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    Introduction

    Quetzalcóatl: Myth, Legend and History

    David Johnson

    The stories and traditions surrounding the figure of Quetzalcóatl, the Plumed Serpent, form one of the most important cultural legacies of ancient Mexico. At one time his influence stretched from what is now Guatemala to northern Mexico. Even after the repression of native religion by the Spanish the reputation of Quetzalcóatl continued to grow. Because of his admirable spiritual ideals, Quetzalcóatl was thought to be the apostle Saint Thomas by early Spanish friars. Others saw in his white hair and beard a European adventurer, a Norseman or Irishman, or perhaps even a sage from Atlantis. Whatever his origins, Quetzalcóatl’s legendary stature has continued to intrigue and influence thinkers and writers century after century. Beneath the difficult names and foreign trappings of his tradition are universal themes which engage our common humanity and stir the imagination.

    The mythology of any culture is an expression of its spiritual, psychological and social backbone; it is sacred history. Obviously, I am not using the word “myth” with its current connotation of falsehood or fantasy, but with its traditional meaning of those stories from around the world which describe the creation of the world by a god (or gods) and the creation of animals and humans, stories about heroes and heroines which define the parameters of human existence and establish meaningful attitudes towards the basic mysteries of birth, puberty, marriage and death—irrespective of “scientific” truth or falsity. Myths embody the universal quest for the purpose of life, and the desire to decipher the enigmas of transcendent powers. The best stories provide models for the exigencies of daily existence.

    The first difficulty, however, of dealing with Mexican mythology and the figure of Quetzalcóatl is the relative scarcity of information. In some respects, we know more about the city of Athens 2,000 years ago and the Hebrew Kingdom of David 3,000 years ago than we know about the Toltec Empire on the Mexican plateau 700 years ago—though that picture is slowly changing with the growth of archeological evidence and the study of ancient manuscripts.

    Information is scarce because Spanish friars immediately following the Conquest attempted to eradicate the native, “pagan” religion by destroying the written books or codices of the Aztecs and Mayas. Although the hieroglyphic style of the pre-Conquest Aztec books was too simple to record a written literature, the books were used as invaluable mnemonic aids for an extensive body of oral literature memorized in their schools. Only sixteen of these books still exist: three of them are Mayan and six are from the Oaxaca region. In the remaining books there is some evidence of Quetzalcóatl’s role as a wind god who descends from the Dual-God above (Ometéotl) and creates the earth by lifting the heavens.

    Most of our knowledge about a pre-Conquest culture, other than archeological evidence, comes from post-Conquest scribes and scholars. Ironically, Spanish priests also became the primary collectors of whatever native materials survived—the most famous collector was Fray Bernardino de Sahagún. The priest-ethnographers enlisted native wise men who apparently had access to extant pre-Conquest books, and using the Latin alphabet they recorded in Nahuatl the ancient myths, sagas, prayers, chronicles, songs and speeches. Often these documents have Spanish or French glosses. In addition, there are early letters and histories written by Spanish settlers. These materials gathered dust in various libraries and museums in Europe and the Americas, and were largely forgotten until the turn of the century when scholars began to edit, translate and interpret them for a wider public.

    A God of Creation

    Quetzalcóatl was a very old god who was originally associated with shells, sea and wind, and probably had his beginnings along the Gulf Coast. The quetzal forming the first half of his name is a rare and precious bird with long tail feathers used for ceremonial dress, symbolic of the powers of the sky and the aspirations of the spirit. Cóatl means “snake” or “serpent” and is tied to the energies of the earth, the mysteries behind fertility and cyclic renewal. Thus in quetzalcóatl, the “plumed serpent,” ancient Mexicans had discovered a composite figure that combined spirit and matter, or mediated between them, reconciling the two realms of heaven and earth. The Plumed Serpent’s name was Kukulcan in the Yucatan and Gucumatz in Guatemala. The Green-Feathered Serpent was known as far north as New Mexico and southward to Columbia, Peru and Bolivia. The Winged Serpent can be also found in European folklore, but its most emphatic kin are found in the Orient, the Chinese Dragon and the genii of rain and fertility.

