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Glossary



agave: A type of cactus.


Aguila Sangrienta (bloody eagle) : A goddess associated with Quetzalcóatl through her association with Tlaloc, god of storms.


alma nacional: National soul.


Alvarado, Pedro de: The conquistador in charge of the Spanish garrison at Tenochtitlán during the conquest.


Alvarado Tezozómoc, Hernando: Author of Crónicas Mexicanas and Mexicayotl, histories of the migration of the Aztecs drawn from Nahuatl accounts.


amoxcalli (houses of books): Libraries.


Anáhuac (near the water): The geographic area encompassing the Basin of Mexico, where Mexico City now stands.


Anales de Cuauhtitlán: An Aztec history written circa 1570.


Annals of the Cakchiquels: A Mayan text detailing the flight of Cakchiquel Maya ancestors from Tula in the wake of Plumed Serpent’s departure.


Atetelco: One of the major outlying areas of Teotihuacán, distinguished by its surviving murals of Tlaloc, the Aztec storm god.


Atlantes: Four freestanding statues in the temple at Tula, depicting Plumed Serpent as an earthly prince.


Avenue of the Dead: The ceremonial center of Teotihuacán, bounded on the north end by the Pyramid of the Moon.


Axayácatl: Moctezuma II’s father.


Aztec: Nahua-speaking culture originating in Aztlán that eventually migrated to the Basin of Mexico.


Aztec Mexica: One of the seven Aztec tribes that migrated to the Basin of Mexico to found the Aztec Empire.


Aztlán (place of herons): The Aztec mythical place of origin.


Cabrera Castro, Ruben: Director of the Mexican National Anthropological and Historical Institute’s excavation of the Temple of Quetzalcóatl at Teotihuacán during the mid–1980s.


Brinton, Daniel G: One of the earliest American interpreters of Nahuatl poetry.


Calmécac: A training school for Aztec priests.


Campeche: A province of Mexico in the Western Yucatán.


Campesino: A peasant farmer.


Cancún: A resort town on the eastern coast of the Yucatán peninsula.


Cantares Mexicanos: Eighty-five folios of Nahuatl poems and history songs.


caracol: Snail.


Cardenal, Ernesto: Nicaraguan poet and Roman Catholic priest, author of the epic poem Quetzalcóatl.


casahuate: A type of tree found around the site of Monte Albán; the tree’s white blossoms represent the current name of the site: White Mountain.


Caso, Alfonso: The archaeologist responsible for the discovery of the tombs and tunnels beneath Monte Albán.


Catherwood, Frederick: One of the original discoverers, with John L. Stephens, of the Mayapán archaeological site.


Ce Ácatl: The year One-Reed in the Aztec calendar cycle; the year in which Plumed Serpent was born and in which he promised to return.


Ce Ácatl Topiltzin: “Our Dear Prince” Quetzalcóatl. This name is most often applied to Plumed Serpent in his legendary incarnation as an earthly prince.


Ce Cóatl: The year One-Serpent in the Aztec calendar cycle.


ceiba: The kapok tree, found in Central America, sacred to the Maya because a ceiba tree was one of the pillars that held up the four corners of heaven and earth.


Cempoala or Zempoala: A city of the Totonac people, who allied with Hernán Cortés against the Aztecs during the conquest.


cenote: A water hole in limestone, found at many Mayan archaeological sites, often used for sacrifices.


Cenote de los Sacrificios: The sacred Well of Sacrifices at Chichén Itzá.


Cerro de la Cantera: A mountain in the Mexican state of Morelos, site of the Olmec city of Chalcatzingo.


Cerro de la Malinche: A hillside at the archaeological site of Tula, bearing a carved relief of Plumed Serpent.


Cerro del Jaguar: Jaguar Mountain; the Aztec name for Monte Albán.


Cerro del Tesoro: The Hill of the Treasure; the site of the excavation of Tula.


Cerro Gordo: Big Mountain; a mountain at Teotihuacán.


Chac: The Mayan rain god.


Chalcatzingo: A major Olmec archaeological site in the Mexican state of Morelos.


chalchíuatl: Human blood.


Charlot, Jean: A French artist closely associated with the Mexican muralists of the 1920s.


Charnay, Désiré: A French expeditionary photographer who published landmark portfolios on Tula, Chichén Itzá, and other Mexican sites.


Chichén Itzá: Major city and religious center of the Yucatec Maya.


Chichimec: A tribe from the northern areas of Mexico that migrated to the Basin of Mexico toward the end of the Toltec era and was eventually assimilated by the Nahua-speaking population.


chicle: Sap from the sapodilla tree in Yucatán.


Chilam Balam: Spokesman of the Jaguar; a “prophetic history” of the Maya reaching back to the seventh century B.C.


chilam: A Mayan priest.


Chimalman: The Aztec cult personification of feminine divinity and the mother of Plumed Serpent.


Cholollán: “The Place of the Flight”; the Nahuatl name for Cholula.


Cholula: A city in Mexico; Plumed Serpent’s resting place after his exile from Tula.


Chontal: A tribe of Maya from a region near the Gulf of Mexico; they may have invaded Chichén Itzá before the Toltec incursion.


Chontalpa: The eastern border of the Olmec “mother culture.”


cielo estrellado: The starry sky; for the Olmec, it is reflected in the pattern of spots on the jaguar’s flanks.


científicos: Advisors to President Porfirio Díaz.


Cihuatlampa: The Aztec Heavenly House of the Sun, the dwelling of the sun god; the western quadrant of the earth.


cipactli: Crocodile; Earth Monster.


Classic Maya: Mayan civilization from the late-third century to the mid-tenth century A.D., typified by the archaeological site of Tikal.


Coatepantli: A serpent wall of Toltec origin.


cóatl: Serpent; can also be another word for “road.”


Cocijo: The Zapotec god of rain, closely allied with Plumed Serpent.


cociy: The Zapotec word meaning “lightning.”


cociycobaa: The Zapotec word for “the dry season.”


cociyquiye: The Zapotec word for “the rainy season.”


Codex Bodley: A preconquest Mixtec codex detailing the migration of Plumed Serpent into the lands of Oaxaca.


Codex Borbonicus: A pictorial account, in part, of Plumed Serpent in his aspect as soul carrier and companion to the noble dead.


Codex Borgia: Pueblan or Tlaxcalan document showing Plumed Serpent in his allied identity as Éhecatl, the wind god.


Codex Chimalpopoca: Contains Anales de Cuauhtitlán; depicts Plumed Serpent in his aspect as a “teacher of all first things.”


Codex Colombino: Mixtec account.


Codex Dresden: A preconquest Mayan document, “allegedly from Chichén Itzá” (Thomas).


Codex Florentino: Bernardino de Sahagún’s Historia General.


