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Praise for The Poetics of Fire



“A deep exploration into chile’s ontology, mythology, epigenetics, and indigenized place-making.”—Enrique R. Lamadrid, coeditor of Water for the People: The Acequia Heritage of New Mexico in a Global Context


“Valle’s work makes resounding contributions to the fields of food studies, ethnic studies, Mesoamerican history, and philosophy. This book is bound to become essential reading for scholars, chefs, and chile eaters alike!”—Joseph Tuminello, contributor to Food Justice in US and Global Contexts: Bringing Theory and Practice Together


“In this brilliant analysis, chiles emerge as protagonists in the multicultural wars that date from the sixteenth century to the present. Victor M. Valle calls out all the contradictions that entangle culinary practices of heat and flavor with prejudice, misunderstandings, and derision and offers instead erudite theorizations of meaning and power through a taste-based methodology that respects the botanical product as much as its fiery eaters—both equally qualified warriors of memory and dignity.” —Maribel Alvarez, founder of the Southwest Folklife Alliance, University of Arizona


“This mouth-watering, transdisciplinary genealogy of Chile eating from the colonial period to the present draws upon textual scholarship, sensory ethnography, and decolonial theory to transport readers into the autochthonous Mesoamerican practices and foodways recorded in ancient maps and seventeenth-century codices. Valle’s brilliant account of the poetics of Chile eating from Oaxaca to the northern borderlands conveys a searing and delicious decolonial strategy: indigenize to survive.”—Laura Lomas, author of Translating Empire: José Martí, Migrant Latino Subjects, and American Modernities


“A groundbreaking history of Mesoamerica and the borderlands as seen through the metaphors of chile. With tremendous insight and indefatigable exploration of multiple texts, Victor Valle leaves no chile unturned and takes us on a tour of how people have written about chile, from the Toltecs and Nahuatl scribes, the Spanish colonizers, and the Anglo white supremacists and the promoters of mechanized modernity and marketized industrial chile to contemporary decolonial struggles to indigenize diets and minds. Along the way, this innovative and beautifully written book provides a deep appreciation of chile’s potential for pleasure and pain, and for healing and connection across time and space.”—Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo, author of Paradise Transplanted: Migration and the Making of California Gardens
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Introduction


Toward an Indigenized Eco-aesthetic




The white man … does not understand America. He is too far removed from its formative processes. The roots of the tree of his life have not yet grasped the rock and soil…. The man from Europe is still a foreigner and an alien.


—STANDING BEAR, 1933


Thanks to our grandmothers we now know that our loom is a blank canvas in which to capture all knowledge—knowledge of our grandmothers and also ourselves.


—BEATRIZ MONTESINOS FERNÁNDEZ, COLECTIVO TELAR TRIKI





The May 14, 2015, cover of the Economist displayed a US flag of twenty-five silver stars on a blue denim field cornered by seven rows of bright red chiles horizontally aligned as bars. The British business magazine designed the cover to frame its “Firing Up America: A Special Report on America’s Latinos,” a series that advised readers to begin planning for the demographic inevitability of a Hispanic American majority. “An unprecedented test of social mobility looms,” the issue’s themed editorial noted. “Today’s Latinos are poorer and worse educated than the American average. As a vast (and mostly white) cohort of middle-class baby-boomers retires, America must educate the young Hispanics who will replace them, or the whole country will suffer.” But sound educational, economic, and political policy could flip this script to the nation’s advantage because the median age of its mid-century Hispanic population, thanks to the expected demographic growth of its entirely legal population, “will be a sprightly 41 and its population will still be growing,” compared to a grayer Europe and Northeast Asia.


Splinter columnist Jorge Rivas called out the Economist for a cover that crudely revived the “‘fiery’ or ‘spicy’” Mexican stereotype and a “chilies in the mix” subtitle that recalled US melting pot metaphors of assimilation. Rivas also wrote off the Economist’s failure to imagine Latino diversity to the magazine’s “old boys’” editorial culture. Rivas did not explain that not all Latinos are chile aficionados or that the vast spectrum of Hispanic cultural, social, and ethnic diversity cannot be reduced to a generically imagined industrial commodity, to say nothing of how that visual metaphor survives as a relic of a racial classificatory system that Spanish colonizers used to distinguish la comida de indios (food of the Indians) from la comida de cristianos (food of the Christians). Rivas’s objections might seem trivial if these essentializing tropes had not appeared with such regularity. Other Europeans, including the English, had elaborated their own vicious takes on the comida de indios narrative as they tried to establish imperial footholds in the Americas.


British travel writer George F. Ruxton, for example, equated chiles with the Native Mexicans who appeared in his travelogue Adventures in Mexico and I Rocky Mountains. Like the Economist’s editors, Ruxton apprised his fellows in the Royal Geographical and Royal Ethnological Societies about how the US 1848 invasion of Mexico might affect business opportunities there. Unlike the Economist, however, Ruxton trafficked in the blatantly white supremacist metaphors that echo throughout nineteenth-century narratives of Europeans and Mexican liberals bent on pulling the Native populations into the so-called modern era. Ruxton’s account described the Native population of a coastal Veracruz town known for its fruit, sugar, and coffee as “small and dirty, with a tolerable inn,” the one where his party was “regaled with frijoles and chile colorado, and waited upon by a very pretty Indian girl.”1 In his survey of the town’s “wretched hovels,” the Englishman noted how each household has its “little patch of garden, where the plantain, maize, and chile are grown.” The “little patch” to which he referred suggests the textured grid that emerges when a community practices the multi-cropped and interplanted milpa system. Unlike the monotonous regularity of row crops, milpa parcels appear more irregularly textured, though they are more productive than row cropped fields due to the greater variety of cultivars planted in them and because they are harvested at different times over a growing season. The rest of this passage then goes on to recycle two common comida de indios chile narrative motifs:




Strings of the latter invariably hang on every house, and with it, fresh or dried, the people season every dish. The land appears good, but, where everything grows spontaneously, the lazy Indian only cares to cultivate sufficient for the subsistence of his family. The soil is well adapted for the growth of cotton, sugar, and tobacco. I asked a farmer why he did not pay more attention to the cultivation of his land. ‘Quién sabe,’ was his answer ‘con maíz y chile, no falta nada’—who wants more than corn and chile, vaya?2





This passage begins with one of the oldest European comida de indios narratives, which says that Native Mexicans cannot stand to eat a meal without chile; the second part links maize and chile to a generically imagined Indian’s innate laziness. Together, the two motifs ensnared the Native body in a web of racial difference. Although maize and chile would transform global diets and establish the fortunes of twentieth-century US agribusiness, Ruxton still echoed the late eighteenth-century European geographers and naturalists who blamed the Indian’s misery on the hemisphere’s inferior climate and cultivars—not the devastating aftermath of Spanish conquest, the depredations of Mexico’s criollo European-born ruling elite, and industrial capitalism. That Ruxton interpreted the saying to endorse the image of an Indian resigned to poverty also reveals the relentless cultural violence old and new colonizers directed against Mexico’s poorest, most racialized populations.


The Native Mesoamericans who domesticated the precursors of today’s industrial chile strains also imbued the fruit with a wide range of connotations expressing very different understandings, perceptions, and feelings about the human body, the cosmos, and ecology. I began to notice this difference in Teotitlán del Valle, in the Mexican state of Oaxaca, when I asked Zapotec chef and weaver Abigail Mendoza Ruiz to respond to the dismal picture the Spanish chroniclers and some twentieth-century Mexicans painted of Mexican chile eating. After enduring my insulting summation, Mendoza Ruiz explained that chile, maize, and salt signify a newly married couple’s happiness, not passive resignation to suffering. “With what we have, a [maize] tortilla, a salsa of chile and salt, we shall be happy,” she said in Spanish and then in Didxazá, or what outsiders call Zapotec. The ingredients represent the couple’s self-sufficiency and sensual delights at the table and in the bed that depend not on material possessions but on love. And though maize and chile represented a pair of Mesoamerica’s seven foundational staples, Mendoza Ruiz affirmed that those who say that chile and maize represent the monotony of the Mexican diet perpetuate the racial discrimination that began with Spanish conquest. They also ignore the ways her countrymen recombine their cultivars to produce endless variety, no different from what Europeans do with wheat. More sacred to Native Mesoamericans and Mexicans, she said, is how they combine their different maize, bean, squash, tomato, and chile strains into vegetarian diets that satisfy their basic nutritional needs and appetites for variety, sensory stimulation, and of course meaning and beauty. The chef, who has feted US presidents, European dignitaries, and the late Anthony Bourdain at her restaurant, Tlalmanalli, also stressed the crucial role Native chile strains played in achieving Oaxaca’s complex culinary art. She made her case with a metaphor derived from Teotitlán’s other specialty—a textile industry based on the Native backstrap and Western shuttle looms. “Well, then, you can assign a [different] chile for each thread of a fabric’s warp, no?” she said, referring to the lengthwise threads the weaver holds taut so that the transverse weft threads may pass over and under to bind the fabric and create a design. Such is her thinking when she plans a mole that blends several Native chile strains.




This is how one may go about weaving in a kitchen with different chiles, depending, of course, on the dish you want to make. But there you are, with the warp threads, lining up all the chiles you are going to grind. Well, then, that is part of what you are weaving when you cook with Oaxacan chiles. It is a fabric you are presenting with chiles the same way you make a carpet. I say this because I can weave a carpet, and because I can weave a dish. And it is interesting because it transforms the kitchen, which I believe is a very beautiful thing. As one would say, it is the artistic part of interpreting in the kitchen as well as the loom, because it is life itself you live weaving, no?





The “it” to which Mendoza Ruiz refers when she says “transforms the kitchen” is the power of metaphor to represent the senses in dialogue with different art forms. In the kitchen, the culinary artist weaves ingredients, including chiles, starting with their aromas, which announce themselves first, followed by sight, taste, and touch, which the tongue senses by means of textural, temperature, and flavor contrasts that begin in the nose and continue in the taste buds. And she uses the loom to explain the kitchen as a place for weaving life into material existence, a concept expressed when she writes of “the word that weaves itself into an infinite cuisine.”3 But where weaving produces clothing for barter or sale, cooking allows a community to transform its crops and livestock into living human bodies. A few things thus stand out from her weaving analogy. First, Mendoza Ruiz spoke as a contemporary aesthetic philosopher, not the one-dimensional Native cook through whom the media imagines a static Native cuisine imprisoned by the seemingly laudatory label “traditional.” Second, chiles come with specific names, puya or cascabel, and are only secondarily interpreted as a generic category. Third, a loom’s warp threads represent a mathematical set that establishes the dynamic possibilities of a combinatory system. In this last case, the weaver must count threads to create a design by repeating or syncopating patterns. These thoughtfully calculated decisions transform the loom into a kind of stringed instrument or abacus for counting things, lunar eclipses, solstices, or chiles when each weft thread represents a decimal point or category.


As I adjusted to math’s sudden intrusion into our conversation, Mendoza Ruiz explained how helping her father produce textiles for the famed Oaxacan painter Francisco Toledo led her to understand art as a dialogue of different aesthetic languages. She knew this because she ground the pigments—pomegranate seeds, cochineal beetles, chiles, and minerals collected from her environs—for dyeing yarns on the same basalt metates, or porous stone troughs, upon which she ground chiles for her kitchen and because she persuaded her father to let her learn to weave on the shuttle loom, a machine customarily reserved for males. Clearly, her playful metaphor came from her intimate knowledge of Teotitlán’s place in a web of social, material, and ecological relations and a fabric’s woven construction. Topologically speaking, a fabric acts like a field upon which things may be plotted in relation to other objects. The powerful flexibility of her metaphor arises from how such grid-based constructions as fabrics, planted fields, printed pages, maps, and paintings may be superimposed or embedded within other fields because, strictly speaking, their designs occupy no space.4 And though her words struck me as beautifully poetic, her seemingly postmodern play of texts did not register until I consulted the Maya linguists Dennis and Barbara Tedlock, who explained how the Quiché Maya of Guatemala relate their word for the speech act, ubixic, to their material and conceptual technologies. The Maya weaving metaphors draw parallels between “instrumental music, storytelling, prayer making, dream interpretation, divination, weaving, housebuilding, and horticulture.” These analogies read the variety of artistic performances as different yet equally expressive texts in ways that resemble postmodern intertextuality. The Tedlocks, however, see a social basis for Quiché intertextuality in their divisions of labor. Nearly “all adults have at least some degree of competence at prayer making and horticulture,” and in many households knowledge of “pottery making, weaving, crocheting, or divining are practiced by both sexes” so as “to permit the collaboration of men and women on a single product or performance.”5 Widespread knowledge of these skills thus creates the web of social relations for a kind of distributed authorship in which gender is not a significant factor in the division of labor. What may seem more remarkable to individualistic, Western sensibilities is that the Quiché long ago expressed their metaphors of distributed authorship in one of their most important surviving canonic texts, the Popol Vuh.


The Tedlocks noticed this after initially translating the alphabetically written narrative’s first words, “Are uxe Ojer Tzij, waral Quiché ubi’. Waral xchikatz’ibaj wi, xchika- tiquiba wi Ojer Tzij,” as “This is the beginning of the Ancient Word, here in this place called Quiché. Here we shall inscribe, we shall implant the Ancient Word.” Here the verb stem tz’iba, or the Ancient Word, twice appears as “Ojer Tzij,” to equate the verb stem tiqui, in tiquiba, or the transplanting of bean and squash seedlings in a milpa, with the acts of writing and reading texts. On the one hand, the document’s Maya authors playfully insist that they “are ‘transplanting’ the Ancient Word from an existing text to a newly written one; on the other hand,” they suggest that the Ancient Word will be “interplanted among their own words. Again and again, they will introduce narrative passages” closed with such quotative statements as, “‘So says the Ancient Word.’” The Quiché use of a writing metaphor to bracket the Ancient Word’s oral expression in quotations marks continues today in “first-person accounts of unusual dreams.” They close with “the quotative verb cacha’, literally ‘it says,’ as if words read from a text.” Quiché poetics thus invite the sense of texts commenting upon other texts when we realize that the verb stem tz’iba in the Popol Vuh’s first line “can also be interpreted as an allusion to weaving” because that action also refers to the creation of designs by means of weaving, while those arts referred to by tiqui include brocading, the principal technique by which highland Mayan textile designs are realized. For the Tedlocks, those equivalencies suggest the following reinterpretation of the next sentence: “Here we shall design, we shall brocade the Ancient Word.” What we have here then is a three-layered intertextuality that operates within and between different art forms and technologies: the quotation of words from an ancient text, the interplanting of different crops in a cornfield, and the brocading of designs in a textile.6





My Weaving Strands



This seemingly simple metaphor is thus more dynamic, more capable of modeling complexity in a changing world because its fuzzy logic (a mathematics for approximating the components and linkages of complex dynamic systems) allows for a seemingly simple figure to endlessly complicate itself at different scales and in different contexts for different purposes.7 And it is that versatility that allows one to contrast the metaphor’s underlying logic against that which it is not to consider what those differences reveal. Walter Mignolo and Rolando Vasquez underscore the discoveries made from decolonizing negation with the following strategic capitalizations. Western philosophy’s idea of “AestheTics,” or those systems of distinctions that identify beauty, goodness, or the sublime, rest upon “AestheSis,” from the classical Greek term for the material pleasures of sensation. Accordingly, Mignolo and Vasquez understand aesthetics as “an aspect of the colonial matrix of power, of the imperial structure of control that began to be put in place in the sixteenth century with the emergence of the Atlantic commercial circuit and the colonization of the New World, and that was transformed and expanded through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and up to this day.” Aesthesis, by contrast, is about how the colonial enterprise organizes sensory perception to normalize the universality of Western aesthetic values and tastes. “Modern aestheTics,” they continue, “have played a key role in configuring a canon, a normativity that enabled the disdain and the rejection of other forms of aesthetic practices, or, more precisely, other forms of aestheSis, of sensing and perceiving.”8


Following Mignolo and Vasquez, therefore, I try to sever universalizing Western aesthetic philosophy from the aesthesis that colonizes the sensations of chile eating. My effort to recognize the centrality Native thought therefore dispenses with post-eighteenth-century Western aesthetic philosophy’s disdain for the body’s savage materiality. Its mind/body or spirit/body distinctions would relegate Native peoples to the lowest rungs of civilization and dismiss the culinary for being too ephemeral or facile to mirror the sublime beauty of the great Western artworks.9 I then contrast Native and colonizing metaphors of chile eating in the critical space this distinction opens to identify indigenizing logics and practices we may improvise to survive catastrophic climate change. This study’s critique of aesthesis also tries to subvert Western aesthetic philosophy’s marginalization of the culinary arts while also disrupting the scientism (its grand narrative of progress, not its experimental proofs) that continues to marginalize so-called traditional Native knowledges. It is worth stressing here that the decolonial critique of aesthesis trusts the visceral richness with which humans imagine chile eating. For the signifiers of chile eating not only strongly resonate in the practices of everyday living; they also reveal the ways different human societies imagine their environments and how human/nonhuman relations may become suddenly tangible when scaled to an exquisite bowl of guajillo-laced posole.


Although it is not this study’s purpose to specify each possible thread of decolonizing practice, it is not too difficult to imagine some of its possibilities. The recovery and adaptive reuse of Native foodways that already occurs on social media platforms, to cite one example, creates more than a safe space to repair the losses from past conquests. It can foster recognition of the ways Native cuisines remain entangled with their mestizo and Afro-Latino relations without asking any of these communities to relinquish identities, rights, or sovereignty. More, I take these colonial entanglements as givens in a cultural history of chile that begins with the colonization of what Westerners know as either New Spain’s northernmost frontier or the southwestern United States. The descendants of present-day New Mexico’s Apache, Navajo, Ute, Paiute, Kiowa, and Comanche communities, for example, though they assimilated into New Spain’s mestizo society when they assumed the colony’s defense (and earned their titles as genízaros for resembling Turkish janissary mercenaries), refused to forget their Native origins.10 Many other US LatinX and ChicanX individuals also pursue these memory-sustaining efforts, despite avowing mestizo identities that erase or displace Native ones when uncritically framed in the nationalist tropes of mestizaje. We can find ample evidence of this enduring fascination in ChicanX and LatinX visual arts and literature that chronicle the real or imagined loss of Native lands, loss of cultures, and the search for ancestral roots, themes, by the way, that closely parallel the concerns of US Native writers and artists.11 The sudden increase in 2020 census respondents claiming Native ancestries when questionnaire changes allowed it offers further evidence of this preoccupation. Accepting settler colonialism’s critique of mestizaje should not, therefore, prevent LatinX and ChicanX activists and intellectuals from deepening their knowledge of their Native ancestries as they begin to reimagine futures based in indigenizing practices. As chapter 6 shows, Native, Nuevomexicano, and Anglo farmers affirmed this indigenizing logic when they organized themselves to defend their locally adapted Native chiles against the depredations of industrial monocultures. Their seed saving, combined with their critiques of the biotech industry’s relentless privatizations of crop genomes, represent the kinds of nonessentialist practice that urban and rural communities may fashion to model their own metaphors of indigenized place-making.12


And it follows that a present-day poetics of chile that evolved millennia before colonization would need to acknowledge the multilayered and multivocal ways that LatinX and Native Mexican and Central American immigrants still negotiate meanings across national borders and entangled settler colonialities. I see this adaptive process in the chile cultures that took root in northwestern Mexico and the southwestern United States. They powerfully illustrate the continuing multilayered, trans-colonial entanglements of Mesoamerica’s Native ecologies and societies with the Native borderlands chile cultures, a process that could not have occurred without the Native Mesoamericans who started to domesticate scores of Capsicum annuum varieties more than five thousand years ago in Mexico’s Eastern Sierra Madre. For it is not coincidental that we discern the oldest Native names for these fruits and the world’s highest level of C. annuum genetic variability in that epicenter of Native Mesoamerican genetic experimentation.


Yet recognizing the nuances of these entangled projects still calls for an exploration of the aesthesis of chile eating, which is to say, the study of material/sensory interfaces through which we may ontologically infer a particular domain of knowledge. Mario Blaser’s study of storytelling, ritual, farming, ranching, and hunting among the Yshiros of Paraguay illustrated this critical method to infer the ontology of that Native community’s knowledge domains.13 Similarly, I propose here a genealogy of chile-eating metaphors to understand how Native and non-Native ontologies organize the sensory experience or aesthesis of chile eating. I return to the senses, the primary filter through which we perceive chile eating, because it allows me to assign the experiences of the fruit’s materiality to the ontologies that make them meaningful. Distinguishing the ways different cultures organize their knowledge domains thus invited me to make the Native ontologies a primary concern and not a mere footnote in the emerging discipline of eco-aesthetics.14 My attempt to frame an indigenizing eco-aesthetics, however, comes with a warning.


The reader who expects to consume pleasurable poetry should know that this fruit’s enjoyment requires the slow burn of bearing witness to the racializing metaphors that helped normalize settler colonialism in the Americas. As already suggested, such a reader must also inhabit specific Native ontologies that dissolve the animate/inanimate, animal/plant, nature/culture, and matter/spirit binaries that still underpin much Western religion and science. For Native thought thrived without those binaries, writes Rarámuri ethnobotanist Enrique Salmón, because life for them “is viable only when humans view the life surrounding them as kin.” As opposed to the naturalist ontologies that reserve animating agency for humans, “the focus of Rarámuri cultural history,” Salmón continues, “is instead the landscape. The heroes are the trees, plants, animals, and children. The land, plants, and people share the landscape rather than dominate it.”15 The lands to which Salmón refers are not generic abstractions but specific places with discrete ecologies and the situated knowledge that Native societies developed to adapt to them. Thus, where Native ontologies distribute nonhuman agency throughout a living biosphere, naturalist ontologies, above all Christianity, deny them that animating quality by reserving spiritual transcendence over “nature” for humans alone.16


The border separating relational from naturalist ontologies, Severin Fowles learned during his decadelong dialogue with New Mexico’s Pueblo elders, also reveals itself in the ways they imagine reality as world-making performances or rituals that they nonchalantly refer to as “doings.” The Pueblo term for ritual and narrative enactments of the ecological bypasses Western ontology’s nature/culture or wild/domesticated binary because it does not imagine nature as an out there but as an all-encompassing animation of earthly life everywhere.17 Yet Pueblo ritual, ceremony, and narratives do not constitute “a religion in the sense of being a set of strategies for mediating the transcendent, the unseen, or the supernatural.” Instead, “doings deal in what we might call ‘material connections’ rather than signs. Theirs is a sensuous semiotics, a way of bringing places into being as situated networks of people and things. Doings neither represent nor mediate; they make.”18


The differences between Native and naturalist ontologies become further evident when we compare their conceptions of time. Because Native peoples fuse time and place, “past and present,” Fowles argues, “are laid out spatially, not temporally. The past exists over there or in the world beneath this one.”19 We can hear relational ontology in the Hopi narratives of emergence, where the subterranean is the material embodiment of a past epoch. The corollary of Native place-time, he adds, is that “migrations make history; new landscapes constitute new futures. Change the land, change the people.” Western naturalist narratives, by contrast, express a linear conception of time that turns the landscape’s materiality into cartographic abstraction, a gaze that perceives everything in its dominion as potential private property. Christian narratives do this by subordinating place to the restoration of the time before expulsion from paradise, a time that will, paradoxically, reappear, but differently. That yearning for a return to purer origins explains why Christians in the United States imagine America as Jerusalem’s bright city on a hill and why the sixteenth-century Spanish equated “their conquest of the New World with the reconquest of Iberia.”20


Fortunately, recent generations of Mexican anthropologists and scientists, along with many other Native and non-Native scholars, have accumulated enough evidence to outline a recurring set of Native knowledge-making practices, which Davíd Carrasco summarizes as follows: (1) stargazing and sky worship deduced from the knowledge of seasons, solstices, and equinoxes and the patterned movement of other celestial bodies, such as the transit of Venus; (2) sun worship, because of its power to parch or promote the plant growth that regulates the availability of game animals and agriculture; (3) the observation of the lunar cycle to calendrically reckon human life and ceremonial cycles; (4) the worship of sacred water as a material agent of fertility and life-generating potential; (5) the centrality of the sacred tree, even in places where trees are uncommon, as the axis mundi for linking celestial and subterranean forces to the terrestrial plane; and (6), crucially for my study, reckoning human relationships to plants and animals in terms of more broadly imagined posthuman societies.21


Before proceeding, however, I need to recalibrate our common understandings of metaphor to the decolonial critique of aesthesis to begin to overcome the erasures five centuries of conquest and colonization have woven into this hemisphere’s archive of cultures and languages. In practical terms, that meant collating the Native metaphors of chile eating from recognized literary texts alongside its everyday cooking, gardening, and economic practices to amplify their genealogical traces to a point where I could begin to free the idea of poetics from its literary prison.22 For as the following chapters will show, the various Native performances of chile eating, from its cultivation to culinary preparation, encode powerful eco-aesthetic metaphors without the assistance of a literary text. My amplification of these traces therefore rely on post-disciplinary strategies to weave together bodies of evidence and logic threads that narrowly defined disciplines and consumer narratives would otherwise ignore but that are essential to decolonial critique. Or to paraphrase Mignolo, to identify the commodity metaphors that have colonized Native America’s bounty of cultivars, including chiles, already entails a decolonial imaginary that emerges from outside a particular academic discipline or set of disciplines by actively thinking about how to bring a decolonial world into existence.23







Capsaicin-Induced Synesthesia


Recent work in the neurochemistry of chile and Timothy Morton’s writing on how synesthetic language expresses a taster’s immersion in sensation and meaning proved crucial in my critique of chile-eating aesthesis. Writers who send dispatches from that country resort to synesthesia, the confusion of different orders of sensory knowledge, to imagine those sensations as a symphony of flavors, a cliché that equates the atmospheres of taste with an engrossing sound that dissolves everyday notions of the body’s limits, and the time before, during, and after pleasure consumes us. We thus experience synesthesia in poetry as a corporeal atmosphere, “a kind of embodied space,” Morton argues, an experience suggested by the term ambience.24


Smell, Morton writes, is this drama’s most powerful ambient agent: it “is associated both with pungency of the corporeal and with the intangibility of the mental,” the je ne sais quoi of the “unattainable object of desire. A smell is also a presence that moves, an atmosphere and something emerging from an atmosphere.”25 Atmospheres have volume, a sensory space-time fabric we discover in the involuntary memory that interrupts whatever we were thinking before an aroma immerses us in another sensorium of meanings and memories. The taste, touch, and sounds that trail an aroma extend the duration and the dimensional depth of its aura. Chile’s pungency, however, takes its “ambient” qualities to the sensory limit. With violence or subtlety, just a hint of it can open an aperture from which to summon shards of place memory or to inscribe a new, unforgettable memory, as the gastronome and playwright Paco Ignacio Taibo I (late father of the eponymously named Mexican hardboiled detective novelist) expressed in his reminiscence of a mole-tasting visit to Oaxaca:




Suddenly walking into a great warehouse filled with different chiles is an experience that can transform the whole olfactory system; putting aside the unquestionable beauty the dried pods offer, with their intense shades of lustrous black and golden ochre hues; putting all that aside, the locale’s aroma is so thick, so penetrating, so piercing it indeed rebuffs the intruder with a punch to the nose.


Chile does not stay still. It floats in the air; it fills its surroundings with its sphere of influence, and sidles up to linger on the skin in such a way that if you were to put your finger in your mouth four hours later you would still feel it lingering there, in a state somewhere between flesh and chile.26





The connotative power of these sensations, it must be stressed, arises from their materiality, not from the printed page. Consider how the mere presence of pulverized chile de árbol, when sprinkled with a squeeze of lime, moves raw oranges, cucumbers, or oysters into the category of the fully cooked because the sensation of piquancy enhances their sweetness, acidity, or brininess without need of explanation. Those who indulge chile eating as a kind of thrill-seeking aesthesis, moreover, may imagine it as a dangerous immersion they anticipate in their first taste of the angriest habanero, a minor terror that warns, “Watch out, it’s hot.” Yet they dive in, quietly thrilled to discover how hot it is in their quest to relive the drama of what might consume them and the sense of mastery earned from surviving that trial. For Walter Benjamin, the experience of sensory envelopment is key. Whether stimulus of involuntary memory or shock of an experience that produces a new memory, a pleasurable or disgusting taste breaks the outward-looking habit of scanning our visual field to remind us that we are already inside the orb of our subjectivity27—hence the need for a synesthetic language to express what we can taste, touch, and hear yet hardly see.


Paradoxically, however, a chile-eating experience is more than metaphorical because its piquant messaging and bright colors were never meant for human mouths. In chiles, piquancy evolved to insult the mouths of small mammals, while chile’s bright crimsons evolved to attract the avian eye. Birds cannot taste capsaicin but can see its ripe fruits and smell their vanilloid compounds when flying over the jungle canopy.28 The bird’s ability to see attractive shades of red and the mammal’s blindness to that color and aversion to chile-induced pain indicate the ways wild chiles select for birds because their digestive tracts, by softening seed coats, prepare them for germination.29 The capsaicin compounds that give us the sensation of piquancy are there to trick the heat-sensing nerves buried in our mammalian taste buds to signal that they have passed the threshold at which heat begins to induce pain. David Julius and other molecular biologists confirmed this chemical trickery when they isolated the four proteins, known as TRPV1, embedded in the nerve channel that transmits the signal for heat, pain, and certain toxins.


The TRPV1 nerve receptor, which cannot detect flavor, is nested deep in that flowerlike array of nerves otherwise known as a taste bud. That receptor’s location, which probably obeys the evolutionary logic of an early warning system for noxious foods, is not unique. The receptors and nerve channels that carry pain messages to the brain are scattered throughout the body and key organs, and not just human ones: we share the DNA of this ancient heat-sensing mechanism with earthworms. Stranger still, the receptor’s four-part protein, Mexican neuroscientist Tamara Rosenbaum explains, twists the nerve channel open and shut like a camera’s lens shutter, but only if a capsaicin molecule lodges in exactly the right place on TRPV1’s intricately shaped protein. When it does, the ion impulse that messages heat passes through to tell the brain to release substance P, a neuropeptide that transmits a pain signal to the central nervous system, and to direct painkilling endorphins to that nerve ending. That cascade of events then triggers vasoconstriction, accelerated heartbeat, salivation, watery eyes, and the serotonin re-uptake cycles that produce tiny increments of euphoria. Continued capsaicin exposures eventually cause this molecule to shut off the nerve channel and stop further releases of substance P until numbness sets in.30


Because this scenario desensitizes the mouth’s TRPV1 pain receptors, a fascinating change in taste perception occurs, at least for veteran chile eaters. Compared to the novice, whose experience of pain and numbing blunts taste perception, the veteran’s refractory period between pain, numbing, and a return to equilibrium occurs more quickly. Rapid cycling from pain to no pain allows for the meal’s peaks of exaltation as it enhances the way we perceive sweetness.31 This cycling effect explains why lifelong chile eaters claim that the fruit “le da sabor a la comida” (“makes food flavorful”) and the proliferation of Mexican and Asian preparations, such as candied, chile-saturated mangoes on a stick, dishes that combine sweetness and saltiness with piquancy. And because the nerves that report pain from the largest organ, the skin, also cover the tongue, the experience of feeling heat inside the mouth reinforces the confusion of taste and touch, thus enhancing the synesthetic experience now known as mouth feel. Something more: the sensation of piquancy represents one of the four forms of sensory perception known as proprioception, or the way we become aware of physical embodiment from the sensations of heat, pain, touch, and the body’s location and physical movement in space. The contributions Julius and Ardem Patapoutian made to the neurochemistry of heat, cold, and pressure and movement sensation earned them a 2021 Nobel Prize in Medicine for work that promises new treatments for pain and hypertension. They also identified proprioception, or what others have previously called the sixth sense, as a pathway to a fundamental rethinking of piquancy’s role in the ways humans experience its pleasures as an enhanced sense of physical embodiment.32
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Figures 1a and 1b. Side and overhead views of where the capsazepine molecule (shown in black) binds to the TRPV1 receptor. Courtesy of David S. Goodsell and the RCSB PDB.








