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SYHOPS1IS

Human sacrifice was a global phenomenon that has
perplexed scholars for centuries. Explaining the ceremony
could prove pivotal towards understanding numerous
supposedly “dark' traditions wherein it flourished: Celtic
religion, West African religion, Tantra. With this in mind,
the following thesis makes an intensive study of the rite's

significance in Aztec religion.

The study comprises two parts:

A. Exposition of the context ard nature
of Aztec human sacrifice, and attempts to
explain 1it.

B. Application of Frederick Streng's theory: Aztec

human sacrifice as a means of ultimate
transformation. '

Part A., which begins with an introduction to the
study of human sacrifice, also outlines the Aztecs, their
religion, and available sources on both. Then follows a
chapter that details the nature and aspects of Aztec human
sacrifice. A final segment evaluates theories used to
account for the practice, and offers an alternative

approach: Streng's model of religion as transformation.

The aim of Part A. is to establish that the Aztecs and

their religious system were a great deal more sophisticated



than is usually acknowledged. I alsc hope to show how
pervasive and i1mportant human sacrifice was in their
culture, and the inadequacy of most attempts to explain

this.

For Part B., Streng’'s model is in use as a framework
to detail the possible themes of transformation in Aztec
human sacrifice, such as "bursting open'; atonement; remorse
and ruin; birth; mirroring; and symbiotic exchange. Each of

these form a chapter.

The aim of Part B. is to establish that human
sacrifice fulfilled Aztec needs for personal and communal
transformation. This serves to underline the complex
spiritual motives that I consider the core of Aztec human
sacrifice. Indeed, in Part B. I hope to achieve what has not
yvet been attempted: a reconstruction of these motives in

considerable detail.

In order to carry out the latter, I draw widely on
ancient written sources; on the iconography of monuments and
folk art; on current Mexican Indian attitudes and practices;
on outsiders' observations; on evidence from archaeology;
ard even on histerical incidents. Hopefully, a clearer, more
compréehensive picture will emerge of what Aztecs truly

thought and scught when conducting their human sacrifices.
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I. HUMAN SACRIFICE AND ITS STUDY

&. Definition
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Reflecting issues of the day, these works were sensaticnalist,
linking human sacrifice to slavery22.

Soon, a flurry of theories arose, focussing on the origins of
sacrifice as a whole. E.0.James?3, Taylor?4, and Hubert and Mauss<?
claimed sacrifice was 'feeding' — an exchange for Divine assistance.
Durkheim, Robertson Smith (1889), and Jevons (1896) saw connections
with totemism and communal meals, whilst Gerardus wvan der Leesuw
(1920) 26 suggested sacrifice was a type of magic, and James Frazera/
argued human offerings were a device for controlling and
concentrating death— focusing and atoning community gquilt.

These ideas laid invaluable groundwork for later studies.
However, non-human and human sacrifices were placed on equal
footing, even when human victims were not ”possessions”za. Thus:

"the fact that, at a certain moment, man decided
that murder would please the gods remain(ed) an enigma'29.

Realising this deficiency, schelars since World War 11 prefer
either not to discuss human sacrifice at all30, or concentrate on
its presence in individual cultures such as the Maori (James
Irwin)3l; 0ld Testament Jews (Gaster,de Vaux)32; and Sub-Saharan
Africa (Valeri, Law)33. This trend has allowed the cultural context
of human sacrifice to be better understocd, though the enigma
remains.

A few writers persist 1in giving overviews. In 1851, Adelf
Jensen proposed that human sacrifice re—enacted a primal event. Two
decades on, Viltorio Lanternari dubbed the practice "anxiety
relief"34. His line was expanded by Rene Girard, who utilised Levi-
Strauss' musings on the relation between sacred and sacrilegious in
ritual killing9°. Girard believed neurosis and psychic crisis

stimulated human sacrifice to divert violence3o.



Recently, the most comprehensive study has been Nigel Davies'
Human Sacrifice in History and Today. It surveys the rite over all
times and cultures. Davies conclusion: that human sacrifice was a
'bridge' by which Divinity was hoped to descend into human form, and

humans hoped to rise into Godhood3”7, forms this thesis' foundation.

d. Aztec Religion as a Case Study

To examine the issues raised by human sacrifice, a case study
has been made of Aztec religion. The Aztecs are a fitting subject.
No other people practiced human sacrifice on such a scale, or with
such variety and pomp. Ritual killing permeated their entire
culture, making them and their predecessors :

" .. .strange and remote..Was there also something more
brutal and sinister about them 7 ...their terrible
divinities distinguished by skulls and flayed skins and
appetite for eating human hearts. There is something
threatening and perverse in thelr art...And it is a
fact that religious sadism increased, reaching its height
of course, after the Aztec congquests.. At least one can
say the Sumerians and Egyptians of 3000-2000 BC and the
Chinese of 500 BC - AD 1 grew more humane and gave up
their religious immolations. ... {Ancient) Americans

were uninhibited in displaying their sadism, they manifested
so little of the counterbalancing virtues of humanity”38.

I1. THE AZTECS AND AZTEC CULTURE

a. The Term "Aztec"

"Aztec" derives from Aztlan, the legendary Aztec homeland.
Also called Mexica and Ternochca after their island city—state
{TenochtitlanMexico, today's Mexico City), the Aztec were one of
several Nahua—speaking American Indian groups to flourish in
Mesoamerica— Mexico and Central America. In popular usage, "Aztec
civilisation" denotes the entire sequence of city—states and empires

in the preHispanic Basin of Mexico.



Here I sometimes use "Aztec" in the popular sense, because
Central Mexico was an "Aztec world'" when discovered: economically
and politically dominated by the Aztec Empired® {see Map). Moreover,

Central Mexican traditions form most of Aztec culture.

b. Basic Summary of Aztec Culture and History

Anerindian pecples were isolated 25,000 years from the rest of
humanity, and Mexican civilisation existed almost as long as China,
g0 Aztec culture had evolved rather differently from the West.

One distinction was that, lacking beasts of burden and hard
metals, Mesocamericans never knew animal-power, wvehicles or complex
machines?0. Nevertheless, reliance on steel—sharp obsidian (volcanic
glass)?l gave them great genius in stoneworkde.

Science and arts tock a different turn from the West, the
former concentrating on astro—calendrics, wban planning, hygiene,
botany and zoology: the latter, on sculpture, feather and flower
craft, and stuccowork. In such fields, Mescamerica often surpassed
the Westd3. Particularly, Mesoamericans had accurate taxonomies?4
and developed many fruits, vegetables, medicinal drugs, gums,
adhesives, fibres, and stimulants now used globally45.

Mesocamerica underwent several phases. Around 7000 b.c.e.,
Mexican forager—-fishers began simple agriculture46. By 'Late
Formative" times (2300-1300 b.c.e.), villages, chief dcms,
ceremonial structures and Mescamerica's basic technology formedd’ .
The next thousand years (1300 — 100 b.c.e.}, seminal ('Pre~Classic')
civilisations evolved: Clmec, Monte Alban, and others— initiating
wbanisn?o, scripts, sciences and lapidary. Then came a millennium
of improved agriculture49, very fine arts, and astro—calendric
advances: the "Classic" (100 b.c.e. — 900 c.e.) pericd: Mavans,

Teotihuacan, TaJjin, Zapotec, Xochicalco.



Clagsic times ended violently with “Barbarian" (Chichimeca)
invasions. Thus began the '"Post—Classic' era(900 — ¢.1530 c.e.):
expansion northward?Y; Toltecs; Mixtecs: and Yucatan Maya. The
Toltecs (700-11950 c.e.) were the Aztecs' main "mould", culturally
and institutionally®l.

Tremendous population growth characterised the Post—ClassicOZ.
Sciences and arts fell into neglect, but metallurgy, militarism and
improved engineering spread53. Finally, urder the Aztecs and their
neightours, a slight "cultural renaissance' stirred, <¢.1460 - 1520.

The Aztecs were outsiders: a tanime (semi—civilised)9?4
Chichimeca group who wandered down from north—-west MexicoD9,
arriving in the Valley of Mexico ¢.1150. Founding an occasional
compunity, the Aztecs were evicted (c.1320) to marsh islands of Lake
Texcoco?®, where they built their Venice—1iked” city-state.

In 1428, the Aztecs formed a Triple Alliance with Texcoco and
Tlacopan, overthrowing the main power of the time— the Tepaneca.
This put them in charge of a rich Empire. Over the next ninety
years, conguests and trade expanded it into a far—-flung realm of 8-
20 million souls28.

The Triple Alliance ruled a patchwork of thirty—eight fully
autonomous nations and a few strategic (frontier) outposts59 {see
Map). The realms were kept 'Aztec' in the lightest sense®0: annual
tribute; a monitoring of trade routes and markets; some Aztec cults
and wares; fortresses and garrisons; and Iuchpatli (highways)61.

Aztec government was once fairly democratic-theocratic®?, but
eventually settled on oligarchy, with eiected Huetlatloani (Great
Speakers: Emperors). Through Huetlatloani Moctezuma II, the post of
Emperor became virtually autocratic®3.

The FEmpire was ended by a Spanish war of conquest (1519-1521).

A force of several hundred Conguistadors (armed adventurers) under
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Hernan Cortes was guaranteed victory by distinct advantages: steel,
cavalry, gunpowder, 200,000 native foot—soldiers (allies and Cuban
Indians)®? and devastating epidemicsGS. Tenochtitlan fell in 1521.
Cuter garrisons and provinces were not subdued until 152456

This was not the end. Initially, Spaniards were few, 0 much
had to be left intact— even the office of Fmperor (until 1563).
Aztec and Spaniard intermarried: mestizc culture was born.

Then, into the mid-1600's, influxes of Spanish immigrants,
forced conversion, slavery and epidemics rohbed Aztecs of land,
status and culture®”. Valley indigenes declined from 2,000,000 to
73,00008.

After 1840, a recovery began. There are now 800,000 Nahua
(Aztecs and related Indians)®, and tens of millions of mestizos
(persons of mixed descent). Much indigenous culture persists, often

merged into general Mexican life.

ITI. SOURCE MATERIALS
Cur knowledge of the Aztecs iz defined by available sources:

. Pre—Conquest Writings
Ethnographic Data

Art and Archaeology

. Post—Conquest Writings.

Daf‘] o

a. Pre—Conquest Writings

At first glance, this might appear the principal source. After
all, native texts appear on everything from pottery to monuments and
amoxt lacuilolli(manuscripts: rolled or screen—folded books of
deerskin or bark paper)70. There were huge libraries’l of
amoxtlacuilolli. Groups of "ilnnumerable" scribes’?  worked only on
law and rites, or philosophy and science”3. Mexican writings existed
75

since 1100 b.c.e.’?, and amortlacuilslli by 100 a.s.



Unfortunately, though, merely 20 or so pre—LConquest books have
survived. Nearly all amoxtlacuilolli fell into neglect or were
incinerated by zealous Catholics/0.

Even the remainders are probably just ‘volumes' of huge
'sets’', as Mexican glyphics required much paper to compensate for
its lack of grammar and syntax. Indeed, though many Mesocamerican
languages were monosyllabic and thus— like Chinese and ancient
Igyptian— suitable for hieroglvphs, the Aztec system was very
ambiguous. 'Comic—strip' picture—sequences prevailed77, only vaguely
clarified by coded positioning, colour, design, and gesture, or by
gporadic rebus—type phonetic symbols78. Fach section of a page had
somehow to be 'read' from these elements’?. Rote—learnt song—chants
accompanied books to f£fill out gaps in expressionao, but these are
lost to us, as are much of the glyphs' meanings.

Despite such deficiencies, amoxtlacuilolll offer invaluable
glinmpses into historical, iconographic and calendric contexts of
human sacrifice. Only Codex Nuttall was readily available here, but
secondary source excerpts from Pueblan—Tlaxcalan ('Aztec'} works

such as (odex Vaticanus 3773, and Codex Ferjervary-Mayer are used.

L. EBthnographic Data

Many Nahuas and other Mesoamericans— the Huichol, Tzotzil
Mayans, Lacadon, Zapotec — maintain traditional creeds. Field-
studies and analyses are therefore invaluable sowrces. The thesis
makes much use of such work by Vogt, Cancain, Holland, and Redfield,
paving particular attention to Oscar Lewis' books on the Nehua town
of Tepoztlan, and Sandstrom's study of a Nahua village, Amatlan.

To use ethnegraphic data, we must distil indigenous elements
from Catholic accretions. Even so, this source has the advantage of

detailing the living context of Aztec practices.



c. Art and Archaeology

Mesoamerica underwent intensive excavations for 100 vears,
producing abundant data. Such data and art studies are speculative,
but give ~ as Pasztory puts it— some undeniable “hard evidence"Bl. 1
rely on such material to a greater extent than many other sources.
The archaeclegy of Millon, Soustelle, Diehl, Moctezuma, Sugiyama,
Flarmery, Marcus and others, and art studies of Anawalt, Pasztory,

Proskourialkoff and Krickeberg are often mentioned.

d. Post—Conquest Writings
This very extensive source takes three forms:
1. Conquiistadors' Reports

11. Post—onquest Aztec and Mayan Writings
1i1. Later Spanish Compilations.

1. Conquistadors' Reports

These include Cortes' Letters{Cartas v Documentos) and Diaz's
History of the Conguest of New Spain. They are evewitness accounts
of temples, ceremcnies and religious attitudes— including Aztec
'defences' for human sacrifice, for which reason I apply them to a
nariked degree. Conversely, this source manifests exaggerationssz,

contradictions83, sensationalism and a huge dose of blind bigotry84.

i1. Post—LConquest Aztec and Mavan Writings

Some thousland codexes {manuscripts) of this type exist. From
about 1525 to 1600, high—born Aztecs such as Tezozomoc (Moctezuma
Il's grandson), Ixtlilxochitl (Nezahualpilli's grandson) and
Chimalpahin pernned their people's literature and history in Nahuatl
or Spanish85, while ordinary Aztecs used glyphics and Latin—script
Nahuatl for all kinds of documents®0. Glyphics were still taught at

the Mexican University87, and Mayans openly transcribed 'pagan"
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Scriptures — FPopul Vuh and Chilam Balam — into Latin script. It is
thus that Aztec 'Classics' (Hushuetialolli: "Great Word')} came down
to usB8, and Anales de Cuauhtitlan; Historia Chichimeca-Tolteca.