    Quetzalcóatl’s oldest role in mythology was that of a creator deity. The ancient Mexicans, like the Native Americans of the Southwest and the Hindus of India, believed that the cosmos had undergone several cycles of creation and destruction prior to this one. The first four ages or Suns are similar in the several creation accounts, and roughly correspond to the four basic elements of the cosmos, and of life itself: earth, air, fire and water. Although sources differ in the ordering of these ages, a commonsense pattern might begin with a water world ruled by the goddess of water, Chalchiuhtlicue, when people were fish, and proceed through evolutionary stages to the ages of monkeys and giants. Each age was sustained by a delicate balance between opposing forces, dramatized in the myths as a titanic struggle between the gods Quetzalcóatl and Tezcatlipoca. It was not, however, a struggle between good and evil, such as we might find in a Zoroastrian or a Christian version of history, but a question of harmonizing or balancing the antithetical powers of light and dark, day and night, sky and earth, spirit and matter (as in the Oriental conception of yin and yang). Disharmony or disproportion brought destruction and the end of an age. This world view is graphically shown on the large Aztec calendar stone in Mexico City. From the Codex Chimalpopoca comes this description of the present or fifth age, called the Sun of Motion (Ollintonatiuh):

    The Fifth Sun with its sign 4-Motion is called the Sun of Motion because it moves according to its own path. Thus the old ones say that under this Sun there will be earthquakes and hunger. And when this happens we will perish.1

    In another creation story Quetzalcóatl and Tezcatlipoca created the heavens and the earth by tearing in two a monstrous earth goddess. Afterwards feeling badly about the harm they had brought her, they gave her gifts and created the mountains, caves, trees and flowers from parts of her body. The story concludes: “This is the same goddess who sometimes weeps in the night, longing to eat human hearts. She refuses to be silent if she is denied them, and she won’t produce fruit unless she is watered with human blood.”2 This goddess became the basis for the popular Southwestern story of La Llorona.

    The principle of opposition, which produced the cosmos, originated in Ometéotl-the androgynous, supreme god of duality. Described as both male and female, day and night, life and death, earth and sky, Ometéotl’s dual nature produced four sons, who, as the four quarters of space, were transformed into the four ages. Unquestionably, this is an elegant and elaborate mythic model for dramatizing dynamic change and cosmic evolution.

    In addition to his role in the cosmos, Quetzalcóatl was a culture bringer, the discoverer of agriculture and the fine arts of working with feathers, jewels and clay. He invented the sacred calendar. One of Quetzalcóatl’s most important tasks was the creation of man and woman after the earth had been stabilized. It was necessary for Quetzalcóatl to descend into the underworld where he was put through a series of tests and trials by Mictlantecuhtli and Mictlancihuatl, Lord and Lady of the Land of the Dead, who were reluctant to give up the bones needed to create the new generation of humans. Finally, Quetzalcóatl returned with the bones which were ground up, fertilized and transformed into human beings.

    Like the descent myths in ancient Greece and Babylonia, Quetzalcóatl’s archetypal journey into the earth suggests the analogy of human life to the vegetation cycle, pointing to the primordial idea that the source of both life and death is in the underworld—a place not to be confused with the Christian hell. Quetzalcóatl provided food for humans by changing into a black ant and raiding Tonacatepetl, Food Mountain.

    Creation myths like these provide the groundwork, a kind of blueprint of the cosmos and its origins: how did it all begin and how does it all work? The stories reveal the origins of human beings, food, fire, suffering, death, religious rites, as well as any other ingredients essential for material and spiritual survival. The book of Genesis laid such a foundation for Judaism and Christianity. The writings of Hesiod and Homer served a similar function for the Greeks. The Mexican creation myths portray a serious concern with time, perhaps an obsession with it. Their myths provide the dates for deities involved with previous ages, as well as causes for their demise. The sacred calendar or almanac, the tonalpohualli, details the various gods and attendant powers controlling the hours, the days, the months and the years. This was necessary for divination and the observance of religious ceremony. But there was also the added concern about the end of the age. The inevitable destruction of the present age, the Fifth Sun, by earthquakes is reflected in the profound fatalism of Aztec and other Nahuatl-speaking poets. Nevertheless, the end could be postponed if, with sacrifice and penance, the Sun were kept alive and healthy in its passage through the sky. This belief provided a purpose and divine mission for the Aztecs as “Warriors of the Sun.”

    The Worship of Quetzalcóatl: Priest and Ruler

    Very little is known about the details of Quetzalcóatl worship prior to the ninth century, although it is believed that Quetzalcóatl played a major role from the third to the eighth century at the great ceremonial center of Teotihuacán, the “City of the Gods”. At the height of its power, Teotihuacán was possibly a city of some 200,000 people, with broad economic and political influence over the region. As a sacred city it was built according to a cosmic design reflecting the integration of deities and mortals: a central axis called the Pathway of the Dead by archeologists connects the soaring pyramids of the Sun and Moon at one end with the Temple of Quetzalcóatl at the other. This axis is crossed by the East-West avenue, which in effect quarters the city, making it compatible with the deities of the four directions and of the four prior ages. The smaller palaces and pyramids, the numerous workshops for art and artifice, the lovely frescoes and carvings, point to Teotihuacán’s cultural importance. Undoubtedly, there were schools that trained the children of nobility for positions of responsibility, and spread the spiritual teachings and practices of Quetzalcóatl. The ceremonial areas were burned about A.D. 750 and its influence waned, but nevertheless it continued to serve as ceremonial model for later urban centers.3

    The Toltecs, who inherited the culture of Teotihuacán after its decline, dominated central Mexico until the twelfth century. They were primarily the descendants of Nahua-Chichimecs who had migrated from the northern plains in the ninth century, spoke Nahuatl, and formed the basis for a common culture in the Valley of Mexico. The name Toltec means both a “master craftsman,” and an inhabitant of Tollán, the legendary city of their mythology located at the center of their world. Tollán probably refers to what is now called Tula, where the central pyramid was dedicated to Quetzalcóatl as the “morning star”. At an earlier time Tollán might have been located at Teotihuacán.

    A cult surrounding Quetzalcóatl flowered in the tenth century with the Toltecs and mythology became intertwined with history, producing a legendary lineage. The name Quetzalcóatl was associated with the messianic rise and fall of a Toltec culture hero, ruler and priest, Ce Acatl (“One Reed”—his birthday) Topiltzin, who is perhaps Mexico’s first historical figure of record. Topiltzin’s father Mixcoatl, the legendary leader of the Toltec-Chichimec tribe, was murdered by his brothers and immediately elevated into a tribal deity. Topiltzin’s mother was either Chamalma (who became pregnant by swallowing a piece of jade) or Coatlicue (the powerful earth-goddess). Very little is known about Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl’s childhood except that he trained as a warrior and defeated the uncle who had earlier killed his father.

    When Topiltzin became a priest of Quetzalcóatl and a ruler in Tula in the tenth century, his life and destiny were blended with the cult traditions of the Plumed Serpent. Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl, for example, was credited with founding agriculture and feather working, as if he were the incarnation of the primordial deity, even though the Toltecs had obviously inherited these skills from earlier civilizations. He was credited with the accumulation of wealth and power by the Toltecs: with huge ears of maize, and squash two meters in circumference, with vast treasures of jade, turquoise, coral, silver and gold.

    In addition to the material and artistic benefits represented by his reign, Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl became a spiritual model for his people, advocating a life of self-discipline, learning and piety. Apparently Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl’s spiritual practices, his opposition to human sacrifice and his deep piety, alienated a rival, militaristic faction that favored human sacrifice. A deep rupture was created in Toltec society, which eventually led to the exile of Topiltzin, and ultimately to the destruction of Tula and the Toltec dynasty in the twelfth century.

    Another prominent ruler linked to Tula and this period of history was Huémac. Scholars either place Topiltzin and Huémac at the two extremes of Tula’s existence, beginning and end, or make them contemporaries, with Huémac being instrumental in expelling Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl from Tula. Then Huémac himself was expelled, eventually hanging himself in the Cave of Cincalco, near Chapultepec. Afterwards he assumed the Kingship of the Underworld, not unlike the famous Minoan King Minos of Knossos.4

    But it is the story of Topiltzin—his fall from power, his pilgrimage to the sea, his death and resurrection—that provides a magnificent drama of the human spirit and reaches epic heights of beauty and power. Leaving in disgrace, but promising to return, this hero-priest journeyed to the east in fulfillment of his destiny. The circumstances of his fall open a number of windows into the culture and consciousness of the Mesoamerican.

