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Introduction


LA LLORONA, A SPIRIT UNABLE TO REST

Background and Platform for a Modern Urban Legend


Nephtalí De León


When the sun goes down and the moon goes up and there’s a mist in the shadows of the night, if you hear a bloodcurdling scream, “Ayyyy Mis Hijoooss!” Close your windows! Shut the door! Don’t look out into the night! It’s the ghost of La Llorona looking for her long lost children that people say she drowned…


Fear strikes us deep in the heart because this floating ghost of a woman, this spirit unable to rest, is roaming the countryside, heartbroken, crying for her children!


If the Irish, the Celts and the Scots have their Banshee ghost woman, and if the German people have Die Weiße Frau, (the White Woman Ghost), Korea has creatures such as Dokkaebi (도깨비), and Arang (아랑), and the Philippines has its Manananggal, a vampire like creature, it should not be surprising that the Americas have their own ghost legend, La Llorona. There is a collective subconscious admission that some spirits return from the dead.


This story is based on the most iconic legend of the Mexican people on both sides of the Mexican / United States border marked for hundreds of miles by a millennial river called the Rio Grande by the USA and the Rio Bravo by Mexicans. It’s the same river that has cradled and kept this legend alive for some 500 years. This river between the state of Texas, southern USA, and the north part of Mexico covers more than half of the border between the United States and Mexico which is nearly 2,000 miles long. Given the many people that have drowned or been killed in the historical and present conflict between both nations, this river is alive with many ghosts of spirits unable to rest.


La Llorona is the story of a spirit that refuses to die. It begins in such a remote antiquity and on such an elaborate platform that time has enhanced its presence rather than diminish it. Yes, it has evolved, but it took shape in the cauldron of creation, in the burst of Gods and Goddesses coming into being. This was the time when the Mexica (pronounced Mecheeka) and Meso American tribes were establishing their source of origin, their raison d’être, the how and whence they came to be a people. La Llorona came into being along with the myth of creation.


I use the word Gods and Goddesses because of convention. And because the Mexica people did create powerful representations of their “Gods.” But their Gods were more like states of consciousness, energies that did affect the world and to whom people had to be responsible. These energies could be both creative and destructive.


The Mexica, a Nahuatl speaking people, are also known as the Aztecs that built splendorous cities of stone on a majestic scale of persisting wonder. Their predecessors built the colossal city of Teotihuacan right outside today’s Mexico City. Teotihuacan means “where the Gods were created,” as only Gods could have built such a place. The Mexica people gave the name to the country of Mexico and to the Mexican people of today. Their ancient name being mehCheekanos, this is where Chicanos, (mistakenly called Latinos and Hispanics) get their name from. Their ancestors migrated south from their homeland Aztlan somewhere in the United States, perhaps in the Utah area, since the roots of native southwestern languages are called Uto-Aztecan today. They gave us products and words that the world speaks today such as chile, tomate, and chocolate. Aztecs are the people from Aztlan.


Led by their God, Huitzilopochtli (Hummingbird on the Left), the Seven Mexica Tribes left their Seven Caves (Chicomostoc) in Aztlan and wanderd for 200 years until they found the eagle on the cactus, the sign of their promised land in the heartland of Mexico. But even their God(s) had a creator. Ometeotl, the Supreme Being, generated himself and created his consort Omecihuatl. Lord Two and Lady Two. Ome means two. There were about two hundred of these energy sources and powers in the Aztec Mexica pantheon. These two were the progenitors of a fearsome new power. Cihuacoatl.


La Llorona is directly connected to the mother creator of humanity, Cihuacoatl, the Serpent Lady Goddess. Cihuatl means woman, Coatl, means serpent. The serpent is a symbol of spiritual intelligence. Figurines of Cihuacoatl can still be found in some Mexican marketplaces, and in some “Mercados” in the United States. This is why Chicano People say in their own Caló, speech, “¿Lo mercaste?” (Did you buy it?). We can still bring our own ancient religion of Gods and Goddesses home.


It is said that La Llorona is the spirit of a woman in eternal search for her children that she drowned. But the tragedy is based on a deeper and historically real continental catastrophe. Cihuacoatl was an all knowing Goddess. She knew that forces from other parts of the world would attack the Mexica empire and bring its destruction. Hers was the first scream in Nahuatl that would cry, “AAyyy Mis Hijooos”. Shortly before Hernán Cortés landed at Veracruz in 1519, the warning anguished cry could already be heard in the kingdom, “Oh niococone!” (Oh My children)!


In Aztec Nahuatl La Llorona becomes Chokani or Cihuachocani. Choca meaning to cry or to weep, cihuatl means woman (the crying woman). The Codice Florentino of Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, General History of Things in New Spain (1793), Book XII, Chapter 1, recorded the sixth known omen that would announce the fall of the empire. Here is the omen in Nahuatl, followed by its English translation:


Inic chicuacentlamantli tetzahuitl: miecpa cihuatl cacoya chocatiuh, tzatzitiuh, yohualtica cenca tztazi; quitotinemi. Nonopilhuantzitzin, ye ic zan ye tonhui: in quenmanian quitoa. Nonopilhuantzitzin, campa namechnohuiquiliz.


(“The sixth omen was: that in those days they heard voices in the air, like a woman who was crying, who would say: Oh my children! We are becoming lost. Other times she would say: Oh my children, where will I take you?”)


Fray Sahagún associated the woman with the Goddess Cihuacoatl who was crying out, “Ecue niococone!” (Oh my children)!


One more reason this legend is embedded in the DNA of the Mexican people is because the story begins even farther back. The creation myth says that Cihuacoatl was mother to Mixcoatl, the Milky Way in the heavens. One day she left him alone in the heavens and when she returned for him, he was no longer there. The distraught mother began to cry, “Ecue nocone!” (Oh my son)!


It is also said that a strange wailing woman left a crib in the market with a black obsidian knife in the baby swaddles. When women discovered the stone knife (tecpatl) they were greatly frightened. Some began to place a knife with their babies to protect them from the Llorona ghost that might steal them away.


As if this weren’t enough, the main and real characters in history come into play. La Malinche is a central figure in the conscious and subconscious river of thought in the Mexican psyche. There is a complex love hate relation between her and history, perhaps with more hate than love, as she is considered a traitor. Others have come to her defense. Of original royal blood, and highly intelligent, she was sold and traded several times among various people of her times and finally was given to Hernán Cortés shortly after his landing in Mexico in 1519. Quickly she learned Spanish and the multilingual beauty became his guide, translator, lover, advisor, and consort. She had a child by him. She did not become Mrs. Cortés. In fact the locals began to refer to Cortés by her name. They called him “Malinche”. When Cortés was returning to Spain he wanted to take his child but not her. She wept inconsolably. It is said that she chose to drown in a lake and therefore was another original Llorona.


Thus the archetypes of La Llorona were established early and consistently. Legend, myth and reality flowed together in a harmonious blend of persistence of memory. As the legend evolved it became part of daily life. Movies, plays, poetry, songs, would be inspired by it. The first movie of La Llorona, was made in Mexico in 1933 and the most recent one titled The Curse of La Llorona, made in USA was released in April of 2019 supported by a Chinese man from Australia. In between, several movies have been made on both sides of the border, in Spanish and English. They all present La Llorona as a monstrous evil being. They are all horror movies.


The evolved and most simplistic version of La Llorona is that of a beautiful woman during colonial times spurned by the well-to-do husband she married against the wishes of his parents who see her as beneath his social rank. He eventually abandons her for another. Out of despair and rage she drowns the children they had. Most versions have her drowning herself unable to withstand the horrible crime she committed. Her soul is destined to wander for eternity in search of the children she drowned. There is always a curse placed on her for the evil of drowning her children.


Whatever version you hear, La Llorona is a tale of disillusionment, of betrayal, of lost hope and of the drastic reaction to total and irreparable damage. Bear in mind that this is a legend. No one was there to witness any of these “assertions”.


This particular screenplay, La Llorona, a Spirit Unable to Rest, is a tale of redemption of 500 years of a painful calumny and the cleansing of a curse cast upon a woman who loved her children —even as a ghost returning to our century by proxy, refusing to die! Although spooky and ghostly, based on the timeless legend, this is NOT a horror movie. This is a redemption drama of a horribly maligned spirt — a spirit that has been cast as a monster for 500 years!


The multi-layered legend of La Llorona has inspired many a take on its social repercussions. A folk song existed time-out-of mind, that originated in the Mexican Isthmus of Tehuantepec and was popularized in the 1940´s by composer Andres Henestrosa. This folklore plaintive song of “La Llorona,” begins with the words,


Aztec Nahuatl:


Kizaya teokalli tonal chokani


ihkuak pano onik itta


kualnezki tlakemitl


uikaliz chokani


tlen tonantzin tik meltoka…


Spanish:


Salías del templo un día llorona,


cuando al pasar yo te vi


hermoso huipil llevabas llorona


que la virgen te creí…


English


You came out of church one day llorona


I saw you as you passed by


you wore such a lovely dress llorona


that I thought you were the virgin…


The popular dancing song of la Llorona is a fast rumba, cumbia, type of song, titled La Llorona Loca (The Crazy Llorona). This is música tropicana by the Colombian José Barros. It begins,


Allá en las calles de tamalemeque,


dicen que sale una llorona loca,


que sale por aquí,


que sale por allá


con un tabaco prendido en la boca


a mi me salió una noche


una noche de carnaval


me meniaba la cintura


como iguana en un matorral,


le dije pare un momento, éehhh,


no mueva tanto el motor!


English:


In the streets of tamalemeque


they talk of a llorona loca


she shows up here,


she shows up there,


with a tobacco lit in her lips…


on a carnival night


she appeared to me


she was shaking up her middle


like an iguana in the weeds,


I said to her stop a moment, éehhh,


don’t shake up your motor so!


In the Mexican and Mexican American community in the United States (also referred to as Chicanos, Latinos and Hispanics) everyone has heard of La Llorona. Many grew up being scared as children, told to stay home late at night or la Llorona would take them away!


With its origins in the heartland of Mexico this ghost legend spread north to the borders with Canada and into Columbia, and Brazil in South America. It is the iconic ghost legend of the Americas vying for continental popularity only with the Virgen de Guadalupe. It is no exaggeration to say that these two icons, La Llorona and La Virgen de Guadalupe, best reflect the character, the history and the spiritual religious foundation of the present day Mexican people on both sides of the Mexico / United States border. Both of these defining personalities, a secular ghost and a religious spirit Goddess, exist since pre-Columbian times as our history and character formation did not begin with the “discovery” of the Americas in 1492. La Virgen de Guadalupe was originally the Goddess, Tonantzin (Our Little Mother).


It is no coincidence that La Llorona is central, pivotal and seminal to a catastrophic time in the history of the American continent. While Cihuacoatl, the early Llorona, was already crying for her children that would be decimated, invaded and colonized up to our present times in spite of the revolutions and days of Independence to come, the footprint and iron hand of the sword and the cross were already being planned at the Vatican in Rome. This happened just seven months after Christopher Columbus, stumbled hungry, lost and confused on October 12, 1492, onto the island in the Bahamas that he named San Salvador, (the Savior Saint), Guanahani to the natives. The island was not far from Florida and within reach of the Gulf of Mexico. The Taíno natives that helped him and his crew to survive would regret their kindness for the rest of their very short and tormented lives.


On May 04, 1493 Pope Alexander VI issued a Papal Bull in his Inter Caetera (On other matters) granting to the Catholic Majesties Ferdinand and Isabella, crowns of Spain, the newly discovered lands. This was later revisited and superseded by the Treaty of Tordesillas dividing the new world between Spain and Portugal in 1494, by dint of discovery and his Papal authority. This is why Brazil speaks Portuguese to this day, and most of the Americas speak Spanish, the second most spoken language in the world, the first being Chinese and the third, English. Both of these “donations of sovereignty edicts” were authored by Pope Alexander VI and rat-ified (ratón-ificados) by Pope Julius II in 1506.


This Discovery Doctrine is so seminal to continental theft that it is one of the first lessons taught today in law school in the United States, to the embarrassment of professors and serious thinkers who know that such a basis for land claim cannot hold a drop of water. However American jurisprudence takes it so seriously that


Supreme Court Chief Justice John Marshall did indeed quote the Doctrine of Discovery as a basis for United States land claims of the vast native territories, declaring natives as tenants of the new owners of their land, in the infamous Johnson v. M’Intosh case of 1823 (U.S. 543, Vol 21).


For the American natives of Cemanahuac (Land surrounded by water), Turtle Island, and Pacha-Mama (Earth Mother), unaware that they were being discovered, the lost search for India by the Europeans in 1492, was tantamount to the comet that struck Mexico’s southern state of Yucatán, sixty million years ago, as the death warrant for all the world dinosaurs, and a disastrous event for the planet. The whitewashing of what is referred to as a discovery was nothing less than a violent invasion five hundred years ago and such is still being felt by the entire American continent.


The concept of La Llorona crying for her children is therefore more than a legend, a myth, a metaphor or a simple ghost story that fascinates due to its violent ghastliness. It is a representation, a reflection of what has really come to pass and what continues to exist, in terms of violence, rape and extreme cruelty.


This screenplay has an early scene of la Llorona caged with her children by the river five hundred years ago during the violent encounter of two worlds and the Spanish destruction of the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan. It is the use of imagined but not unrealistic poetic license for a creative and entertaining movie.


Fast forward to today’s 21st century present. This is what is happening as I write this introduction. The President of the United States, and representatives of both houses of the government from the Senate and the House have recently visited the southern border by the mentioned river, the Rio Grande, where entire families, descendants of the same people of five hundred years ago, are caged today, with children no less caged, alone and plucked away from their parents. This shocking medieval scene has made international news. The conditions are so vile that several adults and children have died while caged in the “custody” of government policy. On October 26, 2019, a solemn event was held in the borderland Río Grande River waters by “Interfaith Ministries Coalition”, attended by this author, to remember and pay tribute to all those that have died or been killed in the river. Their “crime” is migrating at a great cost to their lives to seek refuge and asylum from the onslaught of the violence brought to their native homes by the arrival of greedy Europeans (and local corrupt cohorts) that claim the resources and the rights of the natives of their discovered and occupied homelands. Intervention in local sovereignty has always been Native America’s doomsday. Some locals bear responsibility as a people cannot long be subdued or occupied without the help of some of the subdued and occupied.
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