Codex Telleriano-Remensis: Early postconquest Mexican manuscript with Spanish notations.


Codex Vienna: A postconquest text; “commissioned investigation” of Aztec culture.


Codex Vindobonensis: The “other” Codex Vienna; a preconquest document of Mixtec origin.


Codex Zouche-Nuttall: A Mixtec document showing Plumed Serpent in his allied identity as Éhecatl, the wind god.


Complex of the Thousand Columns (Grupo de las Mil Columnas): A colonnade at the site of Chichén Itzá that contains the Temple of the Warriors.


Conquest: The defeat of indigenous Mesoamericans (1519 to 1521) by a Spanish army of occupation led by Hernán Cortés.


conquistador, conquistadores: The Spanish troops brought to the New World by Hernán Cortés.


copilli: The ritual conical hat often worn by Plumed Serpent in Mesoamerican art.


Cortés, Hernán: The leader of the Spanish army of conquest.


Covarrubias, Miguel: A Mexican artist and ethnologist.


Coyolxauhqui: The Aztec moon goddess.


criollos (creoles): The first generation of Spaniards born in the New World.


Crónica Mexicana and Crónica Mexicayotl: Postconquest histories of Mexico written from Nahuatl accounts by Hernando Alvarado Tezozómoc.


Cruz Atrial: The sculptured crucifix Indian interpretation of the Passion of Christ at the monastery of San Augustín de Acolman.


Cuauhtémoc: The nephew of Moctezuma II and the last ruler of the Aztecs.


Cuauhtinchan: A Nahua settlement southeast of Cholula, where the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca was written circa 1545.


Cuernavaca: The capital of the Mexican state of Morelos.


Cuicatl: Aztec songs, hymns, and poetry.


Danipa-an: The Zapotec name for Monte Albán.


Díaz del Castillo, Bernal: Hernán Cortés’s lieutenant and the author of The Conquest of New Spain.


Díaz, Porfirio: The president of Mexico from 1876 to 1880 and 1884 to 1911.


Dios citbil: “God the remote” as he appears in the Chilam Balam.


Durán, Diego: A Dominican priest in Mexico in the mid-sixteenth century and the author of the Historia de las Indias de la Nueva España (History of the Indians of New Spain).


Dzibilchaltún: The earliest settlement in the northwest Yucatán.


Edmonson, Munro: The translator of the Chilam Balam.


Éhecatl: The Aztec wind god, often portrayed as an aspect of Plumed Serpent.


ejidos: Village lands.


El Caracol: The Snail; the observatory building at Chichén Itzá.


El Corral: A temple at Tula dedicated to Éhecatl.


El Mono: The Monkey; the Aztec personification of Éhecatl in his more destructive aspects.


El Quinto Sol: The Rising of the Fifth Sun; in Aztec mythology, the beginning of time.


El Rey: The King; an Olmec monument found at Chalcatzingo.


Felis onca:The species name for jaguar.


Gamio, Manuel: The first director of the Department of Anthropology at the Museo Nacional in Mexico and the primary excavator at Teotihuacán from 1917 to 1922.


García Bustos, Arturo: A contemporary Mexican mural artist, creator of the mural Oaxaca en la Historia de Mexico.


Grijalva River: One of the boundaries of Olmec-influenced territory.


guaje: Acacia tree.


Gucumatz: Quiché Mayan name for Plumed Serpent, also for all primordial beginnings.


Guzmán, Eulalia: The first archaeologist to describe the Olmec variants of the Plumed Serpent motif.


haab: The Maya “Vague Year.”


hechicero: Sorcerer; Plumed Serpent’s alter ego Tezcatlipoca.


henequen: The fiber of the agave plant, used for making rope.


Hildago y Costilla, Miguel: The leader of the New Spain independence movement.


Huitzilopochtli: The Aztec god of the sun and of war.


Hunab Ku: In the Mayan text Chilam Balam, “the unified god”; a parallel to Plumed Serpent.


icpalli: Throne.


inframundo: The underworld.


Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH): The Mexican National Anthropological and Historical Institute.


Insurgentes: A major avenue in Mexico City.


Isla Mujeres: An island off the eastern coast of the Yucatán peninsula.


Isthmus of Tehuantepec: In southeastern Mexico, between the Gulf of Tehuantepec and the Gulf of Campeche.


Itzamná: Son of the Mayan god Hunab Ku, he also shares many characteristics with Plumed Serpent.


Izapa: A preclassic site in southeastern Chiapas characterized by a baroque style of architecture.


Iztaccíhuatl: White Woman; the name of a volcano to the north of Cholula.


jefe: Hacienda boss; landholder.


katun: A period of twenty years in the Maya calendar.


kuk: The Mayan name for the “quetzal bird.”


Kukul Can or Kukulkán: Yucatec Maya name for the Plumed Serpent.


La Ciudadela: The Citadel, a plaza at the site of Teotihuacán.


La Venta-Los Tuxtlas: An early Olmec archaeological site.


La Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz (The True Cross): The first town built by the conquistadores.


Laguna de los Cerros: An early Olmec archaeological site.


Lake Texcoco: The great lake that surrounded Tenochtitlán, present-day Mexico City.


Landa, Fray Diego de: A Franciscan priest in Mexico during the sixteenth century; author of the Relación de las Cosas de Yucatán.


Las Grutas: The subterranean caves at Loltun, in the Yucatán.


Lévi-Strauss, Claude: A French anthropologist.


Los Tres Grandes: The three great artists of the Mexican mural movement: Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros.


maguey: A Mexican cactus also called agave.


Malinalxóchitl (Maguey Flower): The shaman who led the Aztec tribes on their journey to Anáhuac, the area surrounding Mexico City; earthly sister to the god Huitzilopochtli.


Maya: One of the major pre-Columbian civilizations of Mesoamerica and the largest homogeneous group of Indians north of Peru.


Mayapán: A Maya site bearing a strong structural resemblance to Chichén Itzá.


Mérida: Capital of the state of Yucatán.


Mesoamerica: An area extending from central Mexico to Honduras and Nicaragua in which pre-Columbian civilizations flourished; defined in 1943 by Paul Kirchhoff.


mestizo: The child of a Spanish man and an Indian woman.


Miccaotli Phase: The Early Classic phase of Mesoamerican culture, dated from A.D. 150 to 250.


Michoacán: Province directly southwest of Mexico City.


Mictlán: The Mesoamerican underworld; Land of the Dead.


milpa: A tract of land cleared from the jungle, generally farmed for a few seasons and abandoned.


Mitla: Zapotec city near Monte Albán.


Mixcóatl: The husband of Chimalman and father of Plumed Serpent.


Mixtec: A Mesoamerican civilization centered in Oaxaca.


Moctezuma II: The king of the Aztecs at the beginning of the Conquest.