However, this source 1s extremely varied, reflecting haphazard
interchanges of Hispanic and indigencus ways., Some: Codex Mendoza,
Codex Maglibechiano— reproduce amoxt lacuilol 1189, Others are almost
¢ aletely Spanish in style, or seem dubious: churned cut for
Europe's curio—crazed courts.

Wor :, Aztec authors— now dri'' ¥ . Cla=zic Western
literature (the Bible, Plato)¥0- painted their forebesars as Roman
orators or Hebrew kings, and carefully side;stepped or fervently
condemned human sacrifice.

For these reasons, and as few such texts are available here,
they are little used in this th. 3, «orept from excerpts out of
secondary sowrces. However, I quote Popul Vuwh and Chilam Balam
extensively. These are Mayan works, bul as they were not wr: -* -
under the watchful eye of the Col- 1 regime, they represent =

strong, open 'voice' on native religion.

1ii. Spanish Compilations

Thig sowrce was often the preduct of Spanish clerics,
o mmT7 o7 to detail indigenous ‘evils' 91, vet some are
ol Sted reports. Examples T use include (ollection of Mexican
Songs, Diego Duran's Book of the Gods and Rites of the Ancient
C 1, Motolinia's History of the Indians of New Spain and
Bornardino Szhagun's Historia de las Casas de Nueva Espana— better
known as Florentine Codex.

Such compilations are tainted by their concentration on
superstitious and "barbarous' practices. However, they offer great

detail. Sahagun's six~volume work 1s widely esteemed because he
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selected the finest Aztec informants:; had them agiree on each point
being recorded; and allowed them to relate their creed in Nahuatl192.

For this reason, Duran, Motolinia and Sahagun are much used here.

IV. AZTEC RELIGION

a. Definition and Introduction

Aztec religion was a synthesis of Central Mexican religions,
and a few foreign cults. Aztec—type '"Nahua spirituality”93 appeared
by 200 c.e. The Aztecs merely added the following features:

1. Nationalistic, solar-military cults (gcd
Huitzilopochtli and goddess Cihuacoatl)®4.

2. Mass human sacrifice.

3. Countless deities and images — a complex
iconography95.

4. A cluttered ritual calender: much 'doubling up' of
festivals and rites90.

5. Greater use of twin—topped pyramid-temples and skull
racks.

Aztec religion will be outlined according to:

h. Beliefs

c. Structure

d. Specialists

e. Practices

f. Buildings, Institutes and Statuary
g. Historical Development.

b. Beliefs
The Aztecs recognised hundreds, perhaps thousands, of
divinities®” . For clarity, major ones are listed in Appendix I.

Gomara observed the gods were ' only so many manifestations of the

One98 , which agrees with what Awrelio, a modern Nshua shaman, told
Sandstrom: "So many?...They're all the same' 99 Certainly no Aztec

image has heen excavated which 1s unequivecally of a single

00

’

divinity. Rather, all statues combine elements of several gods1
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much as gods irhabit each other's templeslol, and transform into
each other in Aztec myths: “Tezcatlipoca altered his name and
changed himself into Mixcoatl"102— even changing sex103 or becoming
one another's aspect5104.

The Nahu word for "deity" (fgo, teotl) was vague: plural
yrat singularlOS — akin te "outstandingness', forming compounds such
a7 "ravenous' (feo—ciuhgi) and 'in excellent health" (tecrpatic)106.
Apparently there was an imageless Being107 behind divinities, which
Aztecs knew as Tlogue Nahaque (Lord of the Close Vicinity), Yohualli
ehecat] (Night angd Wind). Ometectl!l (God of Two—ness?), Ipalnemoani
(Giver of Life), and Tonacatecuhtli-Tonacahuatli (Lord and Lady of
Cur Flesh) .

Gods and goddesses wele the "mivyors" (tezZcatl), "suns' or
"offspring" of this beingloe, yvet often this "High Geod'" is a title
or aspect of them109.

Braden believed this confusion stems from scholars falsely
attribut 3J exalted concepts to the Aztecsl10, put his case is
refuted by the Aztecs, who were outraged when Spanish monks told
them they did not have "One Ged, Creator"11l. Haly, following
Michael Coe's line of Aztec divinity as '"a never—ending pair of dual
opposites“llz, considers the "High God' a pair— a "hone god'— the
"marrow' or dead shadow of the gods“lB.

Frobably the fuller picture i1s Eva Hunt's: that Aztec Divinity
Wwas an ever—transforming, multiple Reality that was nature, in a

e

pant! tic fashionll4. This would explain the Aztec emphasis on
birds, beasts as the gods' nahualli {doubles, alter—ego)llS.
Divinities were organised into twin. cquadruple and quintuple

aspectsll6. These seem to have rotated as each other's 'stand—ins"

cgund I cosmplcar T of time . directicnal space.
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Other pivotal beliefs concerned the Five Cosmic Ages (this
world, like the last four, being due to end); and division of the
universe into a 'pyramid' of Four Sacred Directions, 13 heavens, and
9 underworldsll? . ‘pyramidal ' cosmos inclined Mesocamericans to
regard hills and pyramids as supernatural (santo tepenej)118-
connected with lineages and nahuall 119

Regarding the soul, the belief was that people have an "animal
familiar" (bird, beast) nahualli-soul. Each human also has a seven-
segmented fonali (a '"calling' or energy), and a yolotl- a
"heart/life force' or personality~spirit120. Depending on cne's mode
of death, one eventually merges into the underworld or ascends the

heavens, some souls returning as butterflies and birds.

c. Structure

Nahua religion was “inclusive"14l: diverse and eclectic. Every
province had autonomous, distinctive liturgy, paraphernalia,
priestly titles and hierarchy. Variety was relished: "It is not our
teaching, to tell others what to do"122, whereas Christianity, it
was feared, "will restrict your beliefs"1<3, Myths existed in
several versions and even sacred words were conditional: "perhaps';
"perchance"”; "so said the old cnes.."

All the same, there was a wider identity called 'this ancient
order” or "the Law"14% The same festivals and fasts were observed
conclzrently over most of Mesoamerica125, and — just as the Aztecs
claimedl20 — their gods were fairly universal to Mesoamerical2’, or
at least had equivalents. If & nation, like the Huaxteca, did not
observe certain fasts, they were considered unusual: '"not keeping
the Law"128.

Pilgrimages probably created this vague sense of unity.

Cholulalzg, Ixchel and Chichen Itza are just a few centres that drew
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people from distant kingdomsl30. Pottery temple mcdels suggest Aztec
cities had a thriving souvenir trade geared to pilgrims.

Supported by pilgrimage and therefore independent of political -
change was the ancient institute of fueguetzalcoa ("Quetzalcoatls")-—
pairs of holy "archbishops" stationed at major religious centresl3l,
Cholula, Cempozla, Tenochtitlan, even Tzintzintzun (the Tarascan
capital)132. Cuequetzalcoa were old priests, elected by judges and
kings, whose prestige and power was comparable to Emperorsl a3,

The Aztec Empire itself had priestly offices imposing some
structure onto Aztec religion. There was the religious supervisor of
the capital and all Aztec provinces: Mexicarl teohuatzin: the
viceroy—priest: Cihuacoatl; the head of all seminars:
IYaquiniIolIel34; the priestess in charge of the entire Mother-—
goddess cult: Cihuacacuilli; and a supervisor for each major god—
cult in the Empire: Teopixcatepachoani.

Below these were 38 grades of priests, broadly divided by age:
porter-novices (pilizintli— boys), offering priests (flamacazqui,
cinatlamacazqgui—- young men, young women), fire priests (flapaliubqui
— middle—aged men and women135),sacrificing priests (hueshuegui— cld

men) and college matrons (cihuateopixgue~ old women) .

d. Religious Specialists

The Aztecs had many kinds of religicus specialists. There were
numerouslt3® full-time clergy, male and femalel37, serving everything
from f£laxilacalli(parish) temples to the Templo Mayor. These led a
communal life of austerity, penance, scientific—intellectual
pursuits, worship and ritual dutiesl33, Votive renunciates
(tlamaceuhqui., mozauhiqui) and short—term 'muns' also performed
penances and religious duties, for set periods of months or a few

yearsl39.



15

Military orders were quasi-religious, devoted to the cults of
solar-military deities, and run by "masters'" (tiacheuauh) and
"yulers" (telpochtlatogue) who had ceremonial dutiesl?0 apd were
expected to be upright citizensl4l. Each occupation additionally had
a guild or lodge, serving a patron divinity and featuring
initiationsg, ethical codes and grades.

Court 'lodges'— ichiuyotl ('friendships' of rulers from many
city—states)— debated and recited spiritual poem—songs. Priest-kings
were an ancient tradition {eg. the Zapoltec Uija Tacl42 and Cholula
rulers!¥3), but the Aztecs lacked these, though ’'Great Speakers' had
many ritual duties and an aura of sacredness.

Aside from ‘official’ specialists, there were some religious
hermits. Legends spealk of Yappan— who lived on a desert rock, and
Husmac of Atlixocan— who lived in a cavel??. The Popul Vuh describes
hermit—priests of remote shrines whose very paths were forgotten:

" (They) didn't occupy their homes during the day,

but just walked in the mountains. And this was

their food: just the larvae of the yellow jacket,

the larvae of the wasp, the larvae of the bee, which

they hunted"149 .
Also outgide (but sometimes within) mainstream religion stood a
whole range of occultists, who had their own schocls. At Cuitlahuac,
a lineage of nahualteutin (magiclans) claimed to have been begun
several centuries before by King Mixcoatl, Topiltzin's fatherlid6

Most of these 'alternative' religionists seem to have wandered
from place to place. Modern curanderos (healers) are a swvival of
the group147, which once included conjurers, fortune—tellers,

'witchez', i1llusionists, and storm-makers. Many of these were feared

for taking on animal-form to bewitch, robk, rape and kill peoplel48.
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e. Practices

The mailn Aztec practice was an unceasing round of elaborate,
theatrical, 'vervy solemn'149 calendar rites— akin to the fiesta.
Fach month had distinctive ceremonies (see Appendix II) and special
foods, human sacrifices, intoxicants, gamesl5o, mock battleslSl,
misic (choirs and dances of thousards, accompanied by orchestras),
lengthy tlayahualoliztli(processions}, 'allegorical play5”152,
costumes and decorations.

QOffering was another central activity. Aztecs "gladly
parted“153 with everything — burying, smashing or sinking
treasuresld?, even if it meant severe deprivation. Paper, rubber,
copal incense, and quail were favoured cofferings, but anything was
given155— even pyramicd—temples. The rubble fill of a pyramid—temple
was crammed with sacrificesl9® and the building was buried as a ~t
under a new shell, every 8 or D2 years, when all possessions were
destroyed.

Austerities (maceualiztli—"good deed" or penance), were the
third principal practice. Most popular was slitting and puncturing
one's flesh to offer bleed, but vigils (tozchualiztli) of song and
dance, fasting (nezahual izt 11)197, self—flagellationlSB, ablutions
in freezing ponds, and scorching one's self were also practicedlSQ.
Particular to Mesoamerica was the habit of perforating cne's ears,
tongue or penis and then drawing series of rods or threads— lined
with sharp objects— through the woundl60  Periodic confessions
before one's family161, or before Tlazolteot1162, Tezcatlipoca163
and possibly (netzalcoat1164 were sometimes involved.

Like other North American Indians, Aztecs wvalued vision—

quests. Maceualiztli; singing; dancing and "ardent desiring with

. . 165
weeplng, with sighs" was often to beg a god to manifest (huetzi

or huitz — come, descend). This moteotia (seeking a god for one's
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self)166 probably overlapped the contemplative exercises of
Ilnamiqui {(to look within) and monotza (to call one's self) 167,

To have visions, prophesize or contemplate, Mesoamericans
generally gazed at crystal before a flame168; consumed hal lucinogens
and alcoholl®9: or peered into vats of black water; or into obsidian
and magnetite mirrors (the Mavan word for mirvor— nen— meant 'to
rule' and 'to contemplate'}170.

lastly, the Aztecs practiced charity. Like the North American
pot]atch171, the Aztec guild-feast was a competition in generous
giving. Being "very charitable"l72 and seeing beggars as 'one's
self" was emphasisedl73. A portion of all meals was set aside for
the needy174, and calpulli(ward) temples were distribution centres
for food and goods for the poor. Also, lords were supposed to
support widows, disabled and impoverished persons from their

personal treasuries.

f. Religicus Buildings, Institutes and Statuary

The centre of an Aztec city had a sacred enclosure
(ithua]]i)175. Within and around this were important structures:
teocalli(pyramid temples), tzompantli(skull-racks — towers of skulls
threaded on poles); and plazas. Besides these, there might be ritual
ball—couwrts, monasteries, calmecac(priestly schools), tlamacazacallil
(priestly seminars), capulco (nunneries or girls' schools),
telpochcalli (military colleges), ‘maypeles', banners, culcuacalli
('singing houses’), libraries, crematoriums, giant braziers (for
sacred fires), ablution ponds, gardens, artificial forests,
monuments, menageries, and shrines176.

Teccalli dominated the skyline — coatepet! ('world-—

177

mountains') with massive pyramid-bases (tzacualli)— solid except

for urklerground storercoms. The temples on their summits were so
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dark within, and smcky with incense, that their interiors could
hardly be discernedl”8, Inside were tlacquimilolli (hely relics),
idels, ritual equipment, costumes, and a haroque extravagance of
wooden and stone carving, murals, tapestries, and curtains trimmed
with feathers and bellsl”9. Bloodl80, grass and flower—offerings
purportedly covered all. As many divinitiles might be housed in a
single temple, most temple interiors had '"little houses' 181 (sup—
chambers and sanctuariegs) for lesser gods..