    Quetzalcóatl’s Fall, Death and Resurrection

    An account in the Anales de Cuauhtitlán, a mixture of myth and history, states that at the height of Toltec fame and prosperity the high priest Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl withdrew from society, withdrew into the privacy of his temple where his vassals protected his privacy. Several times before, sorcerers representing a militaristic faction in Toltec society had attempted to undermine his power because of his opposition to human sacrifice and warfare, and his belief that the only sacrificial offerings should be tortillas, snakes, flowers, incense and butterflies. In the year Ce Acatl (One-Reed) three sorcerers tried again. Their leader was named Tezcatlipoca, Quetzalcóatl’s mythic, primordial adversary, with whom Quetzalcóatl had created and destroyed the four earlier ages. Tezcatlipoca’s clever plan was to bring Quetzalcóatl out of seclusion, get him drunk, and thus subvert his priestly, ascetic vows, forcing him into exile.

    Disguised as a servant, Tezcatlipoca, whose name means “smoking mirror,” used a mirror (probably made from obsidian) to get Quetzalcóatl interested once again in his body. The mirror itself raises questions about self-knowledge, narcissism and a healthy balance between flesh and spirit. When Quetzalcóatl saw how emaciated he had become, he resolved to stay hidden from society, but the sorcerers made him a beautiful ceremonial outfit out of quetzal feathers and a mask out of turquoise. A second look in the mirror and he was ready to come out of retirement. The sorcerers then prepared a savory stew from herbs, tomatoes, chile, green corn and string beans. Then to satisfy Quetzalcóatl’s thirst, they brewed a batch of pulque mixed with honey. Quetzalcóatl and all his personal servants became drunk. He then requested the presence of his sister, Quetzalpetlatl (“mat-woven-from-quetzal-feathers”), who was performing penance on Mount Nonohualca. Although incest is implied in the text, there is also the connotation of rebirth, as if the ascetic priest must become fully carnal, fully immersed in the flesh, before he can abandon Tula and begin his journey to death and resurrection.

    The next morning after the drunken party and the breaking of penitential vows, Quetzalcóatl and his followers realized that they had lost the contest with the sorcers and must abandon their kingdom. Quetzalcóatl lay down in a stone coffin where he died a symbolic death of the old life. After four days he emerged reborn, ready for the final stage of his life. Leaving behind all the finery and riches of his reign, he traveled simply, without riches, a typical pilgrim. At one point his only companions were dwarfs and cripples, signifying his abandonment by the high and mighty of Toltec society. He left important signs along the way, sacred marks or shrines for local worship. Evidently, the journey represents the spread of the cult of Quetzalcóatl, from Cholula to Chichen Itza in the Yucatan, where his name became Kukulcan. The fact, however, that human sacrifice became so popular at this Mayan ceremonial center, suggests that a different charismatic leader was involved, and not the former pietistic priest from Tula.

    According to the myth, Quetzalcóatl traveled to Tlillan Tlapallán, the “land of black and red.” Geographically this might be in Campeche, Tabasco or western Yucatan, but its mythic location was the eastern horizon—where the morning star announces the rebirth of the sun and where the red sun leaves the blackness of night. Symbolically, it was the place of spiritual fulfillment and enlightenment. One version of Quetzalcóatl’s end is provided by Sahagún who depicts Quetzalcóatl leaving on a raft of serpents. This version is related to Quetzalcóatl’s messianic promise to return one day from over the water. Unfortunately, the text itself is truncated and plain.

    When he arrived at the seashore he made a raft of serpents. He got on this raft, sat down and used it like a boat. And thus he left, navigating across the sea.5

    The second version from the Anales de Cuauhtitlán describes in poetic prose Quetzalcóatl’s arrival at the seacoast and his ceremonial end.

    They say that in the year One Reed, having arrived at the sacred shores of the holy sea, he stopped and wept. Then he gathered up his vestments and dressed himself for a ceremony, putting on his robes of quetzal feathers and his turquoise mask.

    When he was finished dressing, he immediately set himself on fire, and was consumed by the flames. For this reason the place where Quetzalcóatl was burned is called Tlatlayan (Burning Place).

    And it is said that as he burned, his ashes rose, and all the precious birds appeared, rising and circling in the sky: the scarlet guacamaya, the blue jay, the lovely thrush, the shining white bird, the parrots with their yellow feathers, and all the other precious birds.

    When the ashes were gone, at that moment, the heart of Quetzalcóatl rose upward. They knew he had risen into the sky and entered the heavens.

    The old ones say that he became the star that appears at dawn. They say that it appeared when Quetzalcóatl died, and because of this they named him Lord of the Dawn.6

    With this grand finale Quetzalcóatl fulfilled his destiny in several ways: first, as the masked god, the plumed or winged serpent; second, as the phoenix, a universal symbol of rebirth and immortality; and third as the morning star, which signifies in its periodic cycles Quetzalcóatl’s own death and resurrection. In addition to his reconciling role between heaven and earth, between matter and spirit, it is the transformation of his spiritual pilgrimage into images of amazing beauty and resonance that places him in the select company of mythological heroes.

    Conclusions

    The figure of Quetzalcóatl was so important to ancient Mexico that it caused two momentous cases of mistaken identity, first with the Aztecs and then with the Spanish.

    At the end of his journey, Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl, in a messianic manner, promised to eventually return and redeem his city of Tollán in the year Ce Acatl. Several years prior to Cortés’ actual arrival, the Aztecs experienced several astronomical and terrestrial events which seemed to predict a future catastrophe: Lake Texcoco boiled, and such phenomena as columns of flames, comets and a man with two heads were seen. The Aztecs feared for their magnificent island capital of Tenochtitlán, the most recent recreation of the legendary Toltec capital of Tollán.

    Through an incredible coincidence, a possibility occurring once every fifty-two years, Cortés and his band of conquistadors arrived on the shores of Mexico in 1519, the year Ce Acatl in the Aztec calendar. Such was the power of the Quetzalcóatl myth—and the impact of unsettling omens—that the Aztec rulers believed initially that the Spanish were Quetzalcóatl and his retinue returning to claim the throne. Cortés’ ships were reported to Moctezuma II as floating mountains or perhaps Quetzalcóatl’s four mythic temples (built for penance and symbolizing the four directions). This mistake contributed to Moctezuma’s strange passivity and his indecision about defending the Aztec capital. The Aztecs, who had followed destiny and the warrior god Huitzilopochtli out of the wilderness into a promised land and political hegemony, were conquered. In less than two years their world was decimated.

    The case of mistaken identity for the Spaniards resulted from Quetzalcóatl’s reputation as a pious man, and the possibility that he was, in fact, the apostle Saint Thomas, who was supposed to have evangelized the East Indies. Although the first Franciscans after the Conquest repressed native religion, by the seventeenth century writers and priests had collected evidence showing the similarities between the cult of Quetzalcóatl and Christian practices: such as the rites of confession, communion, baptism and penance. Crosses were discovered throughout Mesoamerica, along with miraculous springs, and the imprints in stone of Quetzalcóatl’s hands and feet. Sixteenth-century scholars like Fray Diego Duran said that Topiltzin-Quetzalcóatl’s life and his red beard reminded him of Saint Thomas. Sahagún described Quetzalcóatl with a miter, surplice, sandals and a shepherd’s crook—similar to a bishop’s staff. Finally, in a famous sermon of 1794, the Dominican of Monterrey, Fray Servando Teresa de Mier, reviewed the evidence and concluded that indeed Quetzalcóatl was Saint Thomas. Don Carlos de Siquenza y Gongora, a famous writer of the period, called Saint Thomas-Quetzalcóatl the Phoenix of the West.7

    Although his religious influence diminished in the nineteenth century, the figure of Quetzalcóatl remains an exemplary hero from ancient Mexico, a model of all that is admirable in Nahua culture, in contrast to the sometimes bloody, oppressive picture of Aztec society. Modern scholars like Laurette Séjourné, Octavio Paz and Miguel Léon-Portilla have explored Quetzalcóatl’s historical and philosophical importance. John Bierhorst, J. H. Cornyn, Arthur J. O. Anderson, Charles Dibble and I have translated the myth. Writers like José Lopez Portillo, Archibald MacLeish, Tony Shearer, and D. H. Lawrence have recreated the myth for modern audiences. The most recent addition to the Quetzalcóatl canon is Rudolfo Anaya’s most imaginative Lord of the Dawn.

    Irene Nicholson points to the riches that can be discovered in the figure of Quetzalcóatl: “In so far as he is symbol, he presides like the wind over all space. He is the soul taking wings to heaven, and he is matter descending to earth as the crawling snake; he is virtue rising, and he is the blind force pulling man down; he is waking and dream ... Quetzalcóatl is time itself, the serpent, yet paradoxically he exists beyond time.”8 Altogether the many masks of Quetzalcóatl celebrate the most important dimensions of our mortal condition: from the origin of life in scales and shells to the heroic pilgrimage towards the flowering and fulfillment of the human spirit. And finally into the shadowy recesses of death and the yearning for rebirth.
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