Monte Albán: The major ceremonial center of the Zapotec culture, near Oaxaca.


Monument 19: An Olmec monument dated to the tenth century B.C. bearing perhaps the oldest recorded image of the Plumed Serpent.


Motolinía (Fray Toribio de Benavente): One of the first priests in New Spain, author of the History of the Indians of New Spain.


nagual: Alter ego.


Nahachel: The Quiché Mayan name for Lake Atitlán, northwest of Guatemala City.


Nahua Aztec: The Nahua-speaking Aztec civilization centered in and around Tenochtitlán.


Nahua-Popoloca: The Nahua-speaking Popoloca Indians.


Nahuatl: The lingua franca of Mesoamerica.


Nahui Ollin: In Aztec legend, the Universe of the Fifth (current) Sun, containing the World of Man.


nepantla: A Nahuatl word meaning “in the middle.”


nochtli: A Nahuatl word for “cactus.”


Noh Ek: The Maya name for the planet Venus.


nopal: A kind of cactus.


Nuestra Señora de los Remedios: Our Lady of Consolation, a church built at Cholula during the Conquest.


Olmec: Mesoamerican “mother culture,” dated between 1500 and 400 B.C.


Ometeotl: Lord of the Duality, heavenly mountain; the supreme (sometimes considered bisexual) Aztec deity.


Orozco, José Clemente: One of Los Tres Grandes, the three great artists of the Mexican mural movement.


Otomí: A Mesoamerican language-group near Tula.


País del Hule: The Country of Rubber, a name for the territory occupied by the Olmec.


Palacio de los Jaguares: A building at Teotihuacán incorporating Plumed Serpent imagery.


Palacio de Quetzal-Mariposa: A building at Teotihuacán incorporating Plumed Serpent imagery.


palapas: A thatched-roof building, usually open on the sides.


Palenque: A Mayan site in the state of Chiapas, Mexico.


Papaloapán River: A river in Central Mexico.


Patio de los Altares: The southern side of the pyramid at Cholula.


Paz, Octavio: The Mexican philosopher and poet.


peónes (peons): The labor class of colonial Mexico.


Petén region: A region of Northern Guatemala.


Pirámide Tepanapa: The pyramid at Cholula.


Plumed Serpent: The Mesoamerican god Quetzalcóatl.


Popocatépetl: A volcano to the southwest of Cholula.


Popol Vuh:The Mayan Book of the Community, the oldest written survivor of Mesoamerican “poems of origin.”


pulque: An alcoholic drink made from the sap of the maguey plant.


Pyramid of the Magician: One of the pyramids at Uxmal.


Pyramid of the Moon: A pyramid at Teotihuacán.


Pyramid of the Sun: A pyramid at Teotihuacán.


quauhtecatl: The “companion of the sun”; the Aztec warrior heaven.


Quauhtitlán: One of the cities on the path of the Plumed Serpent’s flight from Tula.


quequetzalcoa: The high priests in Tenochtitlán.


quetzal: An indigenous bird of Central and South America with golden-green and scarlet plumage.


Quetzalcóatl: The Mesoamerican god Plumed Serpent.


Quiché: The dominant Maya language of the Guatemalan highlands.


quinametzin: The “first men” of Teotihuacán, rumored to be giants.


Reyes, Alfonso: A Mexican historian and social philosopher, one of the founders of the Ateneo de la Juventud.


Rivera, Diego: One of Los Tres Grandes, the three premier artists of the Mexican mural movement.


sacbé: A holy path or causeway.


Sahagún, Fray Bernardino de: The first ethnologist of the New World; author of The General History of the Things of New Spain, also known as the Florentine Codex.


San Lorenzo Tenochtitlán: An Olmec archaeological site.


santos: Local spirits.


Sierra Madre Oriental: The mountain ranges of eastern Mexico.


Sigüenza y Góngora, Carlos de: A poet, historian, and former Jesuit in the seventeenth century; he originated the use of the name Mexico as an alternative to New Spain.


Siqueiros, José David Alfaro: One of Los Tres Grandes, the three leading artists of the Mexican mural movement.


Stephens, John Lloyd: American explorer of the mid-nineteenth century who visited Chichén Itzá and other major sites in Mexico and Central America.


Tamoanchán: Land of the Bird-Snake or The Place of Our Origin; a mythical paradise in Aztec legend.


Tedlock, Dennis: An American poet and anthropologist who translated the Popol Vuh.


Temple of Kukulkán: The temple of the Plumed Serpent at Chichén Itzá.


Temple of Quetzalcóatl: A temple dedicated to the Plumed Serpent at many major archaeological sites, including Tenochtitlán, Teotihuacán, and Cholula.


Temple of the Panels: A temple at Chichén Itzá.


Temple of the Warriors (Templo de los Guerreros): A temple at Chichén Itzá that shows striking structural parallels to the Toltec Atlantes Temple at Tula.


Templo de Xtoloc: A temple at Chichén Itzá.


Templo Mayor: The “Great Temple” recently excavated in Mexico City.


Tenan: Mother of waters; the ancient name for the mountain of Cerro Gordo, near Teotihuacán.


Tenochtitlán: Aztec capital city on the site of present-day Mexico City.


Teotihuacán: The earliest true urban complex in Mesoamerica; an archaeological site to the north of Mexico City that flourished from 100 B.C. to A.D. 600.


Tepanapa: The pyramid of Cholula.


Tepantitla: An outlying site of Teotihuacán.


Tepepolco: A town to the northeast of Mexico City.


Tepeyolotl: The Mesoamerican Earth Serpent, “god of the interior of the earth”; a mythic figure traced back to the Olmec.


teteuctin: Sons of Aztec nobility.


Tezcatlipoca: Smoking Mirror; Plumed Serpent’s brother, adversary, and dark alter ego.


Tikal: The largest Mayan city in the northern lowlands of Guatemala.


Tlacaélel: The brother of the Aztec king Moctezuma I.


Tlacantzolli: Two-headed men said to have haunted the streets of Tenochtitlán as an omen of the Spanish Conquest.


Tlacaxipehualitztli: The “flaying festival,” an Aztec ritual honoring Xipe Totec; performed in early spring to ensure a good harvest.


Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli: Plumed Serpent in his aspect as the planet Venus, Lord of the House of Dawn.


Tlaloc: The Mesoamerican rain god, closely allied with the Plumed Serpent.


Tlamachilliztlatozazanilli: The Myth of the Suns and the Toltec-Chichimec Origins of the Mexica People.


Tlapallán: The Land of the East or of the sunrise; Plumed Serpent’s final destination after his flight from Tula.


Tlatoani: “Speaker”; an Aztec elder or hereditary ruler.


Tlaxcala: Allies of the Aztec empire, later allies of Cortés.


