the obsession of the Aztecs and of New Spain's Cre­
oles.99 

The matter of Quetzalcoatl and Cortes has become an obsession of post­
colonial scholarship. 
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I will take back the last word from Octavio Paz and say that in my 
view, all these narratives were post-conquest elaborations and transla­
tions, some more ornamented with Spanish fictions than others, some 
more rooted in Mexica myths than others. The story of Quetzalcoatl' s 
return was a meeting place of a plurality of cultural traditions, Nahua 
and Spanish. But it often retained a translation of indigenous millennia! 
tropes shaped by calendrical correspondences (1519 = Ce Acatl), an 
eastern orientation, modes of welcoming speeches by one sacred man to 
another, and stories of one's place in cosmic time. Quetzalcoatl' s return 
was not so much an invention of Cortes or even of Mexica intellectuals; 
Quetzalcoatl and Cortes were translations of each other and the abun­
dance and persistence of the sacred political authority and power they 
symbolized. 
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