At open airiBa plazas below Teccalli, congregations (which
rumbered thousands) watched temple rites and dances, sometimes
singing and bleeding themselves. Common people stood, whereas
dignitaries cccupled wicker seating under awnings.

Aztec idols were kept hidden. Most squatted on pedestals on
cloth—draped altars. Major ones were curtained, studded with jewels,
finely clothed and adorned with stone or metal nasks183.

Aztecs had shrines and images everywhere184: mountain tops,
crossroads, lake sides, fountailns, caves, fields, national borders
(nonztli shrines)182 Although everything186 — even a star, insect
or waterl87— had statues hcenouring it, Mesoamericans did not
actually attribute divinity to idols188 . However, passers—by would
draw blood to leave as an offering. or paper or flowers at such

imageslag.

g. Historical Development
Aztec religion‘'s basic elements evolved over millennia,

examined here era by era:

i. Formative Contributions (7000-1300 b.c.e.)

Tlatilco figurines suggest Aztec paired gods190 began this

early. Aztec househcld goddesses were identical to female figurines
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of this period, implying similar continuityl®l. Note Aztecs knew one
household goddess as "Ancient Lady"192. Plazas, sacrificial caches,

and temple crchestras also arose nowl93,

ii. Pre—{Llassic Contributions (1300 — 100 b.c.e.)

From this pericd came the Aztec idea of guilds, teocalll,
autosacrifice, blood receptacle5194, and developed mythology195.
Olmec dwarf—gods were probably ancestral to Aztec Tlaloques and
Mayan Bacabsl96, put the great Olmec Jaguar—god was urknown later.
It may have been the prototype of Tezcatlipocal9’, TlaloclS8, or-
more likely- Tepeyollotl (Jaguar—Heart—of-the-Mountains). God—
nahualli common in Aztec times were certainly depicted: feathered

serpents; fire serpents; the crocodilian earth-monster199,

11i. Classical Contributions (100 b.c.e. — 900 c.e.)

Cults (and perhaps myths200) the Aztecs knew were crystallised
now. Huehueteotl, Xip6201, Tlaloc, Quetzalcoatl202, Cinteotl and
other gods appear in the form they were known to Aztecs.

Military orders like the Aztecs' Jaguars and Eagles apparently
existed<03 , but it is still debated whether there were priests.
Possibly, as in the Mayan region, scribes fulfilled the function<04.

Tezcatlipoca and Huitzilopochtli— so important to the Aztecs-
were supposedly introduced to Central Mexico under Toltec king
Ttztaccaltzin (reigned ¢.833-865)209, Also in his reign, a woman—

¥ochitl —established Mayahuel's pulgue (alcohol) cultZ06,

iv. Post-Classic Contributions (900-1530 c.e.)

This period shaped Aztec religion’s main features. Solar—
military cults such as characterised the Aztec creed were widely
followed207, and from Chichimecs and Huichols came Xilonen, Mixcoatl

and Camaxtli. Mesoamerican cults spread far south and ncrth— the god



of death twrmning up in Alabama<08; the long—nosed commerce god in
Iowa?0?; and perhaps the feathered serpent in Colombia2l0.

This age's pivotal genius was Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl {947-
9997). His cult was Meszocamerica—wilde by Congquest times2ll, Although
"adored as a god”212, and the subject of conflicting accounts?l3, he
was apparently historical- a Toltec priest—king and congqueror and
law bringer of the Yucatan Mayan5214. Topiltzin was sald, probably
correctly, to have invented the institute of priesthood, calmecac
(priestly colleges) .many penances, midnight ablutions?12, and
worship of the High God as dual oppozites:

"Skirt-of-Stars, Light of Day..She who endows

the earth with solidity; He who covers the

earth with cotton"216,
Carrasco believes Aztec notions of the ideal city, the model king
and emphasis on creativity and building as worship all stem from
Topiltzin's 1egend217. His reign was romanticised as a "golden age'.

Two other Teltecs important in Aztec lore were King Huemac
(r.1047-1122)— an apparently immortal seer who wrote the tonalamat!
{astrology almanac)218 and supposedly occupied a cave 1n the 16th

century219 and Titlahuacan, whose destructive miracles are said to

have instituted Tezcatlipoca's military—sacrificial cult.

v. Aztec Developments

Aztec religious history could be divided into six phases:

. Schisms and Wanderings (c¢.1110-1325)

. Prophet-Priests and Sage-Rulers (1325-1440)
Speculative Thought and Military Mysticism (1440-1486)
. Eclecticism and Occultism {1486-1521)

Suppression, Decline and Rebellion (1521-—c¢.1840)
Integration (c.1840— now).

OO W =

1. Schisms and Wanderings (c¢.1110-1325)
The Aztec migration, according to their accounts, began with a

religious quarrel between Malinalxochitl and her brother, Mecitii



(considered god Huitzilopochtli). Both seem to have heen occultists.
Malinalxochitl and her faction set themselves up at Malinalco (which
remained an occult centre), and she sent her son, Copil, to defeat

the other Aztecs, hut was repulsed by priest Cuauhtliquetziquiz?ﬂ.

2. Prophet—Priests and Sage-Rulers (1325-1440)
During this century of Culhuacan and Tepaneca 'oppression’,
supposedly wise figures such as priest Ocacaltzin {c.1320-1370) 221
and King Huitzilhuitl (r.1396-1417)<<2 lived. The great Nshua
religious poet: Ayocuan Cuetzpaltzin, “the White Eagle of

Tecamsuchaicn'' (c.1395-1441), precched  .<'s illuscory nature in

different towns223,

3. Speculative Thought and Military Mysticism (1440-1486)

Major developments in Aztec religion now occurred. Tlacaelel
(1398-1476)— a humble but powerfi = g=neral — =presd the cult: of
Huitzilopochtll and Coatlicue, possibly inventing much military—
mysticism224. His daughter, Macuilxochitzin, furthered his ideas229.

Contemporary to Tlacaelel was Prince Nezahualcoyotl of Texcoco
{1402-1472) . At first an exiled ascetic ("'Fasting Coyote of the
Hills'"), this ruler became the greatest Aztec poet-mystic. He
influenced whole generations (many nobles studying under him, most
notably Tochihuitzin Coyolxiuhqui)226. Apart from promoting
Tezcatlipoca and the High God (Tloque Nahaque)227, Nezahualcoyotl
was noted for his sanctity228 and cultural achievements. Ifchnoyotl

were his invention, over which he held spiritual authorityzzg.

4. Eclecticism and Occultism (1486-1521)
The last thirty—five years of the Aztec Empire witnessed much
incorporation of foreign cults. Tlazolteotl, a Huaxteca goddess,

proved popular, guickly becoming a very lmportant cult.



22

Ccoultism— fortune-telling, omens, magic — lncreasingly
occupied the Aztecs230, Prince Nezahualpilli (r.1472-1316) is a good
example, being an honouwred seer. Even ichnoyotl meetings Lord

Tecayehuatzin began conducting {(in 1490) became speculativezal.

3. Suppression, Dcoline and Rebellion (1521 <¢.1840)

The Spanish Conguest obliterated Aziec religicus institubtes.
Aztec nuns were raped; priests butchered; and by 1531 Bishop
Zumnarga destroved 300 temples, 20,000 imageSZ32, and most Aztec
books. One million Aztecs converted in 1524 alone233, some child-
converts merrily betraving and stoning Aztec priest5234.

Despite all this, Spanish presence was initially so limited
that many feocalli were re-huilt and re—furmished, or worship
continued covertly: idols behind Christian images; religious
activity shifting to night-time, or fo remcte temples and cave
shrines<39. Gods were revered in Valley of Mexico caves till 1803.

There was also resistance, especially 1325-1545. Aztecs made a
mockery of Sacraments236; priests opened new colleges and contilnued
their rites— though it cost them their lives in the Inquisition237.
Tlaloc's cult revived in 1538, when poor crops were blamed on
Christianity238, and 1n some parts, Catholic priest= were kil1ed239

In nearby Zacat 3, Tenmetle's forces restored the old lzith
by burning chwches, crosses, and converts. In Chamula, Mayans

rebelled and re—established human sacrifice as recently as 1858240

6. Integration (c.1840 — now)
Over the last century, Costu {'customary') religion, as
Nahuas call it24l, has been more openly practiced, expressed through
Hispanic idioms. "Forced appropriation“242— imperceptible blending

of Cathclicism ard Costumbre religion— iz the norm. All over
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Mesoamerica, God/Jesus iz the Sun and Mary the Moon - solar/military
/stellar gods fuse with Christian figqures, but agrarian deities like
Ehecatl, Tlaloc, the Tlaloque arnd Macuilixochitl are fairly
intact243,

Perhaps through persecution, images are reduced to straw
symbols and paper cut—outs, and rites are covert, village—centred
affairs. If ancient idols are turned up 1n fields, they are revered
as teteome’ (3tone gods), but no longer as known god5244. Moreover,
'alternative' figures such as curandervs (healers),.sorcerers and
shamans have become the main religious specialists.

However, even Mexican Catholicism hag Aztec colouring. Soon
after the Conguest, Aztec religion influenced the new order:
Franciscan monks adopted RAztec penitence and begging; priests used
Aztec religious ornaments, offices, hymns and solar imagery245. Note
that Aztec Juan Diego's famous 1531 vision of the Virgin of
Guadalupe at Tepeyvac Hill ('coincidently' pilgrimage centre for
mother goddess Coatlicue ') was of an Indian Virgin246.

Other influences can be detected in Mexico's bloody penances
and Passion scenes; use of life-like images in processions; postadas
and postorelas 2497 (yhich have elements of old myths and sacrificial
dramas)248; preference for Mass held in plazas before thousands;
ornate religious art and love of colourful fiestas. Aztec ceremonies
have been adopted: the Day of the Dead and the Festival of Flowers.

This Aztec—Catholic blend is potent enough to flourish abroad.
The Day of the Dead and the cult of the Indian Virgin spread over
all Latin America239. Mexican crews introduced 'pagan’ Oaxacan myths

to the Philippin6525o and possibly also bloody 'Passion Plays'.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Aibecs knew human sacrifice as v/acamicitiztil ("kill:ng of

men'), n ("to malke an offering") and s

clahusalli ("d=by pa” "'t =

i

r°° T hy tF Lice are tash assessed aftzr the rit~'s

particulezz . known. This z150 makes it simpler to test explanations.

ool L.e o o 1n view, a detailed account iz offered here of the

ceremnony's P erice and =0 » L Lypes;
crlgins and histo < -al e’ ~t; and th=
involved,

Belrmw, these [l=lds are |

furn’ 0. . ' - . Ll 32 each
Wy oL doeor .. (wainly Sahagun
For bt o o on

A, ariistic daba and some ™ ec histowies

II. PREVALENCE AND FREDUENCY

cicipand =; f

of ¢ —

mai. ;

nee

nted as setions, the ol being to

-t based on a blending of

’

3oy NiRtorical Ao

fan .ooi o
ment, ¢ ..
: used.

M

‘nia

ogical

Cortes found ritual killing "customary all over the lar "z,

whizhh o .. 1t Duran's S

e oaumiaver, al o+ . o ar? was namesd
Feast whiui Belongs o Cne and All,

Ritual killing was practiced the length and breadth of the New World4.

The frequency of tiw:

thromghout "Ne S

thuitl, me: -
..uven in the most
wretched villages, men were sacrificed"3

T3 more arguable, th.

aral s

Iﬁ

offer approximations. Diaz's figure of 2 t2 5 per temple per day~ can

probably 1 (i regarded, as it 1s not supnn

contrast, Mot~ “nia's cl=im of every cen.

ed by other zsmnces. By

“ng "severul' victims

).



; cztar ponth (every twenty days)t supports Sahagun's account, wherein
two 1o cvictims - - ¢ -0 7 e S - (=25 App ).
b of twy or o,

—

Kelacion de Tepuzti: =qually gives =
thirty to forty days7. Perhaps victim—recruitment occocurred on a moilhly

, , RN o S "1 xy Wers'.

< ViC T o] month f.oo w mally at 40 to 120 for e: -
temple—complex. This matches Cortes' ohservation of tlacamic. z£li
ocouwrring ' . aitly that one L T " e th= o oa
of "fifty persons at each temple”g.

Soms - e probably o o1 1L L anm R
| =13 . s (e «, demanded "at least" forty to ;
men. Du tl, Co =+ 5 and Mot linizlZ L give " his number, and ¢

that twel : ~» fiftesn of thes: were suhsequently flayed at 'c —7e cit:ies

{(two to U v at smal’ centies) . The Hueypachtli (10-2%9 Octoher)

Moun” e ony consumed ity to =iy soulsl®. This was held every
Yiew . DLler ooor.oani 0 . — oo cterd at S
intervals — saw high ramber= = : the New fire o .mony (evary L2 ye ..,

denanding 400 deatitz-
. ni Ly, the lem o lovaus - comprises] pilson?is T war oo
distant mi1® - campzigns, or a deceased king's rotinue. Duran spaeals

of 700 Tliliuhquetepec captives sacrificed after one warl®. Emperor
Tizoc's army once brought back nearly 100,000 Tlappanec and Huaxteca
rapti‘u.l6, and Hist- -ia (P imecal’ desct ibes Imp .0 i Lo
furierals wherein hundr- 5 to 2,000 persons were despatched.
Coriainly " - o randest gacyific: | oall — 1o e 1cat © Temp!
T . Cant T Too TUTT) = dig of A captivar,
iemplo Mayvor was the Azlzc's 7 est temple, s "ing on Ll

- - . 7 irair nationl8, _ igned to huly peaks. Ils
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insuguration mariesd a crucial time: the tran=:licn frr one %il-year
A ¢ century to arother; and the beginning of an Emperor's reign.

For this unperalleled ma. crifice, Ahuizotl emptiod forty-five
enemy towns19 . The total am . of victims slain is « c.ated. LS
range from 4,000 — the figure given by elderly “=ztec informants after
the ConquestZO — through to Clavigero's 64,600 and Torguemada's
72,34421  Ixtlilwochitl puts the number higher still: at 80,000
(excluding another 100,000 that year generally) while Gomara stated
136,00024, However, Aztec nanuscript Codex Tellsriano-Hemensis, v -
seems the cofficial record of the event, display? — on rolio 3% - two
glyphs of 8,000 ( Yoo o Cilvphs DoAD0 (eﬁ }y: a total of 20,000
for the sacrifice23d.

Tf archasolegical work on other sites 1s any indication, then
snmaller numbers are likely to be correct, and Spanish estimztes are
likely Lo be exaggerations, as Anawalt claims24. The Spanish described
Tenochtitlan skull-rack as holding 72,000 to 136,000 ¢ niums€2, and
Tlaxcala skull-rack as holding 100, 00020, yet excavations =i
Tenochtitlan's skull +vack have turned up only 207 skulls there and
another 170 at the nearby Tlatelco rack<? .

.. ugh we can approximate numbers of sacrifices involwved at
temple—complexes, it is difficult to arrive at totals for cities or the
whole empire. For victims slain in the Aztec capital, we have figures as
small as Las Casas' fifty to a hundred a vear and * - large as Gomara's
"over D0,000" a year28. On the Tlacaxipehualiztli festival, Duran has
1,000 perishing over the entire Empire, wheress Acosta descrilbe=s 20,000
dying in Tenochtitlan alone4®. Such tallies are irreconcilable: one

egrtimate 1z five hundred times grester than the other.



IT. TYPES CF AZTEC HUMAN SACRIFICE
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¥ Gladiato ol
* 7 row sacrifice
*lying no 't
¥y
*oon in -
* H. tt—.xL. -tion
N ol n was common. 10 s women and children were

l

almost

- iy o n this wooro Often, the throat was slit with a knife

prior to beheadinggz, female victims being made to lie cross—legged,

sc_ " lmes on: " of luce. G~ Zxi. 0 Fand T can”

the oo o sied moat female vo 7 s .. his bhack.

Tlahushuanaliztli (gladiatm . .1 sacr e) was t . privile ..
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mllaE, - : to L@ Tzquence  five armed assailanis.
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assal s L t made a =p=2ech, danced and raiss=d his weapons in

i ..ion to the sun before commencing==. Left-handed fighters took

over if the v .o defrated the first s=:7°. This may be Motolinia's

"goading to o oath with ¢ ted clube TR

-

e I1Eztll G W osac T m] 1@ oof six cap’ ves b to

=3
¢

igh moles and shot dead by two thousand archers. The bodies were 1. .
cut loose s0 that bones broke as they thudded to the groundgﬁ. Slave-
vicling were also sometimes shot o Ll .« .6 with an arrow.

Dy:ng - “1p ~Y inctuded Jumpirng from pyramids and being driven up
and off lofty poles, priests pushing or coercind the victim-:. In cne

, apri ' fasted 80 days on tortillas and water to @=wing a woman

up e—down on & rope, knocking her to death against a ”God—rock“ii‘

Oriwer modes of death were confined te specific lzmaliti:s or
festivals. Drowning normally entalled placing intfacis -n L:ny car 3 and
Yot ing ther be submerged by a whirlpool. Squeezing was a Tuluca
ceremony: squeezing victims in nets until their intestines came st

People also died in sacrificial mock fights; or by heing -iriugged
and rolled in cages into a fire, later (when halfi—dead} having their

he r extracted™ . There were b:l!—gamcs in which e ver was =lain i

i

a drum™"; and tlacaxipshualiztli: flaying sacrifice. This was heart-—
extraction, except that thr hody was flayed, and the skin worn.
Heart—extraction was by far the most common sacrifice. It 1is

detailed seperately in Section V, being go integral to ritual format.

IV. PARTICIPANTS
Those 1nvolved in Aztec human sacrifice divide into three groups:

human offerings, slayers and onlookers (congregatiun ard perfoimers).



Human Of ferings

T

ol oaays of theo t the, - .13 = Bvident o, Le o o
1 “ 3 . toFg S 5, R -,
oo, oar = Tmos¢
i7" " Wi
Moarly @l oad moos occ 1L opre v of ower, 1
~ HEE S . oo oei{merchants) went £ ooquent ly o bat tle, and il
~oeay ~oam M e 2 ‘I ~ cdeed
YT A L1 T Y. - oAk
t - wcand trok o toase
ot .on i1t T,
- ~ Live gov
vy glwaye > nt ta r and ? taken Ay oy b anl
R SR B I R - =
! yto ' T beew 7 ot ! !
- _-loaers. .. ¢ 1454, 1i zzems few prismo m T afiel T
1, it ] ing t RN ¥ | o 3 oyt
hardened by long treks. Rather, 'friends of - Houge' enemy and
Y SR - T g, b e , oA, 1 ool
T'il% -~1i*--2c, ¢73 - -~ — Tepewaca, Ca'~-n  —li, Cabtiae -
Cuauhquechoten arl M7 77, proviial the ry 't b
Tt from fire (of war)"‘r — through "flowery v 7
(c .aorzal or staged mi o v . ys) .
Neith. . v L2 wer  phi.oe . zeoes. i ar 3. The
ja i~ of elite " i~tims was v 7y high. 1404, tF e e 7
. o mit vy men ware sacriftior fooand v2bct hes - o F

b ! oand et can



‘bly, r 7 lity was a more freguent sacrificial target because

that class was cbliged to lead mil. ary . n 3’ . -, and made such
prized victims. Aztec soldiers always “attack(ed)...the Captain“ﬁ4,
Wi twhy Co e and his commanders often found themselves in

danger --.

~ ' ‘nly use of roval captives seems = widespread, ancient
tradition. Cod=x Muttall depicts a gladiatorial combat bet . . prir. _;

-

- - - - . - - Fo-
the burning ©f thelr bones; and the sacrifice of a major ki - . Azlarc

foan ™ Glhuitl wee o = zd up by the Collvacan @ ‘er |, ol great
. la o v ahuwacat and v g an, died at foroign templesT. A+
the Moomtain Cf5- ~ y at T o2lz, K7 _ s of various states - 27 -3

aabary
w1

or= of their highest chiefs . The Azhac Emperor was therefore being
reali "ic 1. 1 he told victims:

tune of war

Yo are welc .. You ki what iLhe f
— today for you, tumer © r for pe

ii. Blaves

Sahagun implies many ixiptla were prisoners of war, y=i slaves
assune more importance in calendric ceremonies - (see Appendix II).
Clendinnen argues agalnst slave-victims being locals s, Hewever, Duran
is clear: "(they are) not strangers. as some have deduced, but natives
of the same Fown'--.

Slavery was not a permansnht or even lmpoverished state. Anyone who
had fallen into debt or into a criminal lifestyle was a slave. Only
repealted oifences could warrant a slave being scld for sacrifice ™,

Lodg=s and guilds purchased slaves to represent their pairon, sc slave—

Ixiptia for divinities of salt—working, weaving, hunting etc. abounded.



111. Criminals

Conspirators™?; spies; fornicators™s;

thieving sorcerers; Jjudges

who gave false reportsia; priests who gave poor advise; and persons )

insulted the godsgg faced execution by sacrifice. The Ciuapi) “*'.n

feast wns »~ 1 T glaying crim - s in ¢~ al, whilst Macuilquaill was
wularly informers. Al Jh these sacrifices seem to have heen

summary, adulterers wore feather headdresses®~ and sorcerers had their

hearts extracted?ﬂ.

iv. Servants
When a lord or lady d° L, slaves and ¢ vants might accompany the
deceassd: "b=loved slaves — perchance a score of the men as well as the

women'* =. Pomsr tells us only "those who, of their own free will, wished

to die with him"- = had themselves killed.

v. Children

Babes; 34 year olds; 5-8 year olds and 11-132 year olds featured
as offerings and rspresentives of gods, because the Aztec God was often
an infant: "my son', "little one", '"precious child". To this day, Jesus,
Joseph and Msry are enacted by children in Mexican postadas. Almost all
female ixiptila: for Toci, Xilonen, Tlazolteotl, Coatlicue., Huixtochuatl,
Tlamatecuhtli, Chalchuitlicue — were girls of 11 to 13 years of age.
Statues suggest this was the "age" of mest goddesses. In fact, few women
older than 13 seem to have Ieen victims.

Child—victims were sought and paid for everywhe _ﬂg. At Tepcztlan,
two or three were sacrificed avery 30 to 40 days?é. Larger citisx .= 1
more: Pomar speaks of 10 to 50 seven to eight year—old hoys slain Tfor

Tlaloc in Tenochtitlan?i, 50 we can imagine hundreds to thousands oF

children being annually immolated.
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come to the end..of m:ing subjected to viclence. Then

they walk twice around the {(oracle) cave and around the
(sacr=d) well, stopping at the altar: . One at a time,

they rub theilr hands over tt 2 smoo... ~ooand rend t
words: 'Justice - st Heavea exis o' Thereupon ithe . ezt
priest Chilam roplies: 'Farhaps . o perhaps ot 7.0 o,

for the present e wu it carry the highly winamental great
+ove, in owr ) a=for tme. But th 2 will oo ora firc oweon
thrwhii~ fopes will again b2 unsheat d... t will o -

Lo pass on account of the (sacred) well" ™.

b. Slayers
Cnly three groups z2re known *-, have 1+ ducted human s=scrif--

high priects; r:lars; and high-rarbing wmilitary officials.

1. Migh Prie

"Sacrificing priests'— Huehuetgui: 'skilled", elderly mengﬁ, are
described by Motolin .~ and Duran®? as high-remking: chief priests or
their "lieutenants'. The Aztecs' hollest relig: post: Queti. ~n3t]
pairs, included a hereditary slayer: Topiltzin ("Our Lord'- name of the
Toltec sage—king)gﬁ. Huehuetqui were Chachalmeca (Minlsters of Divine or
Sascred Things), on account of their solemn duty of killingai. Several
. v rlest . . sisted them, holding the victim down, dancing, or
carrying paraphetrnaliz.

Apest from @laying, Hrywet ~11 incensed and sacrificed to victims

Pl O A
) 4]

on hehalf of the deities they representedgi. Motolinia =~ and Duran-—
also describe Hushustqul enduring severe fasts and penances for victims

— even pasging 200 to 400 rods through their flesh.

i1. Rulers

e

Occasionally, " other skiiled persons' -~ conducted sacrificial
rites. In all likeiihood, these "others" were the local rulers or

Enperor, for Duran describes them opening city festivals with human

offerings =+,



Emperors particularly featured at inaugural mass—sacrifices.
Axayvacatl (r. 1469-1481) once bul<hersd so many of his army's 700
Tliliuvhquetepec captives that he grew 1ll from the smell and had to quit

the ceremony., subseguently dyingﬁ?-

111. High—-Ranking Militaxy Offic -1z

Sometimes, the first prisc e taken in bittle was sacrificed on
the field by an army cii<;m1‘temry;E . Equally, "seasoned warriors' weres

slayvars in gloeoi torial sacrifice- =,

c. Onlookers {(Congregation and Performers)

Iy
il

Tovar tells us "all" attended crucial Ceremonieszv . which agrees
with Duran's description of "the entire city...all people" turning up.
conducting themselves emotionallyigi. It was customery for a large

company of people to follow the victim ahoutiug — rites of human

sacrifice often ocourring en plein ¢:r— ev . on s “ban sty eete - id
However, crowds at major slayings probably numbered only 5,000 to
10,000, for an "entire city" would not have fitted into Aztec plazas,
which weire designed to hold "eight to ten thousand people”zé%.

This was neveriheless a sizeable mass of humanity, further swollen
by Aztec cholrs, orchestras and dance—circles. In the capital, the
latter had 1,000 te 8,600 performers. Festivilis~s of human sacrifice
afforded much entertainment, banquets, and an excuse for lords to wear
their richest fineries. Bs well, they were occasions for games,
announcements, presentations and awards 107,

uite apart from passive participation, the congregation sancg,

danced, feasted, bled themselves, shouted or whistled dwring various

phases of the ceramony. Often they .._ted or held vigil in honouwr of
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banquet, quails being sacrificed in their honour*=’. At any rate, Duran

says captives thanked the Emperor for "seeing them face to face" 1%,

c. Captivity.

Next followed imprisconment of a week to a year, depending on the
rites. Mayans slew dislinguished captives "at once" so they could not
harm them 1ater33?, but Tthis wus apparently not Aztec proctlice.

-

Dedication of new victims occurred every 80 dayslﬁg, s0 Brundage claims
40 to 80 days as the normal caprivity periodzgl.

Ce s and Diaz describs wocden cages o prisons for victims.
These malcalli ('strongholds, cellars' ) were by the Emperor's palace.

lLanda's informants told him that the containment or guarding of
victims ensured they dicd rot "deiile themselves by sin" 193 Each
calpulli (parish) lord guarded a group--~, but Ixiptla had a Yody of
I : slave—guards each — oiten victims tt ~ lves, who had £~ =2d all
year to that end 17%,

Duran335 and Motoliniaig? mention a few victims — 1xiptia? -
being released every 10 days to dance and sing re’ S scC. ,. all alght
on malcalli ronftops, or wi platrforms in marketplaces.

V oums in malcalli were also generally feasmtad, honcured,

12

- N . 1 - ) -
entertained and given gifts=-+, the Fmpercr's captives ruzing coper 'y

honour  =-. One female victim was "always kept tipsy, inehriated, out

of her wits”iiﬁ, while many wmale ixiptla had '"pleaswre girls as
cquardians' who "amused, caressed" them -,

Ixiptla evidently recelved thelir training dwing imprisonment. For
example, while fasting on a limited dietéig, Tezcatlipoca's ixiptla

Was .

" reared in all luxuries, trained in the playing, and in
singing, and 1 .oiking .oven ' wos halken

Pl -



d. Ritual Duties
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their voices cracked or became hoarse”  **, Mock fights and continuous
flute-playing might L= involved ‘&
Visitation and greetirng was another duty. Some 1xiptla vizii

irdividnal homesigi, probably a standard practice, for the Mavans

1

T villags to village" - dancingib:

"processert oot lms) Ixiptla went

gree’ o oand ”c:}ueering”3;5:g people .. ...2 road and in their homes
yvoung givls being especially valued for brightening people's spirits

during "i.ng fasts". Victims Messed children (carrying them around to

17y . . .
th 34, and - -~ 2 *the gifts, messages. and autosacrifices of
IG5 . . -
#2 Theilr assistants meanwhile

frale

those they met, on the deity's behalf

digtributed gifts and food to those visiLsdEE . Today, . tiges of this

tradition =swnvive in postadas and pastoralss, wherein selected ¢hildisn

and adults visit homes as the 'image' of Mary, . ph and Jesus—

Enl
k)

receiving prasenis of parrots and dogs ==+,

Cther duties of the victim included — in different cases -
tazting, autosacrifice, keeplng vigill, weeping and sighingi*H, sitting

on agricultural pr. e to consecrate it<f¥, leading processions (even

-,

< and slaviiy fo cictime (a@s in the ball couwrt

for miles) -

oy

Pl

vites) 7% In the Mayvan region, offerings even determined the nation's

future by the lots they cast ‘1. Similarly, the Aztec ixiptla of
Huitzilopochtli actually ruled the Empire for a day, the Emp=ror

abdicating and leaving the city to o7 low him that rightl?é.

"Circumspect discourses" 7+ were expected in a few cases. Duran
dezoriher an instance it aich the vic i1 shood in flie midst of his
essivtants, giving a saymon w i b ding the head of a recently-

offered - o "talking to them and preaching divine things and the
cult of tha gois“i?g. Shout™ mezsages to the godsé?? o having to

drink a mug of bloody water and say "so b= it"="% — in recognition of
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111. Ascerding the Pviamid-—-

Temple or Cuauhxicalli

Some offerings were 'led" 73 to +* .ir death. OLhers, Duran says,

simply followed behind the priest — one at a time . In a ‘2w cases,

. as the Tezcat'inoca ixiptla, the victim climbed up alone — plaving,

1

breai-ing and scattering flutes along the wayiﬁ;, or victim and priects
went hand in hand=<

By contrast, Tlacaxipansliztli festiwvel victims were dragged up by
the hairzﬁg. Frundage suggests this was necessary because (ewpls alaps

became too slippery with human blocd for victims to walk upgﬂ”. Whatever
the caze, a priest ancinted the sacrificial slab or cuauhxicalli ("sagle
stone") as zach new victim drew neax

Many victims were sacrificed on Lhe cuauhxicalli at the baze of
the temple. Others climbed the pyramid-temple, bsing =lain on the
techeat! (sacrificial siab) at the summit. This walk was 1-- §wy. Steps
led from one pyramid—tier to another, the victim walking entirely
around each in twrn. This meant spiralling around the temple four i imes
—~ an ascent of nearly a mileS"® As the victin climbed, sometines
shouting praise of his homeland, the whole congregation wept loudlygﬁ?.

AT

Contenporary practices suggest music peaked at this stage™ .

1v Actual Slaving

Heart—extraction being the centre of Aztec human sacrifice, it

will be descriked here in as much detail as possible.

Aztecs normally slew people in sets of fourzﬂg, one at a timegéi.

As soon as the victim stood facing the sacrificial slab or cuauhxicallil,

- - i [N ! 3 - =
he or she was seized “with greai speed"=+* by =ix ministerz: one for
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Moteolinla describes the priest smearing heart klood on the wnuth of the

temple image or the lintel of the altar it stool = -,

Sometimes the Hushuetgui dipped his fingers into the waurkl and

-~

flicked blood in four directions=? — even licking some off his fingers

and moaning=-%. Meanwhile, corgregation and clergy sang in unison—

varying mocd according to the riteagi. People whistlsl with the.r

T

finger5553 ; conch trumpets and other music was playedag?, dignitaries

accompanying or answering the tumnlti9F Tzikowitz 7T and Stevens -
believe drunming, Jingling, screeching sounds predominated, as Aztec
instruments consisted of drums, small bellz, flutes, gongs, whistles,

rattles, rasps and ocarin . 31 “e "clarin " and thoee-. vin g

zithers also existed, but thelr use was limited.

f. Posthumous Rites

Crice cold, the heart is described variously as placed on a

a1

- gy

plate=“<, a bowl % or in the depressicn on the cuauhxicalli= . Blocd
from the chest opening meanwhile boiled up. The fechcatl stood against
Lhe edge of the steep temple—steps, so a broad, long curtain of blocd

descended with each ritual death: "Jade Steps". Helow, an agedlec — a

projecting apron of masonry — caught the Flow=",

Priestzs and congregation scwry =d to o ect victims' blood in
braziers and bowls to sprinkle on images or offerings;:z, or to simear
the walls and lintels of religious colleges245 and templesgé?

If the bedy was of a war captive, it was tipped off the
sacrificial slab, from where it easily rolled down the slippery steps to
the masornry apron below: fLlacuayan — The god's "dining table'. Here the

a0

corpse was often cut up and the head prepared==%.



If the coased v .. @ ¢ ve, he or she was carried down= . The

Moyt s o pur ascrs of the  ~tim © to retrisve the corpscﬁa: -
"each toolk away 1ta d, leaving part of the flech the

ch . LR ) - A L ' '__ ‘I‘l’le C

L

-

Coorwd pee arl

- illces s ried the o omd

of ». .~
commcy wnb o of v oLual fesshing, drirking, singing, deay ~io , farces,
gamss and indulgence in narcotics. Dough images of divipitics wire
"sacrificed”, distributed and oo ned=7E.

Much work was also under way on victims' corpser. Where ©

Foome . 07 1t, some were placed in temple vaults or buried in the

temple courty. = . Most, thiough, were dism. .ored at the apsélac™'" or

Srompart 17 (skoall k)= . Diaz saw buildings adjacenk to templss with
el . chupping O Lofiyewe 1, pots and warer for processing and

cocking of cor: —noe

Head-preparaizon was especially elaborate. The previcusly |
locks of victim's ' © - were pul in a special coffsr to be )l 1 tuck
into rafters or beaws of one's home . The rest of the hoad was

ski, .., cleaned and threaded onto tzompantii pol 7. Sometimes some

ZE0

soalp and hair was left attached to the slkull==- A few skulls  1d ues
ag vessels or masks.

Other trophies were fashicned from thigh bones to hang in cns's

™
ety

i

Cour‘tyard-’;'f ., whilst— back in the hometown of the victim, relatives
created an euillot! (a human effigy) out of pine log torches, decorated
with paper wings and jacket. This . .2 burnt in . deceascd's honour o

two days at hi= college, the temple plaza, the cuauhxicalli or

tmompant 115



VI. ORIGINS AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

a. Formative Period (7000 — 1300 b.c.e.)
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five thousand vears before. Indeed, 1n Mayan sites, sacrilfize was

decapitzlion— the . L ,laced on v chazt® 7, m. . as . Coxcaltan.
Many otlicr eleme. .- ol Aztec human sacrifice ex.. 4 by the Fre—
Classic. War captives as victin=, stripped mdds bafore ¥ o~ episs,

“2am as chiree hundred ol twenty—-?i Monte Alban and San Jose Magote

dazantesi'dancer') reliefs (600-3500 ».c.e. ) , one of " hoseems to

depict chest—opening sacrifices:: (see Flguwe 16, Part B: Chapter 1).

re was - ady use of victims' bhones as fan—handles ; tetiering of
viei ng; 'preciongs ligquid' glyphs for blood (Monte 2 n) . and

U

quauthyic 117 (2lood receptacles)=: -,

The tally of victimz for this eanly _ o'~ 775 cult to

' 'n. Grove "soonly a minimum amongst the OlmECEEQ, but Monte
Illan Tolic © hesads wuder the fourdation of - 1 newly erected
religiows building, whilst sarly Maysrs put »p=zs under e oo
T (e , =L S e Tty T mAIY ple were roeguiarly =lain. -
a Mayen o7 400 ~ ~.e., vty to hundreds <o people were
decap. , T ¢ o over the ¢ ~ 7' under te e

plat forms and buried corpses=-7.

¢. Classic Period (100 b.c.e. — 900 c.e.)
Found~ @ | sacrifires and decapitation - hurying severed heads in

lip—tc-1lip bowls in offering caches — continued in the Classic ra. Fr un

O

Maysan=~- and Zapotec=

=ites we have many =xamples Thild-sacrifice "«

= -

@130 still practiced: =szhs of eight 3 to 6 year—olds being =aten to

death in sacred Mayvan caves*

Ball court killing 1s this era's unique contribution, p=r __Ti. ,

inte Azt 2c times. The victims — apparently warriors and/or royalty=5

enguge in prep  atory cuntenplalions and ceremcriies, play the game, and
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Primarily through Toltec influence, heart-extraction sacrifice

Toltanz and

becarns popular around Mesoameric: by tho "1tk centurv.
ri

Chichimecs . rought new of death: gladi=atorial ki™ ™. ., =znd
. oL . ti7iee by o 12th « bury (ChT Timeca) - a rite which became
very important to = Mayans.
Mayans especially increased variety. According tr Thompsior bhey
invented beating to death with thorrmy hr ches; ju - 71 frn a d;
J koo and dashed Yo death on a plle of = ;. and being clubbed
Tt the b T Al 0 T at dawn into cenotes {deep sinkholes)giik A

cat Meyan ruler, Hwwace Coel (r.oi184-1204), o o1 .. - . o by

Surviving < .. Fo osacrifices

“. Mayan hermit—pri o s — the foe Balams

tie I 7 Wih(900's c.e.?) — 2lso snatched pa=sers—by on the roads and

secretly slew them™ -

e. Aztec Developments (1110 — Now)
God Hultilopochtli 0 el the © 7 ¢ th the duty of

sacrificial warfare. ¢ lex Raplrez relales incidents of heart—extiaction

even in the Aztec wanderings-

By the « v 1300's, thoe Aztecs were known for tha ferocity of
their sacrifices, shocking Culhuacan's riil=r by delivering 8,000 emrs of
Xochimilco captives, and Ticing and flaying his daughtergi;.

Thus mass—sa.. - was an institute quite early in Aztec hist .
Not long ... zr the city-. e was founded, a - .0 . ° 00
slaugh ~=vad. 20 1383, King Acainipichtli took  wr towns, shown in 7
Mandems as severed heads (decapitated inhabitants?)?-ﬂ

Between 1450 and " 1, the tendency towards large—scale killing

P

was 1ntensifi=d by bad - and fanilne. Historia de los . ;o por
FPinturas records how heavy snow and 'great hunger'. 1n which wild heasts

e LE ot o d peeple ola theie ohy EITOIN L, Bl LY, W3S



attiiiuted to lHuitzilopochtli's anger over insufficient Dood. T

dizaster comp « Tlaceglzl and . ¢ 2ma I, » ~ -~ . a&advise -7 a

. zelan noble, Xicotzcoabl-=7, - i itube regular swchivaoyobl-

"flowery wars'', ensuring a _ L "y of human Sacrificeszig.
Tlaxcala was t° . " =t city © & boobe involvsd in A7

xochiyaoyotl, the ne.ft being Foae T IE otk s Neho o L wern

appalled by the bloodhaths, but eventually copied the Aztecs <,

Mocteounz T also instituted gl “al sacrifice - ind decl ~ud
th- "ottt T sz mould b wers ol sacrifice. He excluded wealth

and soc T oges rom those would not go to battle ™Y, Warrfare and
human « T 7 seame primary concermns, large nurt .. 2D captives toing
taken in milit v campaigns (ne .1y 10,000 by Empercy Tizoc).

The ~ulal at von was ths plo Mayo:s lnauguration (1486) 0 For foen
days, fourteen temple~s continuously 1mmuiated at least 20,000 victims n
Tkt o~ cf 100, 800, 1000 At meoe-

When Moctszuma IT reigned (1502-1520), large-scals slanghter was
still popular with a few new touches, such as enlarging the capital’'s
gl iater - . . szuna T7 also made 1t oblic. w7y for v Vlious
provinces to send victims to Aztec centres to atone for the'r
i e, a policy which rvlsed many complaints around the r of
the Congquest o™,

When the (ng : ;o v e Aztec - 70 1, they had no

-

sreess whatsosver in makiiyg Moctezuma's subjects abjure from

Elecamicitizt ™ ) Only after the Conquest did the scale of hu
sacrifice fall dramatically — the rile being stamped out. Of course,
secseh it~ Lliung neveinted In caves ond reaote te e 1 | generations

and, as Davies demonstrates, Spanish Inquisitional exe ~*- - japidly



Locle the place of © 2 rite, wew o o .« ooavitoEzoam shylz and

wagusine - T Tolay, human = fica 1s owvhinct amongst the ? -

VII. The Degree of Acquiescence in Aztec Human Sacrifice

_ tuld, 7 r e wostl ol ad
P DU | B RO R S U] g 1= SR (P
foo  o8l, e fi.zol 1), anger, pride <~ the nrr .ng

stenu - focus of Y elr 3 mwnchow (L0 oem the o Rt
This is 71 =~ we's oo Couctd T T Ty Cr

-

srd. O i 31y, con alz” L oizoin .ooin sacy Fla” 7 oslaying. Co
¢ hand, considerak:ia complia ) R VS /R PO )
suggest=d. Casas wWhere human of . 4 TDoitered | weakensau" -
Co it oy bowets and 1 ing hyshterical — were v 7 .
cle Rt o I SN o0 o B it e Yhrgois') — the Thiaspe

being hwriedly taken and slai 777,
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o 1 S

Indeoa, 16 o 0 Toc | perao tows L v as w sad oL

. ' . _ R a0 .
smnaren. ueath, sy L ome Y iy g .

T "mak ) y oo nc’t ) ) was evidently o T
F warricrs, we are told, "go to battle as to thei:
thwe v .. lur "offers himself with great joy ang gladness“334.

Even 1f this exaggsrates the victims' t .2 . oud, o

Niad not Gt Do cortenpt §v. candidaies who JiJ 10t izt iyt

- " svifbr et - 1gn o oL ha Tlal we p L UnE
zac oiflciel hymne "if anyt « has caused Me shame, 1t 15 T

not know Me well'339.

= hesitant viclin was aleo - diculed as cowerdly: "He guilz

acgqull L himseiT a3 a man' sneersd ...tecs about tlhwi. who .
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In Toxcatl, the victim aven decidad his | oF doeath:

"he went erect, at the head of the others. And 1t was
purely of h™ own will when he was o die. Wher he v .
to d¢ .17 . he d 1’ crec .0 _z1f inlo (the | 1= . fhe
igs 2o,

Ixiptla "guards' could hoydly hove nared Ghone halting esces For

they were ofi~= to be ma~ ‘i~ ! later in the ceremony393, g -+ = ch

-

should have encamraged them to conspire with the ixiptla to ve.
Notice, alsc, that the Aztecs were in no hurry to divest
th AL of human zarifice when the Sianish dacle (1 1t iliegal.
In cad, Azte ~ | rlests exclaimed that " the inhabitants would iize up”
they ztopped £.. il j. Tlzxcalans even asked the
Conquistidors Lo spare nelves such talk: “since they would not give
up sacr ftes even at the ~ost of their lives" 0. Many Rztec pr-

did die defending tlacamicitiztli — ironically, in a cerznony rather
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d. Eco—Political Oppression ?
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V.TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE THEORY

a. Frederick Streng's Theory: Religions as Differing

Means of Ultimate Transformation
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b. Streng's Theory and Aztec Human Sacrifice
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7. Symbiotic Exchange.

These form the chapters which follow. Of course, such themes
are thoroughly interwoven in practice, rather than seperately
expressed, but it will clarify our argument if each is examined as
though it were an independent entity.

On the basis of Streng's model, each chapter is divided into:

1. Ultimate Reality

IT. Problematic State

I1I. Means
IV. Expression.
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Figure 1: Dawn-Lord splitting a human heart, and detail
of a sectioned heart: murals from Teotihuacan (200 t.c.e.-

750 c.e.). Note numerous footprints,

Figure 2: Impaled human
nearts. Codex Borgia (Pueblan-
Aztec),

Figure 3: Removing a
god-faced heart.
Codex Laud.
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Figure 4: Gods descend on an intestinal or umbilical-
type cord, from out of a 'wound' in the highest heaven:
Place of Lord and Lady of Qur Flesh, Mixtec Codex
Nuttall,



SKULLS

Figure 5a: Human skull used as a
- -+« . ., wacred object: a mask, probably

";\5 used by impersonators of the god
: . ‘e 1depicted below. Offering 57 from
. E ) Templo Mayor, Tenochtitlan.

i

Figure 5b: Knife-nosed, skull-faced
divinity. Clockwise from top: Pueblan Codex
Fe jervary-Mayer; Toltec-Mayan Grolier Codex;
Mixtec Codex Nuttall. - )

Figure 6: Oracular skull? Skull
pierced by god Tezcatlipoca's
emblem (smoking shield), spewing
Burning Water (war). Relief on

" Aztec Temple Stone.




SEVERED HEADS
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Figure 7: Mayan musiclans worshipping a nead on a pyramid or stand.

Codex Dresden.

Figure 8: 4Aztec musicians worshipping
the head of the female victim who
impersonated goddess Cihuacoatl. HNote:

food offerings and stand. Codex
Magliabechiano, Folio 72r.
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HANDS AND PALMS

NN o
Figure 10: God Xolotl, ;:7 E
showing palm-on-mouth motif, Note € X
also the dangling eye. Codex 125
Borgia, 10. s
n n 0

Figure 11: Eyes of the music god
peering out of human palms. A stone
model of a two-toned drum, )

) \
Figure 12: Goddess Coatlicue's {7
necklace of humdan hands, hearts ==~

and skull, Details from two Aztec
statues, '
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Figure 13%: Ceremony
with thigh bones and
skull, Hote bird being
readied for sacrifice, i
and feathered poles, :
Codex HNuttall,

;_;a‘“ Figure 14: Blood appearing out
/5311 of mid-air to flow down gullets
- "'—*l!w- L of eagles (god Tonatiuh?),

‘!\ P Codex Xuttall,

2]
‘3{

Figure 15: mrilobal glyphs
symbolizing bubbling water and
bubbling blood. a San Lorenzo
(1300-100 b.c.e.); b=d, g-h
Teotihuacan (200 b,c.e.-750 c.e.);
e-f,1 Tula (Toltec 700-1150 c.e.ﬁ,
The first three rows are reliefs

d
and murals, The last row are
obsidian blades. (fij\ﬁ
g




Figure 17: vampire bats
descending on a victin,
taking blood-rain dots
from him to a glyph in
the sky. Note the victim
is himself a blood-glyph.
Tajin pvalma (ball game
pad), 500-1000 c.e.

Figure 16.: Blood-
rain dots and blood
glyphs on the open
chest of a victim,
San Jose Mogote
danzante ('dancer!')
relief, QOaxaca,

c. 600-500 b.c.e.




DISMEMBERING

v G

%

Figure 18: Tezcatlipoca's
dismembered body at the cosnmic
Four Quarters, feeding blood to
the God of the Centre. Codex

Fe jervary-lMayer,

'Figure 19: A goddess's (?) severed hand,
thigh bone, heart, vagina (?2), skull,
foot and breasts, tossed onto a liguid,
Stone of Itzpapalotl
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ITI. MEANS: DISMEMBIERING, PERFORATING AND SEVERING
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DISMEMBERIRG

Figure20 .: Victim on a rack (?) of tangled
intestines., Tajin relief, ¢.500-1000 c.e.

EXTRACTING THBE HEART

e LA IR
iy 7 R 117
7 £ LA P

Figure2l : Victim's heart flying Sunward during
heart-extraction. Codex Magliabechiano Folio 70.
Note similarity between stone-glyph ( gﬁ ) and
heart-glyph ( & ).



CREATING A CAVITY AND
ACCESSING THE SUPERNATURAL

Figure 22 Sacrificial
scene with Quetzalcoaf
overhead., Toltec-Maya
gold disc from Chichen
Itza cenote.

Figure 23 : Sacrificial
scene with Quetzalcoatl
as victim's bench, Toltec-

Maya: Temple of the Warriors
at Chichen Itza.

Figure 24 : Cosmic occurences
and battles accompanying a
heart-extraction. Codex Muttall.
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CREATING 4 CAVITY TC ACCESS TEE SUPZRNATURAL

Figure 25: Victim cooking (%)
in a large bowl, as a guetzal
feather 'plant' sprouts from
his open chest, Stela 1II,
Piedras MNegras .(Classic Mayan),
C.700-800 c.e.

- AP T, 1Y

Figure 26 : World (?) tree sprouting from victim's
chest. Note vulture with victim's eye; Earth
Mother's jaws at base; four attendant gods; and
the fact that the victim rests on Ahua, the final
Mayan gay-glyph (GE) ), which means 'Lord,God',
codex Dresden.



DECAPITATING

Figure .27: Decapitated ball-game player sprouting
seven serpents, two of which are flowering vines., This
is a central panel. The rest depict long processions of
similarly-clad players approaching this scene from either
side. Note the rubber ball at centre has a 'speaking skull’
design. Chichen Itza ballcourt panel (TolteeMayan, 1000-

1300 co.€4)s

Figure 28: Aparico stela showing a
decapitated, seated ball-game player’
(gaming baton in one hand, as above).
Tajin, Vera Cruz, c. 800-1000 c.e,

.

a
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Figure 29: Decapitated

figure on ballcourt, with

batons (?). Note serpent- .
hair. Codex Nuttall (Mixtec).
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BLOOD PENANCE

Figure 3C : Emblems of
penance: a Teotihuacan
(200 b.c.e.- 750 c.e.)
fresce of a cactus,

into which self-bleeding
knives are embedded, and
an Aztec (1L00~1520 c.e.)
relief of a penance
symbol, the curved
section symbolizing

the ball of twine into
which nenitents stuck
bloondied spines and thorns.

Figure 31: Autosacriiic
and weeping befcre
god Mictlantecuhtli
(Lord of Leath).

Codex Magliabechiano,
Fclio %Sr.
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Figure 32: Scabby god becoming
the Sun, Codex Borgia.
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SI¥ AND RUIN

Figure 33: Toltec vase apparently depicting

Topiltzin being coaxed to drink., The girl

before him holds a Jjar of liguor, Titlahuacan

sits behind, encouraging, Above, an older (bearded)
Topiltzin in a feathered serpent kneels before a

man {(the one who 'guards..already aged” at Tlapallan?)

or a god, Vase in Museum fiUr V¥lkerkunde, Vienna.
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ADULTS BEING '3ORN' BY DYING RITUALLY

Figure 34:Man with umbilical
cord or intestine protruding.
Stela 10, Izapa Maya (400 b.c.e-
300 c.e.).

Figure 35:Tajin panel (500 - 1000 c.e.)
of reclining man being decapitated. Note
uzbilical cord (?) and descending vulture
god or priest.
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Figure 36: Striped victims descend from heaven
below a vagina-like opening. Note the decapitation
and ball court rites below ., Codex Nuttall,
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Figure 37: Wooden Astec drum from Malinalco, depicting dying warrior

becoming an cagle. Note Jaguar and Lagle (Tezcatlipoca and Tonatiuh)

bear sacrificial flags and weep and sing "burning water" (war).
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BIRTH AND GLADIATORIAL SACRIFICE

Figure 38: Illustrations from Codex Huttall,
showing similarities in portrayal of birth

(ahove) and gladiatcrial sacrifice (below).
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FIVE: THE TEANSFOEMATICON OF "MIREORIHGT

Ie ULTIMATE REALITY: A FATED GAME

OF MASKS AND REFLECTIONS

#. Ghanging Images

To the characterisztics of the Aztec Ultimate examined thus far, we
can add that of {ts being fevocovsains "the intosicator of men'l - g
never—ending, transformative fafiucimation: a Divine game of foras that
npver really were. Horrid as the divinitiez may geem, Aziercs knew them
as "counterfeits' - fiachichinsualii®  and toys ~ penetld (dolls)™ or
tegiteian ("little moulded ones” or " the wery iittle ones"r. Even the
active volcano Fopacatepetl is playfuls "the Divine Singer %,

Remembzr that Mesozmerican deities are but zingles (strolling
plavers) and facad (literally: “sctor, clown" - one who “wanders® around
the Four Wuarters of the universe)? ; meEshing into the cosmic cloci as

£

masks"9, =so it is

gach other’s stand-ins. The Havans say all gods are
probable they only exist as roles for the ever—-transforming, imageless
dltimate which underlay them.

P

The “imagelessness’ of Realityw is evinced in the true featurss of

n
11

mzior idols being frwisifiler heavily masked’, ueileds, undar lavers of
g = : - : 19 - i e d s
cleth?, tucked away in darlk temples where only priests are permitted

= themlly or even buriedld- thowgh the populace knew that

to 5

o]

upderneath lay nothing but & featureless piesce of wood or a shapeless

dough blobl® - & ‘non—image® bkehind the image. Serge Gruzinski makes the

)]

walid remark that in Jodex fellierisno-Remensis, PArtec gods ars presentad
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Figure 29:

The ixiptla

of Tezcatzoncatl
showing the
elaborate attire
and insignia
worn by those
impersonating
the geds.,

This victim
wears an Xicolli
~"godly Jjacket'l,

Codex
“aglabechizno

e

LR P

Folio 24.
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Figure 40:God plays victina,
Tezcaltlipcca as Uantzin, the
striped offering. Codex Borgia.
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SIX : THE TRAHNSFORMATIOH OF EEXTIHCTIOH

I. ULTIMATE REALITY AS OHLIVICN

AND ANNIHILATION

The “sinister' nature of Mesoamerican pantheons is obvious to even
casual observers. Where else but Mexico would a god like Micapetlacalli,
"the Box of Death"l, flourish ?

Little attempt has been made to understand the significance of
this. Brurdage established that darkness and night had positive, dynamic
value for the Aztecs?, but the matter runs deeper. It would seem, as I
hope to determine in the following, that the Aztec Ultimate was Itself a

type of emptiness, with extinction being much desired.

a. God as a Vacuum

The Aztec Ultimate could be a vortex: "everything goes to His
House''3. For the Aztecs, the dead "vanish" into? and are "hidden’® by
the High God. This is not surprising, given Its "“empty' character as
"Night and Wind" (Yohualli ehecatl). |

When manifesting as gods, It is similarly vaporous. It is "Wind"
or "Bir" as Quetzalcoatl; “Shadow"®, “Black One" (Ixitlitlin) or '"the
Night"”/ as Tezcatlipoca; "born in the rainnist"8 as corn—god Cinteotl;
"dwells in cloud land"9 as Huitzilopochtli; and “he who is among the
clouds" as the fire—god XiuhtecuhtlilO,

We have already mentioned the belief that deities inhabit, or

manifest as, various cavities ard vacuums. This, too, seems connected

with Divine “emptiness'. A shell is the Mayan symbol for zero ((ED—)ll,
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arnd one of their gods was actually called Mahug'utah (Nought)l?2, so we
can safely assume that shells signified a type of void or vacuum. Mayan
iconography has peoplel3, deitiesl? (see Figure 41) and Cosmic Treesl®
emerging from shells and turtle shellsl® . The Mayans even recognised
“shell deities': Green Turtle, Conch God and Great Lord of the Conchl”.
Though there was a "He—of—the—Sea shell" (the Moon) amd turtle—
shell—-dwelling gods amongst the Aztecs, caves more or less took the
place of merlons in Central Mexico. Again, though, a “void' has a
supernatural, creative quality. All Aztecs (and all gods in some myths)
were believed to originate in 'the Seven Caves". Moreover, the name of a

main Aztec god, Tlaloc, meant "path under the earth" or "“long cave'18,

b. God as a Devourer

Religious art of Mesoamerica is often characterised by animals
{god—nahualli) and skeletal gods devouring humansl® or their hearts
(Figure 42). God, in fact, 1s very often a carnivore: an eagle (gods
Tonatiuh, Cuavhuieihuatl), a shnake (gods Quetzalcoatl, Xiuhtecuhtli,
goddesses Cihuacoatl, Coatlicue), an owl (Tlacolotl), a jaguar
(Tezcatlipoca), a coyote (gods Huehuecoyotl, Tezcatlipoca2®), a
crecodile (goddess Tlaltecuhtli — the Mayans' Itzamna), a mountain lion
(Acolmiztli) . Even gentle animal-nahualli will assume destructive
quises. Totochtzin Tezcatzoncatl i1s an '"angry rabbit, maddened with
drink'2l. Although a rabbit, he is "the monster'22.

Divine ferocity was not the only thing being conveyed thus. More
important seens to have been the image of gods as ravenous devourers,
who swallow people whole (see Figures 43 & 44). It was as though
communion with the Divine were a patently deadly business, demanding

suwrrender of one's very existence.



THE ULTIMATE AS VOID

Figure “40:God emerging from a shell,

Mayan clay sculpture.

THE ULTIMATE AS DEVOURER
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Figure L41:

Jaguar or puna (a god)

—

consuning a human heart.
v Temple »f Tukulcan,
Chichen Itza.
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TEE ULTIMATE AS DEVOUR=R

Figure 42: Teathered servent swallowing a person.

Olmec engraving at Chalcatzingo, 900-500 b.c,e.

Figure &43: _ % N
Feathered l.%gg%;.'. T
serpent

swallowing

or disgorging

warrior-skeletons. Toltec relief at Tula (750-1150 c.€.4).
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€. God as an All-Consuming Fire

When God is not consuming people, He or She floods, drowns, blinds
or incinerates them: '"burns people, singes, scorches them'". The last
image was particularly apt, for Aztec temples were made of tezontie—
volcanic stone?3, and the Aztecs were always talking of "bonfires' and
"burning” in spiritual tones.

The Aztec God was "the Possessor of Fire'44 and "Mother of the
Inferno"4°. As Tepevollotl, He walks on a lava flow2®; as Tlaloc, His
face is '"bright and red like a flaming fire"27. As Tonatiuh, He is "the
blazing cone'; as Xipe, He is "Mirror of Fiery Brightness'. The Deity
"rains ashes” — just as Tezcatlipoca scmetimes manifests as a
“billowing, rolling bundle of ashes''¢8.

Such imagery stressed the Ultimate's role as extinguisher of life.

It was claimed the High God:

"hurls upon men the xiuhcoatl {fiery
serpent) and fiery auger, that is,

war, destroying torment, body—consuming
fire'29.

II. PROBLEMATIC STATE: THE FINALITY OF DISSOLUTION,
’ AND DIVINE MALEVOLENCE
When Ultimate Reality is conceived as that by which humans are
utterly obliterated, various dilemmas result. Firstly, a strong

awareness of the universal pervasiveness of death develops.

Nezahualcoyotl was ford of reflecting that:

"all the earth is a grave: nothing escapes
it. Nothing is so perfect that i1t does not
fall and die"30.
The view simply perpetuates that of a talking gouwrd-skull in the Popul

Vuh:
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"This my head, has nothing on it. Just bone...It's
the same with the head of that great lord...it's
just the flesh that makes his face look good. And
when he dies, pecple get frightened by his bones"31,

Secordly, death becomes not just an end, but a complete extinction
and dissolution: we “depart forever'32; "In the Place of Mist he is no
Ionger'33; "Alone I must go— my own self shall be lost'34.

Perhaps because the soul 's journey through the underworlds was
believed to terminate at Toanpopolihuiyvan— ''Common House, where we lose
ourselves'39, afterlife was a fusiom a final, somewhat fearful loss of
identity and individuality: "They become as one in the Land of the
Dead"36.

Thirdly, Mexicans were troubled by their deities' malevolent (xic—
t11)37 nature. Tezcatlipoca is actually called Yoatl- Enemy38:
Tecoyaomiqui(God of the Enemy Dead)3Y, and most significantly, "Enemy
on Both Sides''— He stood against Aztecs as well as for them.

With a God like this, it i1s no wonder that complaints
proliferated. Teotl are blamed for inflicting disease, torment and
catastrophe. The High God is said to be unfeelingﬁ "Sharp'; '"Thy heart
is of stone"; "Thy silence seems inexcorable, O Giver of Life"40, He or
It does not care about our lives: "mocks us..Petrays us”. Worse, "He is
erraged at one. He kills one'dl. As Awesome and Terrible Lord— God of
Evil Omen?2, He has made us Imalacualihine: "prisoners of His food 43,

Often Aztecs express a sense of helplessness in the face of this
Divine cruelty arnd duplicity. Although they serve the gods, the Sun
‘wages war" on them®*. At the height of the famine of 1450-1454, the
Emperor announced that it was God who was destroying the nation:

"He who wages war against us is the

Lord of All Created Things, the Lord of
Night and Day. Who can fight against Him?"49,



PROBLEMATIC STATES: THE ULTIMATE AS SACREFICIAL
IMPLEMENTS '

Figure 44:Pattern of curved obsidian knives (used

in heart-sacrifices). A Teotihuacano mural, 100-600 CeCa

Figure 45: Aztec 'god-knives" of
silex- offerings from Templo Mayor,
l Tenochtitlan. Knives with grinding
! teeth grind up and disgorge gods and

v ' people in much of Aztec art.

1 1.'77
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It must have troubled the Aztecs that their God was the very
implement and medium of their destruction: the “Enemy”—“Warrior”46; the
"Lord of the Chase" (Amimitl, Camaxtli)— whose “game' was evidently
human; "the Sacrificer"4” and "Wounder'48. Teot!l manifest as the very
paraphernalia for tlacamicitiztli: god Iztlacoliuhque (Curved Obsidian
Knife); god Tecpatl (Flint Knife— an aspect of Tezcatlipoca)4?; god
Itztli (Obsidian Knife)20; god Teocomitl (God Rock)2l; and the
sacrificial slab itself: god Itztapal Totec ("Stone Slab Our Lord"'— an
aspect of Xipe)52.

In other words, when someone died sacrificially, it was the Teot!
who, as knives, slabs and other devices, did the actual slaying. The
theme seems bizarre to Western scholars now, but in fact it was echoed
around the Aztec and pre—Aztec world in art generally. Consider Huerra's
description of Aztec skull racks: "Wherever one turned his eyes, they
fell on death"33. Add to this temple—entrances of gaping mouths; muwrals
of kniferows (Figure 45); sculptures of skeletal gods with claws ready
to strike®?, or knife—gods grinding their hungry teeth (Figure 46).
Small wonder one Aztec poet declared:

"Do I perhéps go with Him? He, too,
came to cut off my life on earth!">9,

However— and this was tﬁe greatest dilemma— our violent death was
considered an essential prerequisite for attaining anything truly
lasting. A Mexican ‘'Dance of the Five Suns'" — pre-Hispanic in origin—
has each dancer (Sun} dying, but reborn through the strength of the
Fifth Sun. The performance ends with the Suns all dancing together, the
Fifth Sun gyrating with great energy at the centred®. What this
epitomised is a concept of death as the gateway to fuller life.

Yaqui Indians today call death the '"crack between the worlds"o7

It seems Mesocamericans were fascinated by the junction between living
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and dying. The actual moment of expiring had, in their understanding,
tremendous spiritual potential. When a man died, he was henceforth
addressed as '"god Cuecuextzin''. When a woman died, she was henceforth

" addressed as ''goddess Chamotzin', for fteo—ti — "to die'" is literally 'to
become God'98.

Sacrificial victims highlight this. They were actually called
"gods" and treated "as though divine"99. They beccme true nahualli
(animal-twins) of the deities: "You are created Eagle—Jaguar+60.

In this sense, death was pivotal to ocwr theosis. Mexicans still
consider it important to ''die well' and have "a good death"6l. Mexican
Indians will even say: '"Tell me how vou die, arnd I will tell you who you
are'0<,

However, such outlocks create a problem. Although, on the other
gide of death: "nothing is sad at Thy side"®3; "peace and happiness are
there"®4; "all is eternal there'®d; "the answer will be known"®6- what
can be said of our current state?

Is it of value at all? It would appear not:

“Now that you begin to lock around you, be aware.

Here it is like this: There is no happiness, no

pleasure. There 1s heartache, worry, fatigue. Here

spring up and grow suffering and distress...There 1is

no place of well-being on the earth...They say that

the earth is a place of painful pleasure, of grievous

happinegs'"©
In the Aztec understanding, we are plagued by the problem of being
strangers and misfits here. The earth is '"not the place to accomplish

things', because physical life has removed us from our true task and

home :

"Where are we bound? our home 1s elsewhere,
in the Land of the Fleshless"08,

"Somewhere else is the Place of Life.
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There I want to go.

There I will have genuine flowers

the flowers that delight

that give pleasure to the heart' 69,

Farthly life is alsc, as we have seen, an empty dream— a misery,
so there was constant craving to enter the Beyond: "Allow us to die— our

gods are already dead"”0.

III. MEANS: RESIGNATICN, REALISATION AND SHOCK

a. Resignation
Faced with such mental crises, one Aztec approach was evidently

passive surrender: "I will go down there; nothing do I expect“71. At
times, dying must have seemed a relief from the confusion and torment of
living. A diseased man would address Tezcatlipoca quite angrily and
despairingly:

"0 wretched Sodomite!

Already Thou takest

pleasure with me.

Slay me quickly!
Trample me urderfoot ! "'72,

Perhaps a similar wearied resignation underlay human sacrifice.

b. Realisation

Otiquittaco quinequi moyollo yehua itzmiquitla : '"Thou camest to
see it..thy heart desireth it: it was death by the obsidian blade!"73.
There are several Aztec poems which suggest that a moment arose in many
an Aztec's life when he or she realised that the “answer' to all
difficulties— the event they most yearned for— was xochitonail: 'flowery

destruction"— a glorious military or sacrificial demise:

"Fear not, my heart: on the Plain
I covet death by the obsidian knife:
all that our hearts desire is death in war!"
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"Ch, those of you in the battle:
I lorg to die by an obsidian blade,
Qur hearts wish only for a warrior's death!"74,
/K\ "Now thou hast come to know what it is thy heart was desiring:
it was death by the obsidian knife!
Thou art clad with gilded skin, studded with jade;
with i1t thou art made to rejoice in the midst of the Plain.
Now thou hast come to know what it is thy heart was desiring:
it was death by the obsidian knife!
Our death was utterly ended"7°.

We have seen that such an end was spectacular and highly esteemed,
so this approach is not, in my estimation, surprising. After all, is not
the warrior a 'friend of death''/06? How could this be, unless. death was
desired? Clendinnen was convinced from Aztec discourses that a
sacrificial end was dreaded: 'a most bitter fate"’/, but this seems a
misinterpretation. I would counter that whenever an Aztec described the
horrors or seriousness of a thing, it was intended as appreciation —

darkness and terror having real worth in their world. At any rate, in

most sources, a "flowery' demise is exalted:

"""That 1is why we were born!
That is why we go to battle!
= That is the blessed death our
ancestors extolled!"’8.

Moreover, in the last statement of the poem given earlier: "our
death was utterly ended', it would appear that the sacrificial death had
a kind of ultimate finality. Death itself, we are tdid, is "ended"
through tlacamicitiztli.

What does this mean? We see similar in poems and hymns. In the
Song of Cihuacoatl, ritual death apparently offers a promise of Ultimate
satisfaction: "132 Eagle is Our Mother/ May He sate me!'— and, agailn, a
“final' ending: "Let men be dragged away/ It will forever end'’9.

Likewise: "Here may it end at last/ (on) the Plain of the Serpent'80,
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Was sacrificial death considered a means of spiritual liberation
or fulfilment? I feel it must have been. Consider the tone of ecstasy

and deliverance in the sacrificial "Song of Amimitl':

"You have come to linger
At the gate of exit

I have come to linger
At the House of Darts
Stard there

Come to stand there

I only go afar

I only go afar

I only go afar”

"Already I am taken
I am sent
I am sent.."

"Tet Him hasten..
Iet Him hasten..’

"With obsidian I rejoice me

With obsidian I rejcice me

With obsidian I rejoice me"8l.
To me, the hymn conveys a sense of blind yearning to be "taken" Ly the
god in death. The victim waits impatiently at ''the gate of exit" and

"rejoices' with obsidian.

¢. Frightening to Death

We have seen that Ultimate Reality for the Aztecs is sometimes a
“death of the self': a Pivine Cblivion. It follows, then, that the
process of attaining that Reality might not be too pleasant, even if the
rewards of the state beyond life are well worth it.

Given this outléok, the horrific divinitiés of the Aztecs can
begin to make sense. Perhaps it was considered necessary to frighten
people into Reality. Perhaps the aim of Aztec reiigion waé to jolt
people out their mundane existence ard 1ittle egos? Did they believe
| that not only the‘body, but the ego,itselfrcould expire if sufficiently

shocked?
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Circumstantial evidence would suggest so. The sermons accompanying
ritual killings "extol fear, reverence"8¢, and Duran noted the great awe
and dread in which gods were heldB3. Moreover, in the sacrificial songs
of Huitzilopochtli, the talk 1s often of fear and mergence:

“Oh, among the young people of Huitznahuac,

my captive is dressed in feathers,
I am feared, I am feared,
my captive is dressed in feathers'84.

"Our enemies are those at Amantla;

come adhere to us!
War is made with combat,
come adhere to us!"80.

However, the strongest evidence may be the sacrificial “Song of
Yiacatecuhtli'. One stanza runs thus:

"In a coffer of jade

I burn myself up

Not with easiness

My priests have brought me

The heart of water

Whence sand is scattered'86.
The “coffer of jade" was probably the eagle—bowl, in which human hearts
were incinerated. The victim seems to be saying that he is utterly
amnihilating himself through dread ("not with ease") and ritual death.
The Sea—symbolism in sand—scattering has already been discussed, but in
light of this, it is possible the rest of the stanza conveys the victim

envisaging his physical heart replaced by an oceanic "heart of water'.

IV. CULTURAL AND RITUAL EXPRESSION

a. Voids and Vortexes
Emphasis on dissolution had many expressions. Warriors off to
battle and possible sacrifice wore ehecacozcatl- “ﬁind Jjewels'", which

were sectioned shells. Shell—decorations was common in sacrificial garb
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and temple reliefs alike, and one type of female victim was said to be
an “empty vessel' — a "hanging gourd“87.

The habit of holding sacrifices at midnight88, and tossing child-
offerings into whirlpools must have supported the idea of the soul
disappearing into a dark vortex. Certainly mest victims' hearts were
hrought into the blackness of temple interiors8%. Temples of Cihuaccatl

were especlally "always pitch black.. Place of Blackness' "90,

b. Carnivores

This imagery extended into all aspects of Aztec culture. To give
just a few examples, a city was altepetl— "water monster'9l, its sacred
precincts surrounded by a Serpent Wall. Moreover, captors are called
"Bears' and the sacrificing priest for gladiatorial slaying was always

the "0Old Mountain Lion"92.

c. Frightening to Death

Many Aztec rites seem deliberately contrived to instil a maximum
of dread. The ceremconies for Xipe, with their stinking, flayed skins,
were considered particularly horrific®3, vet each festival had its own
brand of terror. During Teccizquacuilli, a powerful man wore the skin of
Tetecimnan's ixiptla and ran about with priests, threatening and

presenting such a ferocious appearance that:

"There was much fear; fear spread over

the people...the ixiptia and her
companions set upon the warriors. .they just
scattered. .terrified"94.

On another occasion, the Ometochtli priest would appear in horrific

guise, chewing sharp stonesi99
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SEVEN: THE TRAHNSFORHATION OF
SYHBIOTIC EECHANGE

I. ULTIMATE REALITY: THE GREAT, ETERNAL SACRIFICE

The Mexicas' universe could be described as an eternally;slain yvet
living victim. In Historia de Origen, gods constantly sacrifice
themselves for humanity's sakel. Each new Sun (coémic age) 1s born and
destroyed through the battles and self-sacrﬁfices of the gods?, and the
pantheon itself criginates, as Huamantla Codex illustrateé, from a dead
god. According to one myth, goddess Itzpapalotl (Obsidian Butterfly)
created the "1,600 divinities" by hurling Herself down from the heavens
and shattering into 1,600 obsidian fragments3. Mexican codexes depict a
variety of 'shattering goddesses", with figures emerging from their
joints (see Figure 47), so this story must have been widespread.

The world is similarly a sacrifice. As Historyre du Mechique and
Vaticamus 3773 show, we exist on a living, crocodilian Goddess, dragged
up ﬁy Tezcatlipoca (who lost his foot in the-process) and split in two?.
The Nahua today still call stonesrthe'Ebrth Mother's ''bones', water Her
'"blood"?, and maize and soil Her "flesh'®.

Each Age's Sun, Moon and Stars were slain gods — tegsed into
bonfires or killed in battle. The Mayans hold the Moon to be one of
Kin's (the Sun god's) eves, which Kin plucked out when people complained
of too much light at hight7. The reds and pinks of e&ery sunset
similarly bespoke a sacrificial tale: the Eagle—Sun's daily. bloody

“death'S.
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Codex Borgia tells us all people arvse from sacrifice: when
(uetzalcoatl bled his penis o?er human bones?. In south—eastern Mexico,
our origin i1s even more violent: we sprang to life when delties sliced
off their own fingerslo.

Lastly but most importantly, all human food is considered the
sacrificed body of the Divine'Couple's first son:' Piltzintecunhtli.
Staple crops - maize, chia, sweet potato and amaranth — first grew from
his corpse: his nails, fingers, hé;rs, earé, and nosell. Indeed, Crops
and treeé spring from slain God—bodies quite early in Mesoamerican art,
suggesting that this kind of mythology was univeréal to the regién (see
Pigures 48 & 49). |

God sprouting ocur food was a deeply ingraiﬁed notion. The Mexica
claimed God: "makes Himself food to give us.health”l2 — that gods are
food. That is precisely how Chicomtecoatl, a corn goddess still much
revered 1n Mexico, is deséribéd to Sahagun:

"She 1s our sustenance...she is our flesh,
our livelihood. If she were not, we should
indeed die of hunger"13.

The making of god—imagés from different Kinds of important food
seedsl? illustrates the belief. During Atemoztli, tzoalli dough statues
of gods were edible down to thelr bean eyes and Squash teethld,

| Such statues had profouﬁd significance for the Azﬁecs. In the
festival of Panquetzaliztli, no less than 400 godly dough hones were
consumed with the understanding that “the god is eaten"1®. The
considerable number of other dough figures of divinities which were
"sacrificed' ard swallowed in other Aztec feasts as well suggests Nahua
people constantly reminded themselves that all eating was a case of

nicteocua— "I eat God"l7. Perhaps that is what Aztecs meant by

tonacayoti— the "fleshhood'— of the gods. Tona means soul or destiny;
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nacatl means body or flesh; and yotl means "hood". Tonacayotl suggests
a bodily, sacrificial presence of the gods in the physical world.

Certainly deities, food and life are all inter—connected in
Mescamerican thought. Modern Nahua maintain that life is just the energy
(1stl1) cor warmth of the Sun—god, which is born in us, and continues to
revive us through food (mainly maize). Without this istli, we cool down
and diel8,

Equally, however, gods require owr istli — in the form of
sacrifices, hearts and blood — to continue to perform their tasks. This
symbiotic relafionship is eloguently expressed by modern Nahua of San
Miguel in a dancing sorng:

“We live here on the Esrth (stomp the ground)

We are all fruits of the Earth

The Earth sustains us

..when we die, we wither in the Earth.
We eat of the Earth,

and the earth eats us"19.

As this implies, the cosmos operated‘rather mechanically - certain
outputs requiring certain inputs. Diaz often heard Aztecs defend human
sacrifice as a necessary exchange, the gods havirng given '"everything
that is gocod. .all their temporal needs"20. Wnen Cortes confronted
Moctezuma 11 on the prospect of banning human sacrifice, the Empercr
replied that it would be impossible, because of this inter-dependence.
True, he admitted, his people offer up many human lives, but this is
fully warranted: the gods "preserve our lives' ard give ''nourishment,
honour, wealth'2l,

Wnat this response indicates to me is that the Aztecs thought
their killings mroduced the Divine bounty, just as the Gods' mythical
killings had supposedly produced the world. Aztecs presumed nothing

happens by chance. Illness only occurs because ''payment' has not been
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made to the godszz. Even when recovery eventuates, sacrifices still need
to be made:

‘because he had not died, because he would

be (otherwise) dead"23,

It was felt that if one '"paid" the gods enough, one could even
prevail over fate?4. A priest who performed penances of 912 months was
supposedly able to influence national eventsao, Equally, Lords engaging
in set penances and sacrifices 'set people free"26; "protect the
people“27. Pain and sacrifice instantly create certain conditions or
benefits.

This explains the importance of ceremonial precision in Aztec
religion. Apparently, failures in ritual performance would automatically
stop rain from falling and cause calamities. Maybe this 1s why the
Aztecs were so shocked when Spaniards suggested they abandon all
sacrifices. Consider the Mexicans' reply:

"Why is 1t you compel! us to bring down
destruction upeon our city?”za.

II. PROBLEMATIC STATE: DEBT AND INADEQUACY

Before a body of Spanish Franciscans, Aztec priests defended
their practices with the following words:

"Life is because of the gods, with their sacrifice, they
h gave us life...they produce our sustenance...all..which

nourishes 1ife"29. '
When everything is born of Divine sacrifice, and life depends utterly on
the gods, an attitude of indebtedness and gratitude can be expected.
True to this, modern Nahua declare:.”everything in our lives is a

gjft”ao. The stance is patently ancient, for the pre—Hispanic Aztecs

also claimed: '"We mortals owe our lives to penance, because for cur
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sakes the gods did penance"3l. In fact, Aztecs go so far as to call
themselves macehuale: '"the dead hrought back to life because of the
penance”32.

In their understanding, ouwr debt to the gods is so great that food
sacrifices are quite inadequate. Poets would lament: "Alas, we have no
payment”33. We are but ”pau.per(s)”34 and indebted ''slaves" who must 'beg
a loan'" of rain. When we consider how much the gods give and how little

we give in return,

"The fact is that we are but slaves
We are simply standing (dumbly) before Him"39.

My findings suggest this indebtedness and insufficiency burdened
the Aztec soul. Consider one curiocus Aztec myth about little fish who
bemoan their inedible state: 1R

"How wretched we are, what offence have we done to God,

that we are not edible? Now we are pricking up our ears

to discern which path to take"30,
In my understanding, it is significant that the story erds "happily”
with the fish delighted to find their means of becoming food.

The burden of indebtedness must have deepefied with the Aztec
conviction that we maltreat and shame the gods. God is "She who weeps”
and the "Rabbit who suffers"37. When corn lived amongst us as a man
(Homshuk) who declared: "I am destined to give food to mankind. I am He—
Who—Sprouts—at—the—-Knees', we ridiculed and harassed him — even tossed
him ovet the ocean38.

Worse still, as Nahua Shaman Aurelio once explained to Alan
Sandstrom, thouwgh people spend all their days on the Earth Goddess, they
only exploit Her: eating from Her; urinating and defecating all over
Her; sleeping on Her and ploughing Her up. She is disgraced: we give Her

back so little for all she gives us. She longs to be relieved, fed and
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remembered, but we give Her nothing®?. The shaman's tirade is not a
recent invention. Auwrelio's pre—Hispanic ancestors similarly described
the Earth Mother as constantly weeping and begging to be remembered and
fed.

In fact, Aztec gods complain that "men cause Me shame'40. In some
sacrificial hymns, this ''shame' is clearly over our debt to the .gods for
food:

"You are My Lord, Prince and Magician, and

though in truth, it is you who produce our

sustenance, although you are the first, we
cause vou only shame"41.

III. MEANS: COVENANTS AND GREAT DEEDS

a. A Covenant of Symbiotic Exchange

Faced with debt and shame, one Mesocamerican sclution was to form a
covenant with the gods. Monaghan compared the Paris Codex with a current
Muyou Mixtec myth and concluded that, for some Mesoamericans at least, a
pivotal reason for human sacrifice was nchiso yu'uva42 -~ a type of
contract with the Earth about giving life for life: a symbiotic exchange
between god and human.

Nchiso yu'uva was certainly current among the Aztec. The Nahua
told Sandstrom that all their sacrifices are 'an offering 1n return for
a favour'33, In fact, most Mesocamerican Indians even now openly
acknowledge their sacrifices are payments to the elements for “services
rendered'43. In the case of the Aztecs, goed Huitzilopochtlil promised to
provide constant food and drink if captives were slain in his honour,
ard the Aztec agreed to the “deal’.

Glance through Aztec poetry, and this sense of mutual exchange

will soon manifest. Cantares Mexicanos poets declare it. Through war and
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sacrifice, they say, we gladly "come to trade"9- 'bartering with sun—
chalk" (sacrificial victims).

Thus, ritual death in Mesoamerica pays for particular boons.In
1578, Oaxacagn Indians told Cordova in 1578 they had killed humans
purely "to pay the debt for bringing rain"46. Ritual killing was
actually called "debt-paying” amongst the Aztecs?’ — nextlahualli- "a
debt paid, tribute"48. Child—offerings were likewise 'debt—
of ferings"49.

Ritual death might seem a drastic price to pay for the gods' role
in our food, but in Aztec eves, it was barely adeguate compensation. The
sacrificial Song of Yiacatecuhtli has a-verse wherein the victim sings
that, although he does not find it easy to die, he only just "merits”
the gift of food the god has or will bestow on his people: "I have not
merited our food with easiness"20. Every year, the blood of warricrs was
sprinkled over 400 dough "bones of Huitzilopochtli"dl, but it never
never seens to have sufficed as payment for the similar shedding of
blood over bones which had, ages ago, created humanity.

After all, the godly sacrifice is never—ending. Aztecs felt that
as the gods constantly feed us, we are similarly obliged to constantly
feed them. We can be fairly sure this is how human sacrifice was
regarded. Why edse would Mayans call ritual killing p’a chi —
literally, "to open the mouth (of the gods)“52, or their priests say
they slew: "on account of the dire need of Hunab Ku (a god) for food''93?
Why else were Aztec captives Imalacualhine '"Prisoners of His Food'™4,
likened to "hot breads"?

Today, when Nahuas drip blood over the paper images of their

gods, they explain that "this is their food“55, just as, during pre—
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Hispanic immolations, it was said that the goddess had been tossed a
thigh on which to "grnaw'90.

It is important to add here that a “culinary' fate applied as much
to the Aztecs as to their captives. When 20,000 Aztec soldiers were lost
in a campaign against the Tavascan Fmpire, priests conscled the Emperor

with the thought that:

"By the death of s0 many warriors he had
given sustenance to the gods“57.

As this indicates, the moment people expired in war or sacrifice
was the moment gods "ate'. Once Mayan priests had slain some one, it
would be said: "The Jaguar is eating"98. However, at times gods also
physically pook of this food — through those who ate the victims' flesh,
or through carnivores to which corpses were fed. The latter were then

considered to be the gods' nahuallio¥.

b. Escalating "Great (Couragecus) Deeds"
Another respornse was apparently to try to match the debt to the
gods “tit for tat', by doing something equally magnanimous and bold.

Elderly Aztecs told Duran:

"food offerings were of low and poor men, but the
sacrifice of human beings was the honoured oblation

of great lords and noblemen. They remember these things
and tell of them as if they had been great deeds'60.

Nobles were expected to perform “deeds worthy of their persons"6l.
When Tlacaelel instituted "Flowery Wars', he declared it would be
a demonstration of generous self-sacrifice appropriate to his noble

peers:

"let us buy with owur heads, our hearts and
with ouwr lives, precious stones. jade and )
feathers (that is, captives and wealth) for
our wondrous Huitzilopocht1i"64.
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These ''great deeds" operated as a type of escalating sacrifice:
"little by little offer yourself to the torment"®3. As we have seen,
generous offