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Chapter 1: Before Xochiquetzal - Mesoamerican Goddesses


[image: ]




Teotihuacan Precedents

Teotihuacan was the dominant city of central Mexico from roughly 100 BCE to 550 CE. At its peak it held over a hundred thousand people, traded across Mesoamerica, and built two of the largest pyramids in the Americas. Its religion has to be reconstructed from murals, figurines, sculpture, and architecture. The language spoken there is unknown. No readable script survives. Any claim about specific deities is provisional.

The most discussed female deity at the site is the figure Esther Pasztory called the Great Goddess. The clearest example is on a wall in Tepantitla, a residential compound on the city's east side. A central figure stands frontally, arms spread, palms turned outward. Water streams from her hands. A flowering tree rises from her head, with butterflies and birds among its branches. Spiders appear on her headdress. Her face is masked or absent.

Below her, in the same mural, a paradise scene unfolds. Small human figures swim in streams, sing, play ball, pick flowers, and chase butterflies. Speech scrolls curl from open mouths to indicate song. Some figures carry flowers as offerings. The composition has been read since Alfonso Caso as a representation of Tlalocan, the watery afterworld of those who died by drowning, lightning strike, or water-related illness. The reading depends on much later Aztec sources where Tlalocan is described in similar terms, so the analogy is partial. But the visual kit — flowers, water, butterflies, song — recurs in later Postclassic depictions of paradisiacal places, including ones associated with Xochiquetzal.

Pasztory argued in publications from the 1970s through her 1997 book on Teotihuacan that the Tepantitla figure, and others sharing her attributes across the site, represented a single supreme goddess. The recurring attributes were a frame headdress often topped by a green bird, a rectangular nose ornament with hanging fangs or droplets, outstretched hands giving water and seeds, and a flowering or vegetal canopy. Pasztory grouped images from Tepantitla, Tetitla, Atetelco, the Pyramid of the Moon area, and elsewhere into a coherent goddess complex.

The reading has not held up unchallenged. Zoltán Paulinyi, in a 2006 article in Ancient Mesoamerica, argued that Pasztory had collapsed several distinct supernaturals into one. He pointed to the spider element on the Tepantitla figure and proposed that what Pasztory was reading as the Great Goddess was, at least partly, a spider deity. Karl Taube has made related arguments: that some of the figures Pasztory grouped together are male, that some are storm-related, and that Teotihuacan probably had a small pantheon of female supernaturals rather than one supreme goddess. More recent work tends toward a middle position. Several important female deities at Teotihuacan probably shared a vocabulary of attributes — water, flowers, birds, jade — and modern viewers see them as variants of one figure partly because the iconographic kit is so consistent.

The disagreement matters because the Great Goddess is the most-cited Teotihuacan precedent for later Mesoamerican goddesses generally and Xochiquetzal in particular. If Pasztory was right, Teotihuacan worshipped a unified water-flower-fertility goddess whose attributes the Aztecs eventually distributed among Xochiquetzal, Chalchiuhtlicue, Coatlicue, and others. If Paulinyi and Taube are right, that redistribution had already happened by Teotihuacan times, and the site supplied not one ancestor but several. Either reading leaves the same residue: a female-coded iconographic vocabulary of flowers, water, birds, and butterflies that was painted on apartment compound walls a thousand years before Tenochtitlan was founded.

Other Teotihuacan murals also feature female-coded supernaturals. The Tetitla compound has murals of figures sometimes called the Jade Goddess, with green coloration, water imagery, and flower offerings. Atetelco is dominated by military and feline imagery, but flower glyphs appear in subsidiary panels. None of these can be tied to a name, but the visual category is consistent across the city.

Excavations at the Pyramid of the Moon, led by Saburo Sugiyama and Rubén Cabrera in the late 1990s and early 2000s, opened a series of construction phases beneath the visible structure. Within them they found elite burials, sacrificial deposits, and offerings of greenstone figurines, obsidian eccentrics, conch shells, eagle and jaguar remains, and bound human victims. Some of the recovered figurines are female. Sugiyama has argued that the Pyramid of the Moon's iconographic program emphasized fertility, earth, and water — domains compatible with the Great Goddess complex. A large stone sculpture often called the Great Goddess of Teotihuacan, recovered from in front of the pyramid in the late nineteenth century, anchors the association. Whether any specific deity was housed in the pyramid is unknown, but the program is consistent with the female-deity material visible elsewhere on site.