Meanwhile, as Julius and Patapoutian explored the intricacies of capsaicin’s neurochemistry, other researchers found significant linkages between a subset of individuals reporting a strong appetite for spicy foods, thrill-seeking behavior, and a higher sensitivity to piquancy. Those who crave capsaicin’s pain-induced endorphin spike, and those who merely report enhanced flavor perception with moderate levels of spiciness, begin to suggest the complex seductions of a $1 billion hot sauce industry that features macho chile-eating contests on cable TV, not to mention chile’s military application against UC Davis Occupy student protestors in 2011. Recent studies have shown great individual variability in the way test subjects reported sensitivity, cycled between pain and numbing, and developed capsaicin tolerance. Add to this that chile tasters can perceive a whole spectrum of fruit flavors, from citrusy to bitter to chocolaty, and the unique pungency signatures of at least seven capsaicinoid compounds. Some deliver a mellow warming sensation, while others sting with a fleeting bite in the front of the mouth; others burn at the back of the throat and linger much longer.33 Professional chefs and home cooks add layers of sensory complexity and flavor by mixing chiles with different flavors and piquancy profiles. That the sensory variability of individual tasters has complicated the ways they experience these blends, depending on their capsaicin sensitivity or conditioning, reminds us of the variability that engenders interpretation when individuals report a wide range of sensations, including piquancy’s duration. Because the sensory perception of the chile can never be entirely fixed, because the perceiver and the perceived remain inherently variable—the neurochemical equivalent of Derrida’s le différance—the variability of chile tasting continually invites us to assign new meanings to those sensations. One would therefore expect, given these sensory instabilities, to also discover the role different social practices play in the interpretation of chile eating and thus the ways different societies enculturate different sensory and aesthetic languages. Indeed, recent studies suggest that childhood socialization to spicy food remains a chile appetite’s best predictor.34 Our different chile-eating cultures not only tell us how our different taste regimes persist; they suggest why chile’s consumption in the United States has continued to grow faster than the rate of population growth, and why gender, race, or nationality do not predict its appeal.35


But recognizing a poetics of ambience did not tell me how to identify the discursive ruptures running through the chile-eating experience. I therefore needed to understand how Native and settler societies innovated the forms of place-making with which they adapted to new habitats after conquest. The late Juan Estevan Arellano groups these practices under the concept of querencia, or expressions of place-loving, which he arrived at after a lifetime of farming and study of New Mexico’s ancestral acequia, or water commons, system. The verb querer (to love or yearn for) signals a collective subjectivity that Nuevomexicanos express as a shared, communitarian longing to possess and intimately know their localities. Nuevomexicanos, however, do not restrict the word’s meaning to the land; querencia also expresses a deep attachment to the hybrid Indo-Arab-Native irrigation technology, the system of governance their ancestors adapted from the Spanish water commons,36 and new forms of agriculture and cooking that technology afforded them in the arid borderlands. It does not take a big leap of imagination to taste querencia in the place-making practices of chile cooking or to feel the shadows of a much larger ecology in a taste of chile. The chile lover’s ability to taste the place where the fruit was cultivated further suggests what Timothy Morton calls a hyperobject, which he defines as an entity so “massively distributed in time and space” that it escapes our ability to notice it let alone represent it. “A hyperobject could be a black hole,” Morton continues, “or the Florida Everglades. A hyperobject could be the biosphere or the Solar System … or the sum of all the whirring machinery of capitalism” or the immensities of the Chihuahuan Desert, because such entities are “‘hyper’ in relation to some other entity, whether they are directly manufactured by humans or not.”37 Said another way, a taste and its constellation of elements—climatic, biological, genetic, economic, culinary, and so on—are sufficiently evocative to offer a memorable glimpse of the otherwise unseeable ecology from which the taste emerges and that may therefore double as its metaphor.


In Mesoamerica, that perceptual genealogy of chile-tasting began when ancient Native Americans began collecting, and inadvertently domesticating, wild Capsicum annuum. That trial-and-error process may have begun as early as 7500 BCE in the Eastern Sierra Madre ranges that stretch southeast through southern Puebla, northern Oaxaca, and southern Veracruz and not, as once supposed, in the Tehuacán Valley, where maize was first domesticated. The greater frequency of wild chiles and domesticated varieties found in the Eastern Sierra Madre, together with warmer growing conditions and the earliest, roughly sixty-five-hundred-year-old word for chile coined by the ancestors of today’s Zapotec and Mixtec speakers, confirms that region as the epicenter of domestication of C. annuum, the world’s most widely cultivated domesticated chile species. Recent Smithsonian archaeological investigations of a pair of Oaxaca caves allow us to imagine the next chapters in that domesticating saga. Dating back at least seventeen hundred years, the seven different chile varieties and stone implements sifted from the cave floors demonstrate a remarkable continuity with present-day Mexican cooks. We can imagine the scrape and clack of chiles ground in shallow stone troughs in which ancient cooks macerated green or red ripened chiles for their stews or sauces. “You don’t grow seven different kinds of chiles unless you’re cooking some pretty interesting food,” excavation analyst Linda Perry said.38 These cultivar pairings and cooking techniques also suggest a culinary sophistication that predates the sumptuous Aztec banquets the Spanish chronicled in 1520.


For the new multiethnic settler societies of New Spain’s greater borderlands, however, the repeated displacements of the most racialized Mesoamericans and mestizo castes frustrated efforts to deepen their querencias. European conquest not only destroyed Native populations; it profoundly disrupted their ability to carry their knowledge into the so-called modern age, to say nothing of the difficulties of securing homelands from which to exercise autonomy. Carrasco uses the concept of el desastre to frame the magnitude of that still underappreciated holocaust: “The human population in America went from around 80 million people in 1492 to less than 10 million in 1600. In Mesoamerica, there were 25 million people in 1519 but only 1 million Native Americans living in the same territory in 1592. This conquest of bodies was supported by a sustained theological, ethical discourse designed to eliminate the ‘other,’ to do away with the Native American as body and soul.”39 Subsequent capitalist and nationalist settler conquests would prolong the desastre’s effects though never completely sever the metaphor threads tying the Native Mesoamerican knowledge worlds of chile eating to the new indigenizing practices taking root in the greater borderlands.







A Place of Pain


The sandía granita (watermelon ice) I tasted in the patio of a Santa Fe restaurant reminded me of these poignancies. The restaurant’s menu spoke of Española watermelons and dried Chimayó chiles. Course crystals of sweet watermelon dissolved on my tongue as I waited to perceive the first hint of its piquant, almost orange-flavored thread. In calibrating the threshold at which piquancy becomes perceptible, the chef had created an ambience, one bracketed by the time before piquancy and its disappearance, a place where a particular chile’s chemistry sets off a sensory stopwatch the taster notices as a tingling on the tongue. Or at least that is how I account for the reflective mood that pulled my imagination to the small town of Chimayó, that chile’s namesake at the foot of Truchas Peak in the Sangre de Cristo range, which I had visited the day before. This corner of the Española Valley is home to famed, locally adapted chile varieties as well as endemic poverty and periodic heroin overdoses. Rio Arriba County, home to Española, Truchas, and Chimayó, had persisted as the epicenter of 20 percent or higher unemployment rates before the 2008 mortgage bubble burst. Despite statewide fluctuations since 2008, drug overdoses in this place of pain were on the increase until 2015, when overdoses declined 30 percent, “from 40 deaths in 2014 to 28 in 2015,” with a high of almost seventy recorded in 2007. But in Rio Arriba, “where one in five residents lives in poverty, people” continue to “overdose and die more often than almost anywhere else in the country. Over the past five years, the county’s overdose rate was three times the statewide average, and more than five times the national rate.”40


Although capitalist morality blames the region’s generational poverty on Nuevomexicanos’ inherited cultural and social backwardness, critical witnesses say that community’s decline began with the 1846 annexation and subsequent Anglo land seizures. The US Surveyor’s Office and the Court of Private Land Claims refused to recognize hundreds of Nuevomexicano land claims, despite treaty protections that recognized their validity. “Between 1854 and 1891,” writes geographer Jake Kosek, “only twenty-two of the more than two hundred Hispano communal land-grant claims were verified by the court, leaving 35 million acres of New Mexico’s richest lands in legal limbo. Almost 80 percent of these remaining land-grant claims were never ratified.” Deliberate foot-dragging allowed cattle ranchers and loggers to take as much as half of their holdings. In the Truchas area alone, the big land syndicates swallowed more than one million acres the surveyors had trimmed from their landholdings. The national parks continued to eat away at Nuevomexicano land claims because federal policy viewed the descendants of mestizo colonist as non-Indigenous “whites,” ignoring centuries of Native–Hispano intermarriage and the Mesoamerican seeds and practices their ancestors carried with them, up from Zacatecas, along El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, or the Royal Interior Highway, which connected Santa Fe to Mexico City. A growing tourist industry’s support for forest “preservation” and an early environmental movement’s romantic idealization of uninhabited “nature” further tilted policy against the locals, who ranched and logged the federal forests to make up for lost lands and for jobs that never materialized.41 Now multiply the dispossessions and memory erasures that Native and indigenized peoples endured to imagine how an experience of piquancy can awaken the place-hunger that still haunts the greater borderlands. Gloria E. Anzaldúa calls that space Nepantla, which is her way of reworking the Nahua concept of an uncertain middle place to analogize the painful in-betweenness that indigenized peoples experience crossing el norte’s barbed wire “paradise” as they migrate through racial, class, sexual, and gender norms that nation-states enforce to maintain their disciplinary borders.


As it turns out, Anzaldúa’s Nepantla also proposes a meta-space for imagining the relational weave binding human and nonhuman entities. “When perpetual conflict erodes a sense of connectedness and wholeness la nepantlera calls on the ‘connectionist’ faculty to show the deep common ground and interwoven kinship among all things and people. This faculty, one of less-structured thoughts, less rigid categorizations, and thinner boundaries, allows us to picture—via reverie, dreaming, and artistic creativity—similarities instead of solid divisions” and thus a poetics of indigenizing possibilities in the greater borderlands and beyond.42













Chapter One



In Chilli, in Iztatl; the Chile, the Salt




Zhaanat had a different sort of intelligence. In her thinking there were no divisions, or maybe the divisions were not the same, or maybe they were invisible.


—LOUISE ERDRICH





The poem “The Story of the Tohuenyo” changed the way I experienced my 2014 visit to El Palacio Quemado, or Burned Palace, located in today’s central Mexican state of Hidalgo. Standing with my back to the multi-columned palace and looking down to the plaza below at the heart of the Toltec ceremonial center called Tula, I imagined a noisy market-day crowd and the sweet acrid smoke of roasting chiles.


My reverie expressed the way I had let an ancient Mexica poem become my pathway to the fruit’s earliest written metaphors. The poem appears in The Universal History of the Things of New Spain, a twelve-volume tome that Friar Bernardino de Sahagún collected after 1545 from Nahua codex painters who had survived the Spanish conquest. The text, commonly known as the Florentine Codex, takes its name from the Italian city where its best-preserved copy is archived. The story’s telling and retelling, judging from its easily memorized Nahuatl meter and metaphors, not only predate the fourteenth-century founding of the Mexica city of Tenochtitlan; it takes us back to the ninth-century Toltec city of Tula, where its action is set.1


Despite a literary pedigree that offers a less filtered glimpse of Mesoamerican metaphors of chile, the story’s handful of scholarly interpretations has mostly focused on its view of Nahua gender and an emperor’s fall from grace. However, its allusions to heat, and how they relate to the stories, rituals, architecture, astronomy, mathematics, calendrical systems, and writing that encode the Nahua vision of the cosmos, remain nearly unexplored. Following that thread of cosmovision, or the “ways in which cultures combine their cosmological notions relating to time and space into a structural and systematic whole,” required that I tie the story and its metaphors back to the commonly paired Nahuatl di-phrase “in chilli, in iztatl” (“the chile, the salt”), which Sahagún and other Spanish chroniclers superficially translated as “food” or “the spice of life.”2 It is not that their glosses were totally inaccurate. The metaphor did express meanings associated with everyday food preparation and eating—but everyday life in Mesoamerica, not Europe, a distinction that should make a world of difference to us now.


For Sahagún and his fellow chroniclers proffered their glosses to make them easily comprehensible to European readers, a practice that illustrates what Jorge Klor de Alva identified as a major weakness of their translations. Although Sahagún’s interviewing method gave his informants the freedom to range over whatever topics they chose and pay meticulous attention to the language’s grammatical and syntactic nuances, he nevertheless chose European categories to conceptually map the Nahua world that unfolded before him. He took this shortcut to avoid Nahua categories of meaning and their underling cosmology because he feared contamination from sacrilegious superstition.3 The Florentine Codex therefore represents a kind of crime scene. Its Spanish translations of “the chile, the salt” metaphor, in refusing to grant Nahua cosmovision its own standing, also cut it off from the Nahua ontology that made it meaningful. Fortunately, the descriptions of Nahua life the informants provided were of such richness that a new generation of scholars has scanned the Spanish semantic overlays for the gaps that appear between their European glosses and the subversive meanings the Nahua narratives often imply. This rereading also departs from the work of earlier literary scholars who explored the nuances of the elevated courtly poetry written in classical Nahuatl, not the common chile and salt metaphors of preconquest and colonial Mexico. But ordinary does not mean that the story’s metaphors are unimportant—far from it.


Chile and its web of practices insinuated themselves in the most daily pleasures and exalted ceremonies. It appears as a grace note in the lord’s frothy mug of chocolate; the pochteca traders who expected its bite in their banquet mole. This metaphor therefore promises new insights into chile’s ancient meanings precisely because everyday Nahuas would have understood them and because the Spanish, owing to their disinterest in culinary matters, overlooked the metaphor’s cosmological connotations. My path to this metaphor’s meanings therefore moves though the story as a first step in my exploration of the Nahua cosmovision of chile.


I must admit here that the European languages I speak bedevil my approach to this metaphor; their naturalist assumptions predispose them to imagining Mesoamerican world-making as pagan, and therefore implicitly anti-Christian. The gaps between Western and Native ontologies will become evident if we allow ourselves to recognize the unspoken but widely understood categories naturalist ontology uses to classify the material world.4 For example, the ancient Mesoamericans did not have a concept for nature defined in opposition to human culture and one of its most paramount expressions: the city. It is not that they did not appreciate what they attained as city builders, as calendar makers, and through their other expressive art forms. Rather, they saw the world through a deeply ecological lens; everything, whether human or nonhuman, existed in social and materially causal cosmological fabric that lacked an inside or outside. The Spanish ethnographers ignored these incommensurables when they used metaphysically loaded words like spirit, idol, or devil to translate what their Native informants related because they could not admit that their languages exceeded the measure of their theology. Their arrogance thus prevented them from noticing how their deities collapsed what for them were such distinct categories as spirit and matter. Yet the Nahua concept of divinity bore a closer resemblance to what the pre-Christian, pre-Socratic Greeks called hierophanies, or the eruptions of the sacred in the material objects and events of everyday life. These manifestations of the sacred, be they astronomical events, axis mundi trees, or a chile’s delicious sting, did not distinguish a god’s materiality from its supernatural qualities. Like other Native peoples, they knew matter to exist in a state of “liveliness.” They appreciated how inanimate rocks also participated in creating biological life and how their ideas of godhood did not add up to transcendental expressions. More, as the this story illustrates, the Nahuas saw what we would call hierophanies materially manifested in human and nonhuman bodies alike.5


My journey to chile’s unsuspected meanings thus starts with the story’s opening scene, the day a common chile vendor, a Tohuenyo, appears in the marketplace of Tula. That seat of Toltec power from about AD 700 to 1200 dedicated itself to the cult of Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent deity, patron of the arts, and legitimizer of the bond between the sacred city and sacred kingships. The place the Tohuenyo chose to display his chiles just so happened to face the emperor’s palace. For the Nahua scribes who wrote this story down for Sahagún, ancient Tula, like all things Toltec, represented a model of the cosmic order in its highest expression. The Mexicas, leaders of the alliance that ruled an empire from their capital, Tenochtitlan, today’s Mexico City, expressed that ideal in a word, Toltecayotl, which Miguel León-Portilla translated as “Toltec-ness” but which generally referred to their inherited arts of codex writing, poetry, calendrical knowledge, astronomy, music, and fine cuisine.6 Knowing this helps us appreciate the poem’s cosmic and comic premise.


In the story, Tezcatlipoca Titlacahuan, lord of the near and the far, giver and taker of life, teacher and protector of humans, diviner of human hearts and thoughts, and brilliant battle strategist, manifests himself as the shape-shifting trickster who embodies a common chile vendor. His name, Tohuenyo, literally means “our offering,” a euphemism for the Otomís and their subjected relationship to the Mexicas, who demanded of them captives for sacrifice, a relationship reflected in his trade because chile vendors represented the lowest of the pochteca merchants.7 While the most prestigious Mexica traders made their fortunes procuring exotic rarities for the emperor and his court from faraway lands, the chile vendor imported at least seven varieties from no more than two hundred kilometers away. The Mexicas also delighted in ridiculing the outsider Otomís for their purported lack of sexual inhibitions, a reputation, we shall see, that also served to disguise Tezcatlipoca’s hypersexuality and gender-switching powers.8 For the Mexicas and the other pre-Hispanic Nahua city dwellers, the fact that Otomí males did not wear the maxtle, or loin clout, confirmed their proclivity for brazen displays of nakedness. The story relates that judgment accordingly:


And I have here another thing


that Titlacahuan did,


something that turned out to be a wonder:


He transformed himself, taking the face and body of a Tohuenyo.


Going about naked, dangling the thing,


he went to sell chile,


setting himself up in the market, in front of the palace.9


Part of the Tohuenyo’s charm therefore derives from where and how he plays the court jester’s ludicrous vulnerability. For only a clueless fool or wily god would dare display his chiles and his “thing” in front of a ruler’s palace. And if we have not already guessed it, the specific Nahuatl word for dangling, tlalpilotinemi, combines nemi (goes) with tla-pilloli (thing that hangs), which gives us the “goes hanging” of male genitalia and the way mature chiles hang from between forked branches. The word for chile in the next line reinforces its carnal and vegetal connotations. Chilchotl refers to a long chile that “resembles the virile member”; the word’s second-most-common meaning was phallus, a usage that continues in Mexico to this day when chile verde (long green chile) appears as a double entendre in a popular song refrain. “I am like the chile verde,” the folk song “La Llorona” goes, “spicy, but delicious.”10


Here chilchotl functions as a metonym, a feature of Nahua and Mesoamerican poetry that food ethnographer Danièle Dehouve describes as a “connective trope that uses one object to name another.”11 Thus, when the easily imagined “thing” precedes the metonym chilchotl, the intended transfer of meaning connoted a penis. But the transfer of meaning is also reflexive: a penis can also connote a chile, most commonly a jalapeno or serrano in its raw green state. More, the Nahua people associated the pod’s green color with the rainy season and therefore Tlaloc, the supreme earth lord, who commanded the life-giving rains of agriculture.12 Hence the metonym’s multilayered meaning: “he went to sell chile” denotes the sale of actual pods while connoting the Tohuenyo’s display of his manhood, contained in the vendor’s name. Recognizing the dangling “thing” for its phallic connotations thus prepared the audience to follow the poem’s sequenced transformations. It is this principle of movement that makes Nahuatl poetry so dynamic; its metaphors are always arrows pointing to other metaphors. The poem’s next lines make clear that there is nothing subtle about its delight in sexual innuendo or its flair for dramatic dualisms:


Well then, on to the daughter of Huemac,


who was very attractive,


desired and sought after


by many of the Toltecs,


who wanted to make her their wife.


But Huemac did not grant this,


he was not going to give his daughter to anyone.13


The Nahuatl connotations for “very attractive” refer to the female anatomy. Modern speakers of Mexican Spanish would translate cenca qualli as muy buena to describe “a very hot babe.”14 The first two lines thus frame Mesoamerican gender ideals. Less obvious is what that audience made of Huemac’s motive for keeping his daughter from her suitors. The next line heightens that mystery:


Well, this daughter of Huemac,


looked toward the market


and she noticed the Tohuenyo: the one with the thing dangling.


The moment she saw it,


she went into the palace.


And for that reason the daughter of Huemac took sick,


she became tense, got a fever,


as she felt poorly


because of the bird—the male organ—of the Tohuenyo.15


Again, the “dangling” thing, but now followed by a new metaphor, “the bird,” which the story thoughtfully translates. Nor is there anything subtle about how the princess reacts to the shock of seeing it. Her “tension” and “fever” not only heighten the poem’s comic unease but question the Mexicas’ puritanical reputation. Why would the austere and disciplined Mexicas, who counseled moderation in the pleasures of the flesh, take such delight in the Tohuenyo’s crudeness and the emperor’s displeasure? The answer to this apparent contradiction reveals itself in the way the Mexicas portrayed themselves as not-so-distant Toltec relations.


The poem’s logic implicitly assumes what Mexica histories say explicitly: they inherited their noble lineage, and thus their right to rule over their neighbors, from their Toltec ancestors, whom they presumed to rib as lineage equals. The story, however, does not explain this genealogical claim; it simply performs it, a stylistic shift that represents another feature of Nahua poetics. Its emphatic statements offered without explanation reveal the way insiders remind each other of their shared knowledge. This strategy implies a style of oral presentation associated with the ritual performance of meanings that makes its sexual innuendo seem modern. But we should resist the temptation to misread the poem’s scandalous impropriety from a present-day perspective. For the poem has already dropped enough hints—how it portrayed the Tohuenyo’s chiles and the illness to which the princess succumbs—to make us slow our universalizing reflexes long enough to ask if the Mexicas shared our Western ideas of sexuality. That missing ingredient concerns how the Nahuas saw their place in the cosmos, how they imagined its grandness in the Tohuenyo’s display of chile, and the metaphors with which they equated heat with sexual pleasure. The following verse offers other clues:


And Huemac soon found out


His daughter was sick.


Then he told the women who care for her:


“What happened, what’s going on?


“How did my daughter get this fever?”


And the women who cared for her answered:


“It is the Tohuenyo, the one that is selling chile:


he set the fire, he caused the yearning;


it started with that, that is why she fell ill.16


The daughter’s illness resulted from the imbalance produced from denying herself sexual enjoyment. Just as the Mexicas feared that male ejaculation could result in a dangerous depletion of virility, Huemac’s daughter “fell ill from the desire,” which caused her body to swell up.17 But the emperor knew what to do after he interrogated the lowly chile vendor. The Tohuenyo’s answers convinced Huemac that his daughter would have to marry the vendor, as embarrassing as that was, if he wished to cure her. After putting up some resistance, the Tohuenyo agreed to the emperor’s request. His servants bathed and anointed him with perfume before dressing him in a snuggly knotted breechclout:


And when the Tohuenyo went to see her,


he went to bed with her immediately,


and at that moment the woman’s health returned.


Then the Tohuenyo became the son-in-law of the Lord.18


But letting a commoner marry the princess made Huemac the laughingstock of his kinsmen. Not to worry; he devised a way to give his unsavory son-in-law an honorable death. He gave him the honor of leading an army of dwarfs and hunchbacks against one of his fiercest enemies. Just one problem: Huemac does not know that the Tohuenyo is none other than Tezcatlipoca, archenemy of Quetzalcoatl, Tula’s patron god of poetry, art, and learning. What’s more, the wizard trickster has come to humiliate Quetzalcoatl into abdicating Tula’s throne. This mythic contest mirrors an actual historic struggle in which Tula’s warrior elite replaced Quetzalcoatl’s priesthood to install human sacrifice as a method of extracting tribute from their neighbors. Thus the wizard assured his comrades:


“Have great spirit,


do not be afraid,


don’t act like cowards, don’t lose heart,


don’t let them cut you down!


This I know;


all of you could take captives,


however, you should kill them anyway you can.”19


And they do, with alacrity, because the wizard of battles inspired his army of misfits with enough confidence to defeat their enemies but not enough to take captives—that would have stretched credulity. The virtue of this mythologized version of the power struggle between Toltec priestly and warrior elites illustrates how the Mexica validated their militaristic ideals and how Mexica militarism did not pass up many opportunities to remind its subjects that their city’s privileged way of life depended upon tribute. “What is it that is filled with shields inside?” a riddle from the Florentine Codex poses. Answer: “A chile, as its seeds are in the form shields.”20


And so the chile vendor who lights “the fire” that “caused the yearning” reminds us of the chile-to-penis transfer of meaning that occurred in the poem’s first line and how those connotations carry over to the fire that arouses the princess. This second transfer lifts us to another metaphorical level: the fire/yearning that causes the princess to fall ill. That interpretive leap may seem obvious to us. Of course, seeing the Tohuenyo’s “thing” made the princess, as we would say, feel all hot and bothered. Before being satisfied with that answer, we need to examine how the poem’s audience might have derived pleasure from the ways these linked metaphors cascade in an expected progression. Like Russian nesting dolls, each image carries its connotations into the metaphor that receives it. This series starts when the chiles acquire the phallic connotations of the vendor’s display, which then link it to the fire-yearning that goes where it belongs, inside the princess, where the sexual act extinguishes her craving.


The thrill the audience must have derived from following this thread of metaphors might seem implausibly abstract were it not for its sensory anchor—the ways they associated the sexual act with pleasurable heat—and the place where it may have been performed, in the Calmecac academy, where male members of the Mexica nobility were educated. In such a setting, the poem could serve as a kind of “memory palace” for linking their knowledge of shared kinship and elite status to the place where it was performed.21 At the sensory level, the poem’s first chile image indicates what the embrace of the hottest chiles tasted and felt like to its male audience; how, based on what the neuroscience now tells us, their tongues tingled, how their heart rates and perspiration increased, and how the mild endorphin rush provoked in chile tasting resembled the sensations of sexual arousal. That is where the poem’s chain of metaphors points us, to the body in a specific social setting. As we shall see, the Nahuas understood how the fire/sex equivalency linked their memories of touch, taste, and smell to their cosmovision.


The poem, moreover, represented one of the many ways its audience reaffirmed their cosmovision and understood how everyday objects could alert them to a god’s presence: pairing a “colored tube in the shape of a sword and” cempasuchils (flowers featured in today’s Day of the Dead celebrations) represented Lord Camaxtle, a patron god of Tlaxcala. A basket of flowers and cacao nibs could reveal the divine presence of Tezcatlipoca. A blouse and skirt draped over a box placed upon a reed mat evoked the goddess Chihuacoatl, or the lady serpent.22 Likewise, recent scholarship offers examples of what the day-to-day ingredients and technology of chile cooking signified to Nahua society. We can deduce this from the poem’s intended humor but also from the myriad chile references we find scattered throughout Mesoamerican literature, maps, and rituals signifying ideas of pleasure. The Florentine Codex, for example, relates the way the worship of certain deities required a four-day chile fast, while aspirants to the priesthood were required to abstain from sex, chile, and salt in a fasting practice that reinforced the story’s chile/phallic equivalencies.23 Conversely, adultery, gluttony or violating a fast invited its opposite: the painful wrath of Tlazotéotl-Tlaelquani, a fertility goddess known as “the filth eater.” Nahuatl scholar Thelma Sullivan writes that the goddess symbolized sexual license and “the earth that receives all organic wastes—human and animal excrement, vegetable and fruit remains, fish, fowls, and animal bones, and so forth—which when decomposed are transformed into humus.” Tlazotéotl’s name, moreover, is derived from the Nahuatl word for humus: tlazollalli—from tlazolli (filth, garbage) and tlalli (earth). In the same way that Tlazoltéotl caused the symbolic rebirth of the transgressor by eating the ordure of his wickedness, she also symbolized the transformation of waste into humus—that is, the revitalization of the soil.”24 Absolution of illicit sex usually came after the goddess had visited chile’s burning sensations upon a violator’s genitalia. Hence chile’s painful associations with venereal disease and carnal passion, which is suggested by the poem’s chile-penis-fire metaphor series, and the ways the bodies of the princess and vendor represent Nahua concepts of gender and sexuality.


Feminist scholar Sylvia Marcos argues that the story’s chile metaphors use humor to address this touchy subject for the princess and how they understand her body to be the manifestation of three vital bodily forces, the tonalli, the teyolia, and the ihiyotl, or what we would call the physical body: “The tonalli, whose principal residence is the head, travels at night during sleep. The teyolia resides in the heart and was regarded as the center of memory, knowledge and intelligence. When the teyolia leaves the body, death occurs. The ihiyotl (breath or ‘soplo’), which is associated with the liver, can produce emanations that harm others. The ihiyotl was the vital center of passion and feeling.” The ihiyotl’s emanations, Marcos adds, “include all the material and non-material entities that can leave the body” and that enter it through the body’s orifices and joints. Mesoamericans understood that the intrusion of harmful agents caused illness, while a balance of “opposing forces and elements” ensured health.25 Sickness could not only be caused by spells, eating the wrong combination of foods, or a god’s mischief but was also individualized. What might upset a young woman’s vital balance could help an adult male because of different gender needs. Their ability to imagine these distinctions revealed the flexibility of Mexica dualities and the ways they modified them26 in striving for a balance in which all living things, humans, animals, plants, and minerals coexisted and communicated in a kind post-human society.


The Tohuenyo’s story thus imagines the body as a stage upon which cosmic forces converge to create it. And though the event that brings the body into being may appear individualized, the Mexicas saw creative convergences occurring at different scales throughout the cosmos and saw the human body as the world’s measure. Accordingly, the illness to which the princess succumbed required its own alignment of cosmic forces: the sight of the vendor’s chile that intruded upon her virginal countenance and the agent who introduced it, Tezcatlipoca, one of the paramount deities of the Mexica pantheon, not an ordinary mortal. Neither the vendor’s nor the princess’s body, by such logic, possesses qualities exactly comparable to a Western “I” that stands outside its environment. Instead, Marcos claims, the Nahua body “reflects the essential porosity of the cosmos, a permeability of the entire ‘material’ world.”27 The body for them was a crossroads where different cosmic forces converged to create it. Theirs, in other words, was a multidimensional and exquisitely communicative vision of what we would call ecology.28 The Nahua body, likewise, was not a thing but an event, a lightning strike of orchestrated material reality. No wonder Europeans misunderstood the way the Mexicas situated humanity’s place in the cosmos. Nahua cosmovision did not hinge on the concept of an individually unique soul or notions of beauty that depended on the mirror that reflects reality—the predominant metaphor of Western aesthetic philosophy.


Instead, the poem calibrated its dialogue of bodies and chiles to another, widely understood Mesoamerican cultural system: the dualities of hot and cold. Chiles, accordingly, are hot because they grow above the ground in bushes and ripen into various shades of fiery red, a manifestation of the sun’s heating, celestial tonalli. And chile plants, because they bear fruit at some distance above the earth and because their piquancy embodies the sun’s heating rays, are classified as male, while the princess embodies the earth’s hidden, cool, moist subterranean feminine fecundity.29 The same duality explains why they classified pulque, an alcoholic beverage made from fermented agave sap, as female and cool; thus chile-fire’s liquid is the opposite. Crucially, for our understanding of the poem, the Nahuas and other Mesoamericans classified the adult male body, like chiles, as hot and the young woman’s body and pulque as cool. Although no pre-Hispanic texts have survived to spell it out, because the Spanish disqualified Nahua medical philosophy as merely “empirical” and said it contradicted Galenic medicine, the Florentine Codex prescribed hot chiles to balance illnesses caused by excessive cold. One prescription instructed the patient to drink “water boiled in chile” and to eat easily digestible high-protein foods such as “turkey, rabbit, quail, dove, deer, and tortilla chips” but not too much water. “And they shall [again] drink water boiled with chile, and honeyed corn gruel with chile,” it continues. “They shalt not drink cold water; they shalt abstain … from fruit, from pulque. They shall not expose themselves to anything cool, anything cold; they shalt cover up well. A hot steam bath will also do them well.”30


The Eighteenth Feast in the Book of Ceremonies of the Florentine Codex, meanwhile, elucidated how the Mexicas understood the embodiment of chile’s pleasurable heat-producing properties. In the ritual known as Izcalli, literally “fire-house,” the participants celebrated the transformative properties “Of our father, the fire,” which held a vaunted meaning in Nahua cosmology. Several stories tell of shamed gods, such as Quetzalcoatl, who purify themselves in immolating fire to renew the world. The feast thus required its celebrants to renew themselves by eating hot tamales stuffed with wild greens, tiny freshwater brine shrimp, and the hottest chile sauce they could tolerate. The resulting perspiration and the sauce’s deep crimson also played a symbolic role, reminding the participants that their bodies were ingesting fire: “And the sauce of the tamales stuffed with greens was a shrimp sauce,” the passage begins. “And the sauce was called red [chile] sauce. And when the good common folk ate, they sat about sweating, they sat about burning themselves. And the tamales stuffed with greens were indeed hot, gleaming hot. They ate them hot, steaming their noses.” The commoners concluded the feast by dousing the fire in their bellies with generous drafts of pulque. The orgy of sensations—the first greedy bite that revealed the tamale’s steamy green and crimson heart; the actual and simulated capsaicin heat that quickens the pulse and perspiration; the savory contrasts of sweet chile piquancy, briny shrimp, bitter greens, and sweet yeasty corn; the pleasurable stupor of stuffed bellies and inebriating pulque—confirmed the ritual’s visceral efficacy. The feast’s dialectics of color, flavor, temperature, and communal pleasure enacted dualities still practiced by Nahua descendants in the Mexican state of Guerrero.31


The Tohuenyo’s story therefore shows the nuances the Nahuas brought to the perennial problem of how a society manages the enjoyment of sexual pleasure. For Huemac, allowing his daughter to restore her body’s vital balance through consummating the sexual act with the chile vendor also undermined his lineage’s claim to political authority. Satisfying an individual’s sexual appetite could not take precedence over the king’s need for political legitimacy. The pleasure the audience derived from Huemac’s double bind, however, ran contrary to the puritanical reputation that modern anthropology had initially invented for the Mexicas. These early interpretations stressed the harsh methods they used to prepare warriors for battle, the strict punishment of public intoxication, the stern words with which parents harangued their adolescent children, and their strictly observed routines for fasting.


Their code of sober self-discipline, however, did not mean that they subscribed to a Catholic idea of original sin, as the missionaries had hoped. Subsequent interpretations have rebalanced our understandings of their practices, giving greater weight to the texts that stressed how their gods had granted them the pleasures of sex, food, chocolate, agave spirits, poetry, and music as dispensations for a brief and painful life. Several passages from the eighteenth chapter of the Florentine Codex frame the nuances of that pleasure/pain dialectic when an elder reminds young daughters before marrying that the earth “is a place of thirst, it is a place of hunger.” It is not “a place of joy, it is not a place of contentment. It is merely said it is a place of joy with fatigue, of joy with pain on earth…. In order that we may not go weeping forever, may not die of sorrow, it is our merit that our lord gave us laughter, sleep, and our sustenance, our strength, our force, and also carnal knowledge in order that there be peopling.” As the elder stresses in the following passage, the Mexicas saw pleasure as a compensation: “All make life gay on earth in order that no one go weeping.”32 As in other non-Christian societies, the secret to a full and moral life was maintaining a balance of pleasures and necessary sacrifices. Nor would they have limited the story’s act of curative sex to a literal equivalency between a chile and a penetrating phallus. The passage’s reference to “sustenance” and Mexica gender norms should also sound familiar. It not only speaks to how we understand food’s nutritional value but also to the goddess Chicomecoatl, who provided them sustenance, and the importance of culinary metaphor, everything from cooking fires to correct seasoning practices, in representing these dualities. The elder’s admonishments not only make the linkage to gender and pleasurable sustenance explicit; they suggest a non-Western aesthetic: “Look well to the drink, to the food: how it is prepared, how it is made, how it is improved; the art of good drink, the art of good food, which is called one’s birthright.” And a birthright to “good drink” and “good food” expressed a kind of Mexica identity claim; they reminded themselves about who they were from what they loved, including their indispensable chiles, and how they acquired these foods as victories over their adversaries.33 More, we find their eco-aesthetic standards of chile excellence expressed in the thou-shalt and thou-shalt-not tones of a passage from the Florentine Codex, which lists the chile types found in the marketplace and their colors, sizes, shapes, idiosyncratic names, regions, and flavors:




The chile vendor either works the fields or sells; he sells mild red chiles, broad chiles, hot green chiles, yellow chiles, cuitlachilli, tenpilchilli, chichioachilli. He sells water chiles, conchilli; he sells smoked chiles, small chiles, tree chiles, thin chiles, those like beetles. He sells hot chiles, the early variety, the hollow-based kind. He sells green chiles, sharp-pointed red chiles, a late variety, those from Atzitzuiacan, Tochmilco, Huaxtepec, Michoacan, Anauac, the Huaxteca, the Chichimeca. Separately, he sells strings of chiles, chiles cooked in an olla, fish chiles, white fish chiles.


The bad chile seller sells chile [which is] stinking, sharp to the taste, evil-smelling, spoiled; waste from the chiles, late-formed chiles, chaff from the chiles. He sells from the wet country, incapable of burning, insipid to the taste; unformed, not yet firm, immature; those which have formed as droplets, as buds.34





The “conchilli” in the preceding passage may refer to tzonchilli, one of the names for today’s jalapeño. “Smoked chiles” refers to chipotles, or today’s fashionable mesquite-smoked jalapeños. “Hollow-based chiles” appears to identify the cascabel or rattle chile, a sweet, smoky, and less piquant dried round pod, whose seeds make a delightful sound when shaken. Taken together, the Mexica evaluative gaze of chile becomes clear. The repetitive phrasing used to define good and bad chiles expressed an eco-aesthetic of quality and their standards for measuring it. But unlike Western idealizations of the virtues of essential purity, the Mexicas delighted in precise descriptions of kaleidoscopic chile variety. We get the clearest expression of this linkage between ecology, commerce, and politics in the marketplace, the place where one may still find the ninety or so varieties that Mexican farmers maintain through their seed selecting and saving practices.35 Their pre-Hispanic ancestors not only bred unique flavor qualities into their locally adapted varieties; the much wider spectrum of genetic variability they sustained through their selection practices enhanced a strain’s ability to adapt to a specific microclimate by preserving a wild ancestor’s resistance to soil pathogens and pests.36 Tenochtitlan’s inhabitants therefore expected the empire’s vassal city-states, lowly chile merchants, and local farmers to provision them with at least a dozen different varieties, not including the different processed forms. Not only did their selection criteria express ideals of culinary excellence based in the pleasures of diversity; they also translated their values into social and political metaphors. The Nahuatl di-phrase for bad chile, “insipid, without fragrance,” also signified a bad ruler, while “tasty, fragrant” represented “a city where joy and happiness existed” or a ruler who gave “happiness to the people.”37 The principles of duality with which they organized their contrasting values also allowed for the nuances of microclimate, seasonality, variety, maturation levels, processing techniques, and even a scale for estimating piquancy. Nor could Mesoamericans think of chile without its consorts, the ingredients and cooking techniques required to produce a matrix of recipes that expressed an eco-aesthetic based in biological diversity. In the milpa system of crop rotation, Mesoamerican cultivators had refined more than a dozen distinct plant types—maize, chiles, tomatoes, squash, legumes, amaranth, sweet potatoes, jicama, tender greens, herbs, flowers, cacti, and fruit trees—for varied microclimates, while the marketplace archived the milpa’s inter- and intraspecies diversity expressed in a metaphor of the sacred. They imagined the milpa’s net of complementary relationships, such as the shade maize stalks provided for chiles or trellising beans, as a terrestrial matrix subject to Tlaloc’s authority. Similarly, the Mayas represented the earth’s surface as a four-sided maize field that the gods mapped out, Keith Jordan writes, “using a cord during the last creation. This surface was divided into eight by the four cardinal and four intercardinal directions and transfixed vertically in the center by the world tree, the central axis and path between upper, middle, and lower worlds.”38


The eighth book of the Florentine Codex strongly implied these eco-aesthetic imperatives when its scribes described the sauces, or mulli, served to Mexica nobility. These simpler forerunners of today’s elaborate moles were subdivided into the chimules, or chile sauces and stews that paired different chiles with other ingredients, in dishes such as totolin paztcalmollo, a kind of pipian, or red chile guajillo and squash seed sauce for stewing wild fowl with ground tomatillo that was served to Emperor Moteuccoma. Other chimule, or chile mole styles, Sahagún continues in his summary of sauces, “were the chiltecpin mulli or ‘mole made with chiltecpitl [a tiny, very hot wild chile] and tomatillos’; chilcuzmulli xitomayo, a mole made from a type of yellow chile and red tomatoes; the meocuilti chiltecpin mollo, maguey worms in chiltecpin sauce; the mazaxocomulli iztac michyo, a stew of ‘green prunes, tiny white minnows, yellow chiles and red tomatoes’; and the huauhquimolli which is made of amaranth greens with ‘yellow chile and tomatoes and squash seeds and only chiltecpitl’; of the izmiquilmolli with green chile they say is very good to eat.”39


Though lacking formal cooking instructions, the dish descriptions provide enough detail for us to notice the recurring references to their beloved chiltecpín (C. annuum var. glabriusculum). Several mole sauces call for tecpin (“flea” in Nahuatl), a wild capsicum that foragers harvest for personal enjoyment, sale, or horticultural curiosity from the northern Sierra Madre of Sonora/Chihuahua south to Guatemala’s border. When combined with the noun stem chil, its name produces a wonderful double metaphor: its tiny, almost berry-size fruit suggests the flea and its bite, which is sharp though quickly fading.40 Those descriptions now allow us to construct a provisional table of mole flavor permutations. Cristina Barros writes that mole recipes shared ingredients from two general categories: the dozens of fresh, dried, or smoked chiles, each with their peculiar flavors and preferred combinations, and the different red, green, or yellow tomatoes with which people enhanced their favorite chile pairings. The possible flavor combinations of ingredients selected from these categories acquired complexity when dishes were thickened with toasted maize tortillas, chile seeds, squash seeds, and peanuts; herbs such as epazote, hoja santa (Piper auritum), pitiona (Lippia alba, a type of verbena), and wild avocado leaf; and a long list of wild and cultivated greens that added aromatic and savory notes.41 We can fill in the gaps of Barros’s flavor categories by adding what we know from Mexica ethnobotany. Subtle variations in mineral flavors; traces of different sea and lakebed tequesquites, or salts left in freshly nixtamalized maize; fruits such as avocado, capulin, or wild highland cherries; bitter cacao nibs; and even aguamiel (unfermented pulque) could contribute sweet, sour, and savory notes to dishes.42 The ingredients and cooking techniques of sauces thus suggest a culinary system in which chiles play an indispensable role in the repertoire of seemingly endless variations that the artful cook could master.43


Similarly, Mesoamericans developed a system for calibrating pleasurable piquancy. Elena Mazzetto argues that a passage from the Florentine Codex provides the Nahua eco-aesthetic for achieving that sensory harmony in the following adjectives: “yamanqui, in toton-qui, in huelic, in ahuiyac” (“tender, hot, flavorful, fragrant”). “It is important to point out here,” Mazzetto adds, “that the value assigned to a food’s warmth can also be related with the metaphorical meaning of the Nahuatl verb totonia, ‘to be hot, to heat oneself up,’ which one early chronicler translated as, ‘to be rich, in a state of abundance.’”44 The Nahuas, as the Tohuenyo story reminds us, directly associated the fruit’s pleasurable piquancy with heat, which they coded as cococ, the concept upon which they built their piquancy scale and opposed to their word for cold, cecec. Their concepts of “pain and corporal punishment” also linked the bitingly hot cococ and bitterly cold cecec to other Nahua flavor dualities by opposing “tender, hot, flavorful, fragrant” to “hard, cold, insipid, rotten” for distinguishing “good food” from bad. “The word is likened to good food, to all that which can be called tender, hot, flavorful, fragrant,” the Florentine Codex tells us. Conversely, “all that may be considered tough, rough, stiffened, hard, tepid, cold, frozen, or tasteless, that tastes of ashes, that stings too much, that has turned rotten, that is not well ground; or it is like a tamal that is too hot, burning, that burns, that inflames the palate.”45 The passage makes clear that the Nahua appreciated piquancy as a relative good to be balanced with other flavors.





Retracing a Metaphor Lineage



This nuanced spectrum of chile metaphors should now begin to reveal the pattern underlying chile’s constellation of meanings and how the Nahuas created a divine genealogy for identifying the plant’s attributes and meanings. In the eighth chapter of the Florentine Codex, the tlacuilos wrote that Tlatlauhqui Cihuatl in Ichilzintli, or Venerable Lady of the Little Red Chile, was sister to Chicomecoatl, lady of sustenance, the goddess who governed the life cycles of cultivated plants and their seeds, particularly maize, the pillar of Mesoamerican culture and society. Chicomecoatl and Tlatlauhqui’s brother was none other than Tláloc, the god responsible for controlling the rains, heat, and soil, upon which all plant life depended, and therefore the life forms with which vertebrates and invertebrates sustain themselves.46 Calling him an earth deity is not enough, lest we risk projecting our Western notions of gods as supernatural entities with special spiritual powers that transcend crude materiality. For the Nahuas and other Mesoamericans, Tlaloc was simultaneously a god, whose multiple manifestations could grant or deny the earth’s bounty to all life forms, and also the earth itself, its substance, and, ultimately, “an embodiment of the Valley of Mexico rather than a discrete anthropomorphic projection.” And where earlier scholars housed these terrestrial deities in a pantheon of fixed identities, a newer generation now recognizes that Mesoamericans understood them as symbolic constructs “representing natural phenomena conceived as protean and fluxing manifestations.”47 Mesoamericans such as the Mexicas gave internal coherence to this flux by representing its dynamism as a conflict between opposing or complementary dualities, such as light and dark, life and death, hot and cold, or male and female. We see this principle expressed in the way Tlaloc’s sisters came in opposing pairs. But what idea did their pairing express? Did they think that chiles were as essential to human life as maize? The answer would appear to be yes, if we understand the sisterly kinship as a duality contained within Tlaloc’s altépetl, which was itself a metaphor built from the phrase “in atl, in tepetl” (“the water, the hill”), or the Flower or Water Mountain, from which the god governed all vegetal life and the beating hearts of the subjects who depended on his granary of wild and domesticated seeds. For though the Mexicas could have classified chile as just another plant under Chicomecoatl’s authority, they explicitly assigned Tlatlauhqui a separate but equal dominion over all chile seeds. As lord of the conditions that gave rise to growth, Tlaloc ruled both sisters from his elevated position of authority. But what reason, aside from the deep human need for cosmological order, explained this hierarchy, and what principle explained Chicomecoatl’s authority over maize and not Tlatlauhqui’s chiles?


The Nahuatl metaphor, “in chilli, in iztatl” (“the chile, the salt”) might answer some of these questions. Friar Sahagún’s Nahua informants give us the metaphor’s earliest literary appearance in a merchant’s boast: “Takest thou as an honor to eat without chile or salt seasoning,” pochteca traders were known to say at banquets they organized for colleagues before undertaking long-distance trading expeditions.48 The pochteca who hosted the feast said this to remind his guests how they maintained their wealth and social privileges but also how going without chile and salt symbolized a personal practice they equated with abstinence from sexual pleasure. The setting further contributed to the metaphor’s meaning. The pochteca who attended these banquets, “after having made their devotions, began to eat and drink with the guests” and enjoy the gifts of smoking pipes and flower garlands their hosts gave them, so much so that they filled the banquet hall with a fog of tobacco smoke and perfume. Liberal pulque-drinking intensified the banquet’s atmosphere, where the intoxicated merchants and their wives “bragged about what they had earned on their journeys, and of the remote lands to which they had arrived and where they had traveled, and the dangers they had faced in the lands of their enemies.”49 We can therefore interpret the banquet’s sumptuous setting as the occasion for using the metaphor’s paired metonyms to heighten its future privations of pleasure.


Literary scholars refer to the Nahua chile and salt metaphor as a difrasismo (di-phrase), because of how its paired metonyms construct meaning. For example, “in xochitl, in cuicatl” (“the flower, the song”) builds a third-order metaphor signifying poetry, codex painting, music, and, more than five hundred years later, a whole movement of ChicanX Flor y Canto poetry festivals that continue today in cities such as San Francisco. The previously mentioned di-phrase “in atl, in tepetl” (“the water, the hill”) refers to Tlaloc’s dominion over vegetal life but also, on a more mundane level, to the Mesoamerican city-state’s way of organizing jurisdictions of political and economic governance. Likewise, the phrase “skirt, blouse” uses two articles of clothing to define the concept of female gender. Dehouve writes that these “metonymic procedures are not strictly verbal but conceptual, and, as a consequence, extend their manifestations beyond the linguistic realm.”50 The material metonyms of hawk and eagle claws and jaguar incisors found in a stone container with burned human remains buried deep in Tenochtitlan’s Templo Mayor represent attributes of the judge and therefore a concept of justice. Likewise, the fruits of the Mesoamerican harvest, cooking techniques, and the meal’s rituals were and remain especially rich in metonymic meanings. Dehouve draws an example from the lavish pochteca banquets. With each phase of the presentation of courses the host would say, “Then that which follows is the food,” followed by, “And then the cacao is that which comes last.” These formulaic expressions verbally reinforced the meanings transmitted by the dishes and the ritual order in which the servers presented a dish of mole and a dish of tamales to the guests as an “edible difrasismo” materially embodied as food. “It is clearly evident,” Dehouve continues, “that both dishes constituted a totality, and its notion of completeness was expressed in the way they were presented: the ‘mole’ in the right hand and the ‘tamales’ in the left. Just as the hands were considered constitutive of the human being, the two dishes served together represented the solid part of the meal.” The second server brought a tecomate gourd filled with drinking chocolate in the right hand; “the left brought the support for the cup and chocolate beater [molinillo] for making it frothy. The things carried in both hands—tecomates/utensils—comprised the di-phrase translated as “chocolate.” And, as with the Tohuenyo’s chile-phallic-fire metaphor series, Dehouve interpreted the layering of metonyms of Nahua food ritual to produce a “liquid/solid food” metaphor representing a complete, and therefore proper, meal mirrored by the paired servers, who “embodied the super-difrasismo itself.”51 She offers this case to illustrate how one set of paired metonyms may contain another and thus to construct an internal symmetry of infinite recurring possibilities of what Benoit Mandelbrot called a “fractal structure,” which repeats itself at different scales because their designs occupy no space.52


“The chile, the salt” metaphor also made a few appearances in Juan Ruiz de Alarcón’s 1629 treatise on Nahua spells and sorcery. Acting as a self-appointed inquisitor of the Nahua “sorcerers” and “charlatans” of Iguala, Alarcón accused them of demanding payment in “the worldly things that they understand under the names of chile and salt.” In addition to its common alimentary meaning, the friar interpreted the di-phrase as a pagan metaphor of earthly ephemeral appetites instead of the eternal spiritual values he wanted to instill in his Nahua converts.53 Either way, the connotations Alarcón and the pochtecas of the Florentine Codex attributed to the metaphor take us back to the body, the source of chile’s explicit associations with heat, sensuality, illness, human sustenance, and commodity functions. The Codex Mendoza’s record of tribute collected for the emperor’s warehouses refers to the thousands of bushels of maize, beans, chia, and cacao nibs paid in tribute to the emperor each year, and as much as sixteen hundred bales of dried chiles.
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