Tlili Tlapali, or variant, Tlillan Tlapallán: Land of the Red and Black; the Nahua name given to writing, glyphs, and mural paintings.


Tohil: The Quiché Maya’s version of Plumed Serpent; associated with rain and fire, he led them into exile from Tula.


Tollán: The Nahuatl name for Tula.


Toltec: The people of postclassic Tula, legendary to the Aztecs for their abilities as craftsmen.


Toltecayotl: A Nahuatl term for successful craftsmanship in writing and the plastic arts.


Tonacacihuatl: The female dimension of Ometeotl, “Lady of our Flesh,” in one version of the Aztec creation myth.


Tonacatecuhtli: The masculine dimension of Ometeotl, “Lord of our Flesh,” in one version of the Aztec creation myth.


tonalamatl: A sacred ritual manuscript or Book of Days.


Tonantzin: Wife of the Serpent; earth goddess; mother of mankind.


Topiltzin: Our Dear Prince Quetzalcóatl; Plumed Serpent in his earthly aspect as a ruling prince.


Totonac: The first allies of Cortés against the Aztecs.


Tovar, Fray Juan de: A Franciscan priest in Cholula at the turn of the seventeenth century.


Tres Zapotes: An Olmec archaeological site.


Tula: The religious center of the Toltec culture, rising to prominence in about A.D. 800.


Tuxtla Mountains: A mountain range in coastal southern Veracruz, a border of the Olmec “nuclear area.”


Tzabkán: The Mayan word for rattlesnake.


Tzompantli: A rack near a temple designed to hold the skulls of sacrificial victims.


Tzontémoc: The setting sun.


Tzotzil: A subgroup of lowland Maya in central Chiapas.


uinal: A Maya month of twenty days.


Usumacinta River: A river formed in Guatemala, emptying into the Gulf of Mexico.


Uuc-hab-nal: An older name for the site of Chichén Itzá.


Uxmal: A Mayan archaeological site fifty miles south of Mérida in the Puuc hills.


Velásquez, Diego: The Spanish governor of Cuba in 1520 and Cortés’s immediate superior.


Veracruz: The first Spanish town built along the Gulf of Mexico, originally La Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz.


Villahermosa: A city on the Gulf Coast of Mexico.


Von Humboldt, Alexander: A traveler and writer, author of Personal Narrative of a Journey to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent and one of the first Westerners to evaluate Aztec art.


Xahil: A dynasty of the Maya; also, the name of one of the authors of the Sololá manuscript Annals of the Cakchiquels.


Xibalba: The underworld of the Highland Maya.


Xicalcoliuhqui: A stepped-fret design motif, used as a symbol of Plumed Serpent.


Xilotepec: An Otomí town near Tula, probably Xilotzingo.


Xipe Totec: Our Lord the Flayed One; the Aztec god of fertility.


Xiquipilli: A medicine pouch.


Xiuhcóatl: Plumed Serpent’s aspect as “the soaring eagle,” carrying the sun through the sky.


Xochicalco: A Mesoamerican city in the state of Morelos that rose to prominence after the fall of Tula.


Xocoyotzin: The Younger, usually applied to Moctezuma II.


Xólotl: A dog-headed god, one of Plumed Serpent’s animal alter egos, as guide to the underworld.


Xul: November in the Mayan calendar; the sixth month.


Xux Ek: The Wasp Star or Venus God, possibly another Mayan version of Plumed Serpent.


Yahualli Éhecatl: The Wheel of the Winds; one of the earliest Nahua names for Plumed Serpent.


Yoo-paa: “Place of the dead”; the Zapotec name for the present-day site of Mitla.


Yucatán: A Mexican peninsula extending north into the Caribbean Sea.


Yucatec Maya: The Mayan civilizations of the Yucatán peninsula.


Yucu-cui: Green Mountain; the Mixtec name for Monte Albán.


Zapata, Emiliano: Farmer, revolutionary, reformer.


Zapotec: A Mesoamerican civilization centered in the valley of Oaxaca starting in approximately 300 B.C.


Zinacantec Maya: The contemporary Maya in the highlands of Chiapas.


zócalo: An open-air bazaar; the central square or plaza of a Mexican town.


zona arqueológica: An archaeological zone or area.


I gratefully acknowledge Myths of Ancient Mexico by Michel Graulich; Facts and Artifacts of Ancient Middle America by Curt Muser; and Conquest: Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico by Hugh Thomas, all of which served as valuable resources for the amplification of many definitions in this glossary.


N.B.




The problems of research are so vast, the guidelines at our disposal so tenuous and uncertain, the past, over huge tracts of time, has been so irrevocably wiped out, and the basis of our speculations is so precarious, that even the most insignificant reconnoitering of the terrain puts the researcher into a state of uncertainty in which he oscillates between the most humble kind of resignation and the wildest ambition; he knows that the essential evidence has been lost and that all his efforts will amount to no more than a scratching of the surface; yet may he not stumble on some miraculously preserved clue that will shed light? Nothing is possible, so all is possible. The darkness through which we are groping is too thick for us to make any pronouncements about it; we cannot even say that it is doomed to last.


— CLAUDE LÉVI-STRAUSS, Tristes Tropiques


While a major concern of historians is to keep myth from replacing history and to purge the past of myth, they would have to admit that myths are an inevitable component of their regular subject matter. Myths are right there along with facts, working to determine and explain human behavior and the course of events. It would be stupid to ignore or underestimate them. Not all myths are associated with defeated or discredited causes and their defense. In fact the most hardy, secure, and numerous myths are the product of victories and vindicated causes, and embody live and cherished values.


— C. VANN WOODWARD, The Future of the Past


 “My heart stirs just a little to the word Quetzalcóatl. Quetzalcóatl! Quetzalcóatl!” Cipriano repeated it several times to himself, smiling. “Curious!” he said. “But yet, Ramon, need we revive old gods? Isn’t it an antiquarian thing to do? Do you know what Padre Ignacio once said to me about you? ‘Ramon Carrasco’s future is the past of humanity.’ That always stuck in my mind. Can you find the future in the past?”


— D. H. LAWRENCE, Quetzalcóatl: The Early Version of The Plumed Serpent


The greatness of Mexico is that its past is always alive.... Mexico exists in the present, its dawn is occurring right now, because it carries with it the wealth of a living past, an unburied memory. Its horizon is also today, because today does not diminish the force of Mexico’s living desire.


— CARLOS FUENTES, A New Time for Mexico


Geographies, too, are symbolic; physical spaces turn into geometric archetypes that are emissive forms of symbols. Plains, valleys, mountains: the accidents of terrain become meaningful as soon as they enter history.


— OCTAVIO PAZ, The Other Mexico: Critique of the Pyramid
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CHAPTER 1



SPIRIT OF PLACE
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Uxmal ruins, Yucatán


HOW AND WHY I CAME TO WRITE THIS BOOK — THE ALLURE OF ANCIENT RUINS — MYSTIQUES OF “OLD MEXICO” — PLUMED SERPENT REARS HIS GLORIOUS HEAD — “GEOGRAPHIES, TOO, ARE SYMBOLIC . . . ”


According to my handy guidebook, this was supposed to be The Temple of the Old Woman, but as I scrambled to the top, grasping thick roots, finding a toehold here and there in the dusty clay, it seemed little more than a rocky, limestone-strewn mound. Breathless, I crouched against the gnarled stump of a long-dead ceiba, the sacred tree of the Maya, and squinted out over the jungle into the late-afternoon sun slant. Herds of tourist buses had long since departed; the acrid tinge of diesel exhaust hung in the still air. Now the Uxmal guards blew mightily on their whistles, signaling that the ruins would close in half an hour.


A constant, soughing breeze came at me across the flat Yucatán lowlands, picking up hints of coolness from the impenetrable green bush. Already it was becoming difficult to conjure up a coherent memory of the old colonial city of Mérida, only an hour’s drive north, where I had spent the past three days in a gently seedy hotel with a fountain in its well-swept stone courtyard. Directly across the street was a twin-spired church; a hollow, tinny bell struck every half hour starting at five-thirty in the morning, awakening an insistent rooster. Mérida, capital of the Yucatán — originally known as the “White City”—had long since turned into a rather forlorn, gray place, its moods heightened by brief, torrential rain, swift black clouds, and intense sun.


I drove along narrow, eighteenth-century cobble-stoned thoroughfares, built for horse-drawn carriages. Careening trams overloaded with workers accompanied me, brakes screeching, past pavilioned markets, tortilla shops, and cracked walls adorned with huge posters advertising Cristal sparkling water.


But ten minutes out of the city, on the Avenida de los Itzaes (Avenue of the Foreigners), I was overtaken by a not entirely unpleasant fear that I was a stranger in a strange land, striking off toward the middle of nowhere, “toward the old prehistoric humanity, the dark-eyed humanity” D. H. Lawrence had encountered and romanticized sixty years before.


The straight macadam road undulated over gentle hills past ranks of proud, spiky agave plants, and, lo and behold, the cacophony dropped away. The villages I passed blurred into vivid images: a dozen thatched banana-leaf huts around a muddy yard where dun-coated dogs sniffed and scampered after children among discarded automobile tires; embroidered, stark-white huipiles, handmade peasant blouses strung on clotheslines snapped like sails in the wind; old campesinos on bicycles pedaled methodically on and on in the brutal heat, expressionless deep brown faces in even deeper shadows beneath their straw hats; and women balancing baskets of fruit and bundled firewood on their heads.


Within an hour, even the villages receded, too, and farmed-out milpas, patchwork charred fields still smoking, alternating with waist-high verdant shrubbery, pressed up to the edge of the black tarmac.


Ubiquitous signs for the Zona Arqueologica try to warn me, but even so, swerving out of a bend in the road, gears grinding in the rented, vintage Volkswagen sedan, suddenly — where before there was nothing — the Mayan ruins appear. They simply materialize: smooth, looming, tan facades erupt from the green; they seem lit from within.


As I leave the car and approach, listening to the crunch of my footsteps on gravel paths between buildings, the seductive complexity of the structures emerges and immediately becomes too much to assimilate. But I hunger to look and keep looking: corbeled archways; sneering, tongued, fanged, and bug-eyed rain-god masks hewn from pitted rock; peaked roof combs balancing upon frail latticework, vines intertwining; recurrent, spiraling geometric motifs circumscribing hundred-yard-long walls in layered parades. There is the impassive way the buildings face off against one another: the manicured, I-shaped ritual ball court with its tiered spectator stands and stone hoop; the oblong palace, one story high, its sinister, pitch-dark doorways leading into labyrinthine, bare rooms.


And here is the all-too-familiar stepped temple, a benign image seen on countless travel posters and engraved comfortably into popular imagination. But up close the building is impossibly steep, vertiginous, hostile. Challenged, I grip a cold metal chain spiked into the rock and begin to climb, back rounded against the downward pull, not daring to look back over my shoulder at the receding ground below. I mount the narrow, worn steps ever higher into the palpable, humid quiet.


For no matter how dense with clamorous visitors the ruins become as the day wears on, once you begin this ascent, the space between edifices becomes filled with the pressing silence of past centuries, forcing you to forget everything except your ambivalent way up an incline that seems to say it is not meant to be pursued. A millennium ago, this same path was taken by four chanting, feather-robed priests flanking a joyful young girl, a virgin who would be beheaded and then flayed, obsidian knives penetrating her chest, her still-beating heart torn out as she lay spread-eagled upon the sacrificial altar at the pyramid’s peak 120 feet above the ground.
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Agave plants, Yucatán


Uxmal was a decade ago, when I first brushed up on my Spanish. My wife, Roberta, and I, very much the “accidental tourists,” took two trips to the Yucatán on a whim (having been resolutely Eurocentric for my entire adult traveling life, never before venturing south of the border). We explored known and unknown historic sites and then lived near a fishing village with unpaved streets and beaches dotted with rustling palapas, thatched umbrellas, on the Isla Mujeres, off the coast near Cancún, a world away from that overbuilt place. Our island was reachable only via an interminable ride on a pitching and tossing blue ferryboat, accompanied by chicken farmers.


Lying on the sand one limpid afternoon, Margarita-drowsed, gazing out at the turquoise water through half-closed eyes, following the seaweed swaying back and forth just beneath the surface, I fancied (as any self-respecting writer must do) that it would be my turn to write a book about Mexico some day.


What kind of book would mine be?


The answer was already coalescing in my imagination, for in early travels through the country, I had become frustrated with the inadequate orientation materials — or, in many cases, no materials at all — at the remote ruins where the tourist trade had not yet reached critical mass. Even at Uxmal, one of the favored spots on la ruta Maya, the itinerary of most popular sites, the pamphlet I was handed, while visually helpful, was in poorly rendered English and lacked depth. There was no mythic background for the place, no sense conveyed of the intrinsic, underlying meaning, which predates the usual descriptions of what invading Spaniards saw and did when they arrived in the sixteenth century.
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The author at the Temple of the Magician (El Adivino), Uxmal


Beyond the rain-forested splendor of Palenque, beyond the austere, classic style of Uxmal, the warlike grandeur of Chichén Itzá, the peaks of Tikal — beyond these magnificent, parklike settings, there are hundreds of other sites, some only partially excavated, others little more than grassy mounds. At the end of a dirt road leading into the jungle, an Indian proprietor in a modest hut sits behind a wooden table. For a few pesos — less than a dollar — he will grant admission to roam among improvised clearings and view barely recognizable stelae clothed in vegetation.


One early morning, driving northwest from Mérida toward the Gulf Coast, I took an impromptu field trip to Dzibilchaltún, the earliest-settled site on the entire Yucatán peninsula. Thriving fifteen hundred years before the birth of Christ, it was a bustling metropolis of more than fifty thousand people. The place was now deserted except for a class of chattering parochial schoolchildren accompanied by two nuns. In the scrub grass, past the remains of a Spanish church constructed out of limestone blocks from a destroyed Mayan palace, lay a depthless, dark cenote—a sacrificial well — where lost pottery, silver and gold jewelry, and human bones were discovered. At the remote end of a mile-long sacbé, a sacred path paved with white stones, was the domed “Temple of the Seven Dolls,” thus named because of the miniature, homunculuslike clay and white chicle sap forms unearthed beneath its foundation. The temple was perched upon a low hill, and each of its foot-thick walls was pierced precisely at the center with a small, porthole window, an observatory for viewing the heavens at certain ritual times of the calendar.


“But why did these buildings come to be situated here in the first place?” I asked myself, “What was the origin of the spiritual mind-set; the deep, religious motivation; the rage for order of the driven people who constructed them? Where did these people come from and where did they go?”


As soon as these initial questions leaped to mind, my earliest notion for the book — simply to compose a thinking-person’s guidebook to Mexico — seemed superficial. I was not going to write a conventional “travel” book, although my many subsequent trips to Mexico over the coming years played an integral part in the structure of the book as I made it a point to be wherever I was writing about. Much as I might like to in some other fantasy life, I would never presume to live among the native peoples, learn a Mayan dialect, or hurtle in a bark canoe down the Usumacinta River. I would not presume to be an anthropologist or an archaeologist, although my readings took me into these and other related fields.


My essential curiosity about Mexico caught hold after the romantic veneer no longer satisfied me. The raw, surface beauty — and there is much of it throughout these pages — was always enthralling but only served as a portal. “I had staged in my head a sham Mexico,” wrote the French artist and critic Jean Charlot in 1922, when he first arrived from Paris, “fanned with feathers of blue, green, and red, its trees feverish with tropical mimics.”1
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Aztec calendar stone


This was a literary tradition I was glad to find during my early, intuitive readings. What kind of Mexico did these outsiders expect, and what kind did they discover? At the very end of the eighteenth century, Alexander Von Humboldt came to Mexico from Germany (and went on to Washington to meet with a kindred spirit, Thomas Jefferson) and as a result of a five-year stay in Latin America wrote his trailblazing Personal Narrative of a Journey to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent. We now know that Humboldt was the first European to take Aztec art seriously. Visiting Mexico City, he was intrigued by the huge round calendar stone with its glyphic hints at an understanding of the cosmos. In preparing for his trip, Humboldt read accounts of earlier expeditions, “regret[ting] that travelers seldom possessed a wide enough knowledge to avail themselves of what they saw.” Humboldt did not attempt to cover up his civilized background. He did not shy away from presenting himself as an erudite though inexperienced being in the midst of an alien environment. He liked to call himself a “scientific traveler— paying attention to the morphology of landscape, favoring panoramic description, valuing scientific accuracy, and avidly collecting all manner of detail and data.” This mode of inquiry was meant expressly to disclose the “hidden, harmonic unity of nature” in Mexico. In the best romantic tradition, one traveled and observed closely, thereby “dissipating melancholy and restoring peace to the troubled mind.”


Although I suffered my share of nightmares, alone and sweating as the only guest in a remote hotel during the off-season, with no telephone or television, awakening with a start at three o’clock in the morning in the pitch darkness, swearing I could hear the cattle in a field nearby murmuring to each other, in the best of my times in Mexico, Alexander Von Humboldt’s was a soulful sensibility I looked to for solace: “ It is the man himself we wish to see in contact with the objects around him,” he insisted. “His narration interests us far more if local coloring informs the descriptions of the country and its people.”2


My room in the villa near Uxmal faced an open, central courtyard, and every morning at about six-thirty I would be gently awakened by two successive sounds: the swish (pause), swish (pause), swish of broom against concrete, as the porter made his solitary way from one end of the space to the other, unhurriedly gathering into a neat pile the dried palm leaves and husks detached by the prior evening’s breezes; then came the splash! as he cast a bucketful of water across the ground just covered, as if to make this familiar terrain once more ready for the morning. While the sky brightened, his ritual was always the same. There was a certain seductive reassurance in that cyclic pattern. It was a bracing antidote to the “sham” image Jean Charlot had learned to resist, and to the “imaginary Mexico” that I, too, wanted to avoid.3 The man’s persistence in his daily round set me ruminating about a characteristic of Mexican life or even an archetype within the culture that I might be able to capture, that would have the staying power to become the center of my book.


Ingrained, habituated, unself-conscious movements of quotidian life were important to my understanding — from a great distance I was never able to bridge. But I had accepted my distance from the people. Whether I was looking out through the window of a cab speeding down the Insurgentes in Mexico City or confronting the bare, somber look of a peasant vendor crouched on the sidewalk outside the cathedral in the Oaxaca zócalo, the central square of the city, my gringo invisibility did not trouble me or make me feel guilty. As a matter of fact, it allowed me the intellectual latitude to seek the larger and deeper metaphor I required.
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Quetzalcóatl, Telleriano-Remensis Codex


I spent my time watching, walking, taking photographs, eating meals alone, dozing fitfully in the midafternoon, jotting notes in my little journal, and, back home, omnivorously consuming history texts, browsing compulsively in the “Latin America” sections of bookstores, and combing through offerings under “Mesoamerica”4 in rare book dealers’ catalogues. At the time, my forays into Mexico seemed shapeless. Recounting them now, as I will do in the pages to come, I believe there was indeed a plan. And likewise with my endless, at times amorphous research, feeling my way through three hundred books I read in ten years: I know when the crystallizing moment occurred.


In the sultry summer of 1989, I reserved a spot in the Frederick Lewis Allen Room at the New York Public Library on Forty-second Street, and there, with the sympathetic assistance of the reference specialists Tim Troy and Wayne Furman, I set up shop in a study carrel, resolving to systematize my delving into Mesoamerican history, to find a single, underlying theme that would pull together all disparate threads, shards, intuitions, and good intentions. To get me going, Tim and Wayne brought out the twelve-volume General History of the Things of New Spain, also known as the Florentine Codex, by Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, a Franciscan friar and the first great ethnologist of the New World. Sahagún had come in the middle decades of the sixteenth century, after Hernán Cortés and the conquistadores resolved to destroy all “pagan” vestiges of the indigenous society. Aside from his mandate to proselytize and convert the native people to Christianity, Sahagún, who lived in the village of Tepepolco on the northeastern edge of the Basin of Mexico, set himself to learn the Nahuatl tongue, and then, with the aid of Indian informants, created an encyclopedic history of the Aztecs, their customs, and religious beliefs. The Florentine Codex appreciates in value when we realize that only sixteen books created in the entire span of Mesoamerican culture before the Spanish Conquest remained intact after 1521.


I leafed through page upon page of parables, legends, and tales transcribed from the mouths of the ”Old Ones” who described how life had been before the coming of the strange, bearded white men from across the waters to the east. “Another time it will be like this,” Sahagún noted an ancient song, “another time things will be the same, some time, some place. What happened a long time ago, and which no longer happens, will be again, it will be done again as it was in far-off times: those who now live, will live again, they will live again.”5


To the Aztecs and to the many other Mesoamerican civilizations preceding them by more than three thousand years, history was not a straight path, one event linked chainlike to the next, but rather a series of cycles, a spinning wheel spiraling forward through time, engendering repetitions as it goes.6


According to the tribal elders, the ”First God” who set this wheel in motion was Plumed Serpent (Quetzalcóatl), the Lord of the Dawn and the Phoenix of the West. He was the great and benign namer of all things in the Universe: “mountains, forests, and sites.” To my Westernized intellect, he appeared in the Florentine Codex like a figure out of Paradise Lost: “He was the wind, he was the guide, the roadsweeper of the rain gods, of the masters of water, of those who brought rain,” Father Sahagún wrote of this transcendent being who gathered together the remains of the human race from Mictlán, the Underworld, the Realm of the Dead, after the primeval flood, and who then reestablished humanity in the “Time Before Time.”


Plumed Serpent took this assemblage of bone ashes and clay, this thing that would become Man, infused him with his own sacred blood, and blessed him with maize, the arts of weaving and mosaic making, music and dance, the science of curing illness, commerce, crafts, time, the stars in the heavens, the calendar, prayers, and sacrifice. Plumed Serpent was the performer of miracles, the supreme magician, the ruler of sorcerers, holding the secret of all enchantments.


The most potent mythologies present symbols of dualism and conflict. Plumed Serpent likewise confronted an alter ego, a dark side, his “Evil Twin”: Tezcatlipoca, Smoking Mirror, the adversary who dogged Plumed Serpent through his peaceful mission and ultimately tempted him to fall from grace. According to Aztec lore, Tezcatlipoca posed as a servant and infiltrated Plumed Serpent’s monastic household, concocting from the sap of the maguey plant a pulque brew with which he intoxicated the priestly god and his sister and deluded him into sleeping with her, thereby breaking his vows of chastity.


The legend tells us that the now fallible Plumed Serpent, cast out in anguish as a result of his transgressions, abandoned his earthly possessions and began an epic flight. A pilgrimage of purification resulted in the proliferation of his image and name throughout ancient Mexico, on and on toward the eastern horizon through Cholula, Quauhtitlán, Xochicalco, and as far as Chichén Itzá. There, when the angle of the sun is just right at the summer solstice, the shadow of an immense serpent ripples down the side of the many-tiered pyramid consecrated to Quetzalcóatl’s Mayan name: Kukulkán.


When he finally reached Tlillan Tlapallán, the Land of Black and Red, his final place of spiritual enlightenment on the shores of the holy sea where the morning star announces daily the rebirth of the sun, Plumed Serpent declared with messianic flair to his weeping followers that he had been “called forth.” He promised to return in the year named Ce Ácatl, One-Reed. He donned a turquoise mask and a robe of feathers and “ordered a raft to be made of snakes, and he entered it and sat down as in a canoe, and thus he left, navigating on the sea.” Whereupon Plumed Serpent burst into flame, and the ashes of his heart rose upward, phoenixlike, and became the planet Venus.


Ironically, the fateful year 1519, when Spanish galleons were first sighted off the shore at Veracruz, coincided with Ce Ácatl, which cycled around every fifty-two years in the native calendar. Reports of giant, white-winged birds swooping over the seas bearing fair-skinned men reached Moctezuma, reigning king of the Aztecs. Surely this was the anticipated return of their beloved Prince Plumed Serpent, as it had been prophesied. Hernán Cortés and his musketed equestrian army — the Aztecs had never seen a horse or a gun before — were greeted with open embraces and offerings of gold. Within two years the Aztec world was destroyed.


“The myth of the Plumed Serpent is dazzling in its beauty. It is the complete fairy tale. All things change perpetually into something else. Everything is elusive, intangible, yet permanent and true. The great bird-serpent, priest-king Quetzalcóatl is the most powerful figure in all the mythology of Mexico and Central America.”7


Indeed, I soon discovered that I was backing into a much vaster saga than the one unfurled by Fray Bernardino Sahagún. His was merely the very tip of the mountain, one act in a complex drama that had begun more than fifteen hundred years before Christ and is still enacted today in modern Mexico. This book is the mosaic mural depicting that vast myth. I use the term “mosaic” because it is composed of interlocking, contiguous bits and pieces fitted together, many brightly colored and varied iconographies, some foreboding and vicious, others noble and lofty, provided by a multitude of civilizations within the framework of Mesoamerica.


The great French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss cautions that “ all available variants of a myth must be taken into account. There is no single, true version.”8 I use the term “mural,” though the story fabricated here is a narrative, necessarily presented in the conventional sense — from beginning to end, in a book, with chapters — because in fact (as we are striving to remain true to the ancient Mexican sense of time) the story of Plumed Serpent should authentically be seen as a simultaneous array, a swirl of impressions evolving over millennia.


Plumed Serpent is the only symbol with so much staying power that it can be found permeating nearly every formative culture of Mexico. As a biographer I set forth to understand and chronicle Plumed Serpent’s persistent, indomitable “life,” an undertaking that required me to go back to a time before he even possessed a proper name. Like the biography of a person, this story moves through stages — gestation, birth, infancy, childhood, adolescence, maturity, death — and into various transfigurations, including emotional crises along sacred and secular roads. I also try to recapture the spirit of place so vivid in widely varying geographic locations, encompassing the tropical Olmec world of Veracruz, Villahermosa, and the Gulf Coast; the magisterial ceremonial realm of Teotihuacán northeast of Mexico City and the societies engendered by its fall at Xochicalco and Cholula; the Toltec world of Tula so revered by the Aztecs; the Mayan empire at Uxmal, Chichén Itzá, and Mayapán; the literary culture of the Zapotec and Mixtec people in and around Oaxaca, Monte Albán, and Mitla, encompassed by the Sierra Madre mountains; and the final tragic efflorescence of the Nahua Aztec culture of Tenochtitlán, which was reborn in the search for a national identity during the long colonial centuries.


Revived and glorified, Quetzalcóatl, with all the hope inspired by his promise of return, was burned into the soul of the nation by the pioneering modernist philosophers, writers, and painters of the Mexican Revolution and the 1920s.


To begin this journey, we confront the elusive idea of an archetype and then visit an agricultural society where potent denizens of field and forest — animals such as the crocodile, the snake, and the jaguar — hold sway. We then move to the beginnings of organized religion, where the priestly class takes on a greater role, and examine Plumed Serpent’s position in a pantheon, a community of gods, after which the god’s mantle is assumed by actual men, the hombre-dios, kings who rose, flourished, and fell under Quetzalcóatl’s banner. Next we view Plumed Serpent as the symbol for the diaspora of an entire people across ancient Mexico and follow him to his apotheosis and transformation as a warlike figure colliding with the conquering Europeans. We then see his problematic recasting in veiled Christian terms and examine the dilemmas this adaptation created in the psyche of the native peoples.


The wise words of the late Octavio Paz — philosopher, poet, diplomat, and voice of Mexico — are invoked and resonate often throughout this book because, more than any other teller of the Mexican tale in our time, he unerringly found the pulse of the nation. Paz says that to comprehend the whys and wherefores of Mexico, we must conduct “archaeological digs in the historical subsoil.”9


The spade enters the earth.







CHAPTER II



TIME BEFORE TIME


OUT OF THE PRIMORDIAL REALM — PLUMED SERPENT AS GOD OF MAIZE — SKY ABOVE, EARTH BELOW


Before “the science of men in time”—otherwise known as the discipline of history — was created,1 and long before art began to depict imaginative beliefs, there came simply the tracks of men across landscapes. From northwest to southeast, twenty thousand years and more before Columbus, migrant peoples descended on foot through the plains of what we now name the North American continent.2


As they traversed the terrain, they encountered animals, plants, and hills, which became sacred neighbors and allies.3 Before religion, before the advent (or invention) of gods and the “supernatural,” rhythms and recurrences, the regular heartbeats within all manifestations of the cosmos and the natural world, formed the template for the spiritual feelings of early peoples in Mesoamerica: inevitabilities of birth, maturity, and death; night succeeding day; seasons of the year; rain after lightning; and the movement of planets through the heavens.4
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Maize plant sprout


The human psyche was not, as it is today, alien or separated from the orderly processes of this world; rather, it aspired to be in harmony with them. The very land — even rocks that had to be cleared in order for fields to be cultivated — was as alive as those inhabiting it and responded to human contact as to a brother’s touch.


Between seven and two millennia B.C., as the so-called hunter-gatherers became sedentary and settled into regions and what we would now call agriculture began in the basins of major river systems and on especially inviting fertile land, a sense of reverence prevailed.


At this juncture, the primal vision for what later was pronounced in the Nahua tongue as Quetzalcóatl found its birth in the synthesis, through the practice of agriculture, of two words — we could even say two worlds — sky (quetzal, bird) and earth (cóatl, serpent).5


Rain penetrated the ground and caused crops to grow. One of the first and most important domesticated fruits of this union was maize, the eternal staple of Mesoamerican life. The fresh green blades of young maize plants broke through the surface of the soil, and the new sprout divided into two leaves, like the quivering tongue of the rattlesnake. As the maize plant matured, its familiarly blunt, yellow-brown nutrient core of kernels arose, haloed by green, featherlike leaves. This flourishing image drew upon deep roots from the epochs before mankind, when great reptiles ruled. From that common source both birds and serpents had evolved, two related and contrary forms of life, one aloft, the other earthbound.6


“The origin of myth must be looked for in imaginative tales dealing with the social life of the people,” and this origin needs to be sought in “times when the world had not yet assumed its present form, and when mankind was not yet in possession of all the arts and customs that belong to our period.”7


There is no reason to suspend disbelief. We can hold the plumed maize-serpent in our minds as a lived, everyday reality for the earliest Mesoamerican paleoplanters, remembering that “the primitive mentality did not invent myths” but rather “ experienced them.”8


When the practice of agriculture was still new to the Mesoamerican farmer, he had to reformulate his behavior from the routine of the predatory hunter, who ranged widely to seek food, to a structured manner of subsistence, controlling the growth of plants that required seeding, fertilization, and then harvesting. These changed patterns of life caused him to become more attuned to the soil and vegetation upon which he depended so intimately. He came to a new awareness of the world beneath his feet and its denizens, living and dead — for even departed family members, never-forgotten ancestors, were in a sense “planted,” usually alongside the huts of those who remained behind.
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Mature maize plant, Florentine Codex


Claude Lévi-Strauss elegantly terms bons à penser the native farmer’s increased attention to the animals around him — meaning they became capable of stimulating new, more sophisticated modes of thought in man.9


In this dark, seductive realm, the serpent — more than any other beast in Mesoamerican lore before or since — achieved and maintained primacy as a doubled being, simultaneously inspiring fascination and veneration on the one hand and repulsion and fear on the other.


The serpent, the harbinger of rebirth after death, shed his skin and reappeared resurrected from his lair after long sleep, renewed with the shift from the dun colors of the dry season into the first fertile greens of spring. He was the bearer of wisdom, as his “watchful, lidless eye” shone forth with vigilant knowledge that man, who required sleep, could never attain.10


In his darker, dreaded persona, the serpent moved sinuously, slithering through the tall grasses without trepidation toward human habitats, and he struck unpredictably, with unerring accuracy, when angered. Even the sun’s position and the waxing and waning of the moon seemed to affect the serpent’s behavior. He embodied the threat of mortality. He was mysterious, enigmatic, at once quiet and wild.


Fixed indelibly in the imagination of Mesoamerica from formative times, the potent cóatl could be “hybridized, or plumed, twinned, grown gigantic and swift and all-seeing...a dream-mutant who both avenged and transmitted wisdom according to the vagaries of mood and circumstance.” He flowered into “the primary archetype in Mesoamerican iconography...a channel of communication between the world of humans and the infernal world, both gods and ancestors appearing between his jaws.”11
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Monumental Olmec head, Veracruz



CHAPTER III



THE OLMEC


SIGNS OF SHARED KNOWLEDGE AMONG MESOAMERICAN CIVILIZATIONS — FIRST PEOPLES ALONG THE GULF COAST — PLUMED SERPENTS CARVED IN STONE — MAGICAL SHAMAN SPELLS — MEN BECOME BEASTS


Before embarking upon our journey through space and time across Mesoamerica, spanning from Nicaragua in the east to Michoacán in the west,1 and from five millennia before Christ to two thousand years after, we need to pinpoint the correct place to start. In keeping with metaphors of the natural world, imagine a giant tree with diverse, autonomous “branches”—Teotihuacán, Toltec, Zapotec, Mixtec, Maya, Aztec — radiating outward from a “common bole.”2
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