What Teotihuacan supplies is a template. A thousand years before the Aztec goddess crystallized, central Mexican religion already had female deities tied to water, vegetation, flowers, and birds, with quetzal-feather and butterfly attributes pictured in sacred contexts. The Mexica visited Teotihuacan, treated its ruins as ancestral, and called the site by a name meaning roughly "place where gods were made." Xochiquetzal's name binds xochitl, flower, to quetzalli, precious feather. The pairing was already in the air at Teotihuacan. The specific configuration that became Xochiquetzal had not yet formed.

Fertility Goddess Traditions

Female deities tied to fertility, sexuality, and the productive earth recur across Mesoamerican religion from the earliest periods on. The category is one modern scholars impose, and it covers figures whose own cultures may not have grouped them together. Still, the pattern is consistent enough to trace.

The earliest evidence comes from Formative-period clay figurines, mass-produced in central Mexico from roughly 1500 to 400 BCE. The Tlatilco assemblages from the Basin of Mexico are the most studied. They include thousands of small hand-modeled female figurines, typically five to fifteen centimeters tall, with emphasized hips and breasts, elaborate hairstyles, and sometimes paint. Some show pregnancy. Some have two heads or two faces on a single body.

The function is contested. Older readings took the figurines straightforwardly as fertility charms. More recent work, including by Rosemary Joyce and Richard Lesure, has cautioned against equating any female image with fertility automatically. The figurines may have functioned in life-cycle ritual, healing, household identity, or ancestor commemoration. They are not portraits of named goddesses. What they do show is that female imagery was central to domestic ritual from very early on.

The Olmec heartland on the Gulf Coast yielded fewer obvious fertility figures than central Mexico but produced jade and ceramic female forms whose symbolic vocabulary runs through later iconography. The older mother-culture model that derived all later Mesoamerican religion from the Olmec has fallen out of favor, but several Olmec visual elements — cleft heads, maize sprouting from clefts, were-jaguar features — recur in later depictions of both male and female deities. Western Mexican shaft-tomb cultures, contemporary with late Formative central Mexico, produced large hollow ceramic figures, many female, that have been read as ancestral or shamanic representations rather than fertility symbols. Female imagery was widespread, and it meant different things in different places.

In the Maya region, the better evidence is Classic and Postclassic. Ixchel, often translated "Lady Rainbow," appears in Postclassic Maya sources and Spanish accounts as a goddess of weaving, midwifery, medicine, and the moon. Diego de Landa's mid-sixteenth-century Relación de las cosas de Yucatán describes her shrine on Cozumel as a major pilgrimage destination for women. Earlier Classic-period Maya iconography includes figures known as Goddess O — an aged female with jaguar features and a snake headdress — and Goddess I, a younger female associated with fertility and weaving. Whether Goddess I and Ixchel are the same figure has been debated since the early twentieth century. Karl Taube has proposed they are distinct; Susan Milbrath has treated them as life-stage variants of a single deity. The argument matters less here than the pattern: the Maya, like the Nahua, attached weaving, sexuality, childbirth, and lunar imagery to female supernaturals. The bundle is similar without being identical.

By the Postclassic period, the central Mexican pantheon had crystallized into a recognizable set of female deities, most of them documented in Sahagún's late-sixteenth-century General History of the Things of New Spain, also called the Florentine Codex, and in the divinatory codices. The major figures overlap heavily.

Tlazolteotl, sometimes called Tlaelcuani, presided over sexual transgression, filth, confession, weaving, and childbirth, and probably had Huastec roots, based on her iconographic links to Huastec coastal art and on her epithets in Sahagún's text. Toci, "our grandmother," presided over midwives, healers, and steam baths. Chicomecoatl, "seven serpent," was the goddess of mature maize. Xilonen was the young corn. Coatlicue, "she of the serpent skirt," was an earth mother whose colossal statue from the Templo Mayor precinct — unearthed in 1790 and now in the National Museum of Anthropology — is one of the most reproduced images in Mesoamerican art. Cihuacoatl, "snake woman," presided over childbirth and over women who died in labor and became fierce spirits called cihuateteo. Mayahuel was the maguey goddess and patron of pulque drinkers. Tonantzin, "our mother," was a generic title attached to several of these figures, and would later attach to the Virgin of Guadalupe.

Aztec religion treated these goddesses as overlapping rather than discrete. Sahagún's informants regularly identified one as another's name or aspect. H.B. Nicholson, in his foundational 1971 typology of central Mexican religion, grouped most of them under a Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina-Toci cluster within a broader fertility-and-earth complex. Cecelia Klein and Louise Burkhart have since argued that this overlap reflects how Nahua religion actually worked. Divinity was modular. Attributes could be redistributed and recombined. The goddesses are best understood as configurations within a single field rather than as sharply separate persons. The implication for Xochiquetzal is that asking what made her unique is the wrong question. The right question is what slot she occupied.

The slot was the youthful, beautiful, sensual end of the field. Where Coatlicue is monumental and terrifying, Xochiquetzal is young and ornamental. Where Tlazolteotl carries the burden of sexual filth and confession, Xochiquetzal carries sexual desire as a positive force, even though the two share patronage of weaving and frequently appear in adjacent ritual contexts. Where Chicomecoatl is the grain itself, Xochiquetzal is the flower. Postclassic Nahua religion built differentiation through contrast more than through separation.

What pre-Aztec sources show is that this slot, or something near it, had existed for a long time. Female deities tied to weaving and ornament are documented for the Maya in Ixchel and Goddess I. Female deities tied to sexuality and the household appear across Formative figurines. Female deities tied to flowers and water cluster around the Teotihuacan murals. The Aztec construction of Xochiquetzal in the Late Postclassic was a recombination from existing materials.

Archaeological Evidence

Direct archaeological evidence for Xochiquetzal as a named deity is limited, mostly Postclassic, and mostly central Mexican. Earlier material that scholars connect to her does so by analogy, since pre-Aztec scripts in central Mexico are either undeciphered or absent. This section focuses on the kinds of material evidence that anchor what is known.

The Formative figurine corpus already mentioned remains the largest body of pre-Classic religious material from central Mexico. Tens of thousands of figurines from Tlatilco, Tlapacoya, Chalcatzingo, and Cuicuilco sit in museum collections. They were household items, hand-formed, fired at low temperatures, and often broken before deposition. Excavators recover them from house floors, burial fill, and trash middens. The breakage may reflect ritual termination, life-cycle marking, or routine disposal. The pattern that holds across sites is that female imagery dominated household ritual for over a thousand years before any state-level pantheon is documented.

At Teotihuacan, household figurines are abundant alongside the murals. The most distinctive type is the so-called host figurine. These are hollow ceramic figures, usually female, with a removable panel set into the chest or abdomen. Inside the cavity sits a smaller figure — sometimes an infant, sometimes a deity-like figure, sometimes a generic form. The arrangement has been read variously as pregnancy imagery, as soul-and-body imagery, as ritual transformation, and as something specifically Teotihuacano without a clear later parallel. Apartment compound shrines often contained host figurine assemblages alongside imported jade, obsidian, and shell. Sue Scott and others have studied the corpus and found that ritual at the household level focused at least partly on female supernaturals, even when the city's monumental public iconography emphasized male warriors and storm gods.

Postclassic central Mexican archaeology offers more direct anchoring for Aztec religion broadly. The Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan has been excavated systematically since 1978 under Eduardo Matos Moctezuma and, from 1991 onward, Leonardo López Luján. The temple itself was dedicated jointly to Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. The surrounding precinct contained subsidiary shrines, and offerings buried in and around the temple platforms have produced over two hundred deposits including figurines, ornaments, copal, animal remains, and sacrificial materials. Female deity sculpture from the precinct includes the colossal Coatlicue statue, the Coyolxauhqui disk recovered in 1978 (the find that triggered the modern excavation program), and the Tlaltecuhtli monolith uncovered in 2006. None of these are Xochiquetzal images, but they confirm that monumental female deity sculpture was central to imperial Aztec religion.

For Xochiquetzal specifically, the codices are the primary visual source. The Mesoamerican codices were screenfold books made of bark paper or deerskin, primed with white gesso and painted with mineral pigments. Their function was practical. They recorded ritual calendars, divinatory almanacs, royal genealogies, tribute lists, and historical narrative. Most pre-conquest codices were destroyed by Spanish missionaries in the sixteenth century. The handful that survived, plus the much larger body of colonial-era manuscripts painted by indigenous artists for various Spanish purposes, are the core of what is known about Postclassic Mesoamerican religion.

The Borgia Group is the most important pre-conquest set: the Codex Borgia, the Codex Vaticanus B, the Codex Cospi, the Codex Fejérváry-Mayer, and the Codex Laud. These are Late Postclassic divinatory manuscripts, with provenances variously assigned to the Puebla-Tlaxcala region, the Mixteca, and southern Veracruz. Xochiquetzal appears in the trecena pages — the pages organizing the 260-day ritual calendar into thirteen-day periods — as patron of the trecena beginning One Flower (Ce Xochitl). She also appears in scenes related to weaving, marriage, music, and sexual activity. In the Codex Borgia she wears her standard attributes: the two-feather headdress, flowers in her hair, a striped skirt, gold nose ornament, gold ear ornaments.

Colonial Nahua codices supply more material. The Codex Borbonicus, painted near the time of the conquest, has a famous full-page image of Xochiquetzal seated under a flowering tree, surrounded by birds, butterflies, and offerings, on its trecena page for One Flower. The Codex Magliabechiano includes deity portraits with explanatory glosses in Spanish. The Codex Telleriano-Remensis and its sister the Codex Vaticanus A list Xochiquetzal among the trecena patrons and add ritual notes.

The richest textual source on her is Sahagún's Florentine Codex, written in Nahuatl with parallel Spanish translation and produced in the 1570s with Nahua collaborators at the Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco. Book 1 names her among the deities. Book 2 describes her festivals. Book 4 covers the divinatory calendar. Book 6 includes prayers and rhetorical addresses, some of which invoke her. Book 10 covers the crafts she patronized. Sahagún's collaborators were Nahua noblemen trained in alphabetic writing, who interviewed elders in their own language. The ethnography is unusually direct for its period, though its missionary framing still shapes what was asked, recorded, and emphasized.

Free-standing Xochiquetzal sculpture is rarer than codex imagery and harder to identify securely. Aztec deity sculpture often shared attributes across multiple goddesses, which makes attribution provisional. A handful of small stone and ceramic figures in the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City are published as Xochiquetzal based on two-feather headdresses, flower ornaments, and youthful features, though attribution is debated. Spindle whorls, weaving battens, and ceramic stamps from Postclassic central Mexican contexts often carry flower and butterfly imagery. Some likely had associations with Xochiquetzal, since spinning and weaving were among her domains, but the connection is inferred rather than inscribed.

Outside central Mexico, Mixtec codices like the Vienna and the Nuttall include female deities with overlapping iconography. The Borgia Group itself comes from the same general culture-area as the Mixtec codices, and its Xochiquetzal images cannot be assumed to reflect a strictly Mexica version of the goddess. By the Late Postclassic she was a pan-central-Mexican figure, and codex imagery captures her as a regional rather than purely Aztec deity.

The limits of the record are worth stating once. There is no inscribed Xochiquetzal temple sculpture. There is no securely identified Xochiquetzal-specific shrine that has been excavated. The figure is known almost entirely through codices and through Sahagún's textual ethnography. The chapters that follow lean heavily on those two source-types, and where they run thin, this book will say so.

Cultural Foundations

The cultural conditions that made Xochiquetzal possible were not invented by the Aztecs. They were the result of two thousand years of shared religious development across Mesoamerica, in which a set of cosmological principles, calendrical structures, and symbol systems came to underlie nearly every regional tradition. By the time the Mexica arrived in the Basin of Mexico in the fourteenth century, these foundations were already in place. The Xochiquetzal they eventually worshipped was a culturally specific elaboration of inherited materials, not a Mexica original.

Mesoamerican cosmology divided the universe into vertical and horizontal planes. The vertical structure had multiple heavenly levels above the earth and multiple underworld levels below, with the human plane in between. The horizontal structure organized space around four cardinal directions and a center, each direction associated with a color, a tree, a bird, and a deity. Calendars, ritual cycles, and elemental associations all mapped onto this scheme. It is documented across Olmec, Maya, Zapotec, Mixtec, and Nahua materials. Any Postclassic deity is positioned within it.

Xochiquetzal sits in the scheme but not at one fixed point. Different sources locate her in the west, at the world tree at the center, or in Tamoanchan. Tamoanchan needs explanation. It is a paradisiacal place in Nahua myth, sometimes described as the topmost heaven, sometimes as a primordial flowering land at the origin of human time. It is where the gods made the first humans, where flowers and song originated, and where, in some versions of the myth, Xochiquetzal lived before being abducted by Tezcatlipoca. The variability in her cosmological location is not a contradiction. Deities in this system were positioned relationally, by association, depending on which ritual or divinatory context was being read.

The calendrical system supplied another foundation. Mesoamerican cultures used a 260-day ritual calendar — tonalpohualli in Nahuatl, tzolkin in Yucatec Maya — alongside a 365-day solar calendar, xiuhpohualli in Nahuatl, haab in Maya. The 260-day count was generated by combining 13 numbers with 20 named days, producing a unique day-name for each of the 260 positions. The 260 days were divided into twenty thirteen-day periods called trecenas, each with a patron deity. Each day had divinatory weight; each combination was read for influence on births, ventures, and ritual.

Xochiquetzal was patron of the trecena beginning One Flower (Ce Xochitl). The day Flower itself was associated with art, song, and pleasure. The calendar therefore did not just contain Xochiquetzal as one figure among many. It embedded her in a temporal scheme that gave her recurrent ritual presence every 260 days, in rituals tied to her trecena and in horoscopes for anyone born under her sign.

The symbol system that ran through all of this assigned heavy weight to specific natural elements: maize, water, blood, jade, obsidian, flowers, butterflies, hummingbirds, quetzal feathers, snakes, jaguars. Each carried layered meanings. Flowers in particular were not only beautiful but also short-lived, fragrant, sexually charged, and tied to song and poetry.

The Nahua poetic tradition collected in the sixteenth-century Cantares Mexicanos and Romances de los Señores de la Nueva España uses the phrase in xochitl in cuicatl, "the flower, the song," as a paired metaphor for poetry and for the sensory beauty that compensated for human mortality. Xochiquetzal sits at the center of that metaphor. Her name means "precious feather flower." Her domain includes song, poetry, sexual pleasure, and ornament — the activities the metaphor describes.

The Nahua concept of teotl shapes how all of this should be read. Miguel León-Portilla and others have argued that teotl, usually translated "god," referred less to a discrete person than to a sacred energy or principle that could be present in many forms. James Maffie's more recent philosophical work has pushed this further, treating teotl as a single dynamic process expressed in all phenomena. The implication is that the Nahua "gods" should not be read as a Greek-style pantheon of separate persons. They are aspects, faces, configurations of a fluid sacred field. Xochiquetzal, in this frame, is the configuration of teotl expressed in flowers, sex, song, weaving, and youth. She is no less real for being relational.

The Toltec period at Tula, roughly 900 to 1150 CE, gave the Aztecs a more immediate cultural model. The Mexica claimed Toltec inheritance, treated Tula as a legendary city of artistic perfection, and used the term toltecayotl, "Toltec-ness," to mean refined craft and civilized culture. Toltec iconography preserved at Tula includes serpent reliefs, atlantean warrior figures, and reliefs of birds and flowers. Xochiquetzal as a named goddess is not securely attested in Toltec material, but the cultural standard for the arts she would later patronize — featherwork, weaving, mosaic, song, architecture — was already attached to Toltec memory by the time the Mexica adopted it.

The myth that Xochiquetzal once lived in Tamoanchan and was carried off by Tezcatlipoca is preserved in early colonial sources and recurs across several versions. It locates her origins in a primordial paradise the Aztecs understood as the source of cultural goods generally. Chapter 2 covers the myth in detail.

The social organization of Late Postclassic Nahua society shaped how Xochiquetzal was actually worshipped. Aztec society was sharply stratified — hereditary nobility (pipiltin), commoners (macehualtin), and intermediate classes including merchants (pochteca) and artisans. The crafts associated with Xochiquetzal had specific social locations.

Weaving was a near-universal activity for Nahua women, taught from childhood and tied to female identity from birth, when newborn girls were given miniature spindles in the umbilical-cord ceremony. Featherwork was a specialized luxury craft practiced by artisans called amanteca, concentrated in particular wards of Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco. Embroidery and fine textile production were associated with elite women in the palace. Xochiquetzal therefore patronized both an everyday women's domain and an elite luxury domain. Her cult had implications across the social hierarchy.

Religious practice at the household level reinforced this. Domestic shrines, the tlecuilli or hearth area, and figurine assemblages have been documented archaeologically across Postclassic central Mexican sites. The state cult at the Templo Mayor was only one register of Aztec religion. The household register, harder to reconstruct, was where most ordinary engagement with the goddesses took place. Spinning, weaving, childbirth, healing, and sexual activity were all domains in which Xochiquetzal and her sister goddesses were invoked, and the relevant rituals were largely domestic.

One last point about sources, kept here so it does not need restating. Almost all detailed information about Aztec deities comes from materials produced after 1521, under varying degrees of Spanish supervision, filtered through colonial interests in catechizing, classifying, or condemning indigenous religion. That filter sits heaviest on topics like sexuality. Xochiquetzal, a goddess explicitly tied to sexual pleasure, is among the figures most affected. Some of what survives is straightforward ethnography. Some is missionary commentary masquerading as description. Some is translation that smooths away aspects the missionary informants did not want preserved. The chapters that follow treat the textual record carefully, distinguishing where possible between what Nahua practitioners said about their own religion and what colonial framing has done to it.
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Chapter 2: The Precious Flower
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Name and Meanings

The name Xochiquetzal is a Nahuatl compound. Xochitl means flower. Quetzalli is the long iridescent green tail feather of the resplendent quetzal bird (Pharomachrus mocinno), and by extension anything precious — jade, gold, fine cloth, beautiful things in general. The two roots can be parsed several ways: "flower-feather," "precious flower," "feather-flower," or "flower of the quetzal." All four readings appear in colonial sources and modern translations. Sahagún's Spanish glosses lean toward flor preciosa. Modern English versions tend toward "precious flower" or "precious feather flower."

Each root carries weight. Xochitl is not a neutral word for flower in Nahuatl. It binds together visual beauty, fragrance, sex, song, and offering. Flowers were carried in processions, used as offerings, woven into ornaments, presented to the dead, and exchanged in courtship. The phrase in xochitl in cuicatl, "the flower, the song," was the standard Nahua kenning for poetry and refined speech, used throughout the Cantares Mexicanos and the Romances de los Señores de la Nueva España. The pairing is one of the central difrasismos of Nahua rhetoric — a poetic device in which two concrete terms locked together to point at a third, abstract one. In atl in tepetl, "the water, the mountain," meant city. In cueitl in huipilli, "the skirt, the blouse," meant woman. In xochitl in cuicatl meant something close to art, eloquence, the refined speech of trained orators and poets. Xochiquetzal sat at the center of one half of that pairing. Flowers also stood for human life: short-lived, fragrant, beautiful, doomed. To call someone's life a flower was to acknowledge its end.

Flowers in Nahua life were not just decorative. Bouquets were exchanged at weddings and funerals. Wreaths were worn at festivals. Offerings were placed at shrines. Pleasure-women received flowers from clients. Warriors carried small flower bundles. Songs and poems were performed with flowers in the singer's hands. Sahagún's Florentine Codex Book 11 describes dozens of flowers by name, with notes on their colors, scents, ritual uses, and medicinal properties. Cempoalxochitl, "twenty-flower," the marigold, was used at funerals and on offerings to the dead — a usage that survives directly in modern Day of the Dead practice. Izquixochitl, "popcorn flower," from a fragrant tree, was a noble ornament. Eloxochitl, the magnolia, was prized for its scent. Yolloxochitl, "heart flower," was used in medicine and as adornment. Cacaloxochitl, the frangipani or plumeria, was particularly associated with the nobility and with sensual ornament, planted in elite gardens and offered between lovers. The word xochitl in Xochiquetzal's name connects to a thick lived-in symbolism, not a generic floral motif.

Quetzalli layers its own meanings. The resplendent quetzal lived in cloud forests of the southern Maya highlands, especially in modern Guatemala and Chiapas. Its tail feathers, sometimes nearly a meter long, were stripped from living birds and traded north as luxury goods. Quetzal feathers were status markers — worn in rulers' headdresses, attached to standards, used in featherwork mosaics. The word extended metaphorically to mean "precious," much as English uses "gold" for value. To call something quetzalli was to call it valuable, refined, elite.

The feathers came north through long-distance trade routes operated by the pochteca, the elite merchant class, and through tribute owed to Tenochtitlan by southern provinces of the empire. The Codex Mendoza, a colonial-era tribute list painted around 1542, records the feather quotas owed by various provinces, with counts in the thousands per year for some districts. The feathers were stockpiled in royal treasuries and distributed for elite use. Quetzalli in Xochiquetzal's name therefore signals not only abstract preciousness but the specific economy of tribute and trade that made elite ornament possible.

Putting the two roots together, Xochiquetzal's name binds high-status sensory beauty to everyday flower symbolism. She is not just a flower goddess. She is the precious one.

The name functions as description rather than personal noun. Nahua deity names usually do this. Coatlicue means "she of the serpent skirt." Tlazolteotl means "filth goddess." Huitzilopochtli means "left-handed hummingbird." These are titles, attribute-bundles, descriptions of what the deity wears or governs. Xochiquetzal works the same way. She is, literally, the precious-flower one. The description is the identity.

She has other names and epithets. Ichpochtli, "the maiden" or "young woman," appears in Sahagún to mark her as youthful, distinct from the matronly and elder female deities. Her stage of life — unmarried girl or young bride — is part of who she is, even though her mythological biography includes marriage and abduction. She is permanently the young woman, regardless of the stories told about her. In the divinatory codices she is sometimes labeled with calendrical names, most often One Flower (Ce Xochitl), the trecena she patronizes. The day-name functions almost as a personal name in those contexts.

The Nahua tonalpohualli ran 260 days by combining 13 numbers with 20 day-names: Cipactli (crocodile), Ehecatl (wind), Calli (house), Cuetzpalin (lizard), and so on through Xochitl (flower) at the end. Each day-name had its own deity patron. Each thirteen-day trecena, beginning at a particular number-and-name combination, also had its patron. Xochiquetzal's day Xochitl was the closing day of the cycle, with associations of completion, beauty, and culmination. Her trecena One Flower fell well into the year, in the fifteenth of twenty trecenas. The readings for it warned as often as they blessed. A child born under her sign might become a great artist or a useless hedonist depending on conduct.

Some early colonial sources call her "the goddess of the flowers," using the Spanish diosa de las flores. Others list her among "the goddesses of love" — Spanish glosses that import European categories. Sahagún's Nahuatl text avoids that taxonomy. It lists her domains instead: spinning, embroidery, weaving, the feast of flowers, the work of pleasure-women (ahuianime), the patronage of married couples, and the granting of children to the childless. The European "goddess of love" frame flattens what the Nahuatl preserves as a specific work-portfolio.

Macuilxochitl, "Five Flower," is a male deity associated with games, music, and feasts. Xochipilli, "Flower Prince," is similarly her male counterpart in many sources. The two are sometimes treated as the same figure, sometimes as separate. Their relationships are taken up in the final section of this chapter.

Place names sharing the xochi- root cluster across central Mexico. Xochimilco, "place of flower fields," in the southern Basin of Mexico, was famous for its chinampa flower cultivation and was an economic and ritual center for Tenochtitlan. Xochicalco, "place at the house of flowers," in modern Morelos, is a Late Classic to Epiclassic archaeological site. Xochitepec, Xochiapan, and others fill out the toponymic field. Whether all of these were Xochiquetzal sites specifically is unprovable. What they show is that the flower as ritual symbol was widely embedded in the central Mexican landscape, and Xochiquetzal sat as the personified concentration of that symbolism.

Mythological Origins

The mythological background of Xochiquetzal is fragmentary. It survives in pieces across several colonial sources, none complete in itself. There is no single Nahua "Xochiquetzal myth" comparable to a Greek deity's biography. What survives are episodes — origin moments, abduction stories, marriage variants — preserved in different sources with different framings.

The most-cited episode is the Tamoanchan story. Tamoanchan was a paradisiacal place at the origin of human time. In some sources it sits at the topmost heaven, in others in mythic primordial space without a fixed cosmic location. The gods lived there. The first humans were made there. Flowers and song originated there. Xochiquetzal was among the gods of Tamoanchan, often described as the wife of Tlaloc, the rain god whose paradise this partly was.

In the version preserved most clearly, a flowering tree stood at the center of Tamoanchan. The tree was sacred. The gods were forbidden to touch it or break its branches. The tree was broken anyway. Different sources tell the breaking differently. In one version Xochiquetzal herself plucked flowers from it. In another the gods together broke a branch and the tree bled. In a third the breaking happened during sexual contact between Xochiquetzal and a male deity, with Tezcatlipoca named in some accounts and Quetzalcoatl in others.

The breach ended Tamoanchan's perfection. The gods were expelled or fell to the human plane. Xochiquetzal was transformed, scattered, or carried away depending on the version. The Codex Vaticanus A, also called Codex Ríos, was painted in Italy in the late sixteenth century, probably in the 1570s or 1580s, by indigenous artists working from earlier Nahua originals under Dominican supervision. Pedro de los Ríos added Italian glosses. The manuscript was kept in the Vatican Library and is one of the more elaborate colonial-era pictorial encyclopedias of Nahua religion, with sections on cosmic levels, the calendar, deity portraits, and origin narratives. It includes a sequence of images depicting the Tamoanchan story. A flowering tree appears broken and bleeding sap. Xochiquetzal is named in adjacent text. The visual narrative confirms that the broken-tree episode was a coherent story-element in the Nahua mythological vocabulary, not a missionary invention — even though the manuscript itself is colonial and the gloss is Christian-framed.

What the breaking meant in the original Nahua telling is the question. The structural parallel to Eden has led some twentieth-century commentators — mostly missionary or Christianizing — to read the story as a fall-of-humanity myth. That reading risks importing Christian theology into a story whose Nahua meaning was probably distinct. The Nahua did not have an equivalent of original sin. They did not see the human plane as punishment for transgression. The tree-breaking might have been about the origin of cultural goods rather than the loss of innocence — a story explaining why songs, flowers, and crafts exist among humans, paid for by an act in the divine past.

The abduction by Tezcatlipoca is the second major episode. Xochiquetzal was the wife of Tlaloc and lived in his watery paradise, sometimes named Tlalocan, sometimes a region of Tamoanchan. Tezcatlipoca came for her. He is the trickster-creator god of fate, the night sky, and reversal — a deity whose specialty is taking what others hold. He took her. She became his consort. Tlaloc was left without her. The story is preserved in colonial fragments. Variants circulate. Tlaloc is sometimes a betrayed husband, sometimes simply absent. Xochiquetzal is sometimes complicit, sometimes a victim. Tezcatlipoca is sometimes triumphant, sometimes regretful.

The interpretive weight is contested. The standard reading frames the story as a myth of sexual transgression: perfect order disrupted by desire, paradise traded for the flawed human world. Cecelia Klein and others have pushed back on retellings that frame Xochiquetzal as either passive victim or temptress responsible for the fall. The colonial sources' framing — male missionaries writing through male Nahua informants — may have flattened a more complicated original. The Mexica probably read the story differently from how the Spanish friars who recorded it read it.

Not all sources include an abduction or fall narrative. Sahagún's Book 1 entry on Xochiquetzal does not focus on her biography at all. It describes her as the protector of those who weave, who embroider, who do feather mosaic, who paint codices, who carve and inlay. It lists her domains — courtesans, married couples, players of instruments, throwers of festivals — without organizing them around any origin story. For at least some Nahua practitioners, Xochiquetzal was simply present in the divine field, a feature of the world without needing an explanatory tale.

The Codex Borgia, a pre-conquest divinatory manuscript from the Puebla-Tlaxcala region or thereabouts, places Xochiquetzal on its trecena page for One Flower. She sits cross-legged, facing right, with her standard attributes: the two-feather headdress (two upright quetzal-feather plumes bound with cloth), flowers in her hair, a striped skirt with a wide belt, gold nose-and-ear ornaments, a wide collar. Around her run the thirteen day-glyphs for the trecena, each with a small companion figure, and scenes of weaving, music, and sexual activity that show the trecena's domains. The image is the closest thing to a portrait of her that survives from a pre-conquest source.

The Codex Borbonicus, painted by Nahua artists near the time of the conquest, places her on its own One Flower trecena page. The Borbonicus image is fuller and more elaborate. Xochiquetzal sits under a flowering tree. The tree's branches frame her. Birds perch among the flowers. Butterflies hover. A small companion figure sits beside her. Offering vessels are arranged around her. Speech scrolls indicate song. The image works as both an iconic portrait and a compressed evocation of her domains: flowers, music, partnership, abundance. It is one of the most reproduced Aztec images in modern publications, and it is what most readers picture when they picture Xochiquetzal.

She is paired in different sources with different male deities. Tlaloc in the Tamoanchan story. Tezcatlipoca after the abduction. Centeotl, the maize god, in some accounts as her husband. Piltzintecuhtli, "Noble Prince," a young solar deity, in others. Xochipilli, the male flower deity, in still others. In some genealogies she is the mother of figures including Quetzalcoatl, though the evidence for this is thin and probably reflects late colonial systematizing. The fluidity is meaningful. Her marital partners shift by ritual context, not because the Nahua were confused about who her husband was, but because "wife of" in this system was contextual rather than fixed.

The cihuateteo connection adds another layer. The cihuateteo were the spirits of women who died in childbirth, deified as fierce warriors of the western paradise. They were sometimes called cihuapipiltin, "noble women." Xochiquetzal in some sources presided over them. The connection links her to the violence of female death in labor. Childbirth was war for Nahua women. The women who died in it were honored like warriors who died in battle. Xochiquetzal's patronage of them attaches her to that gravity, against the grain of her lighter sensual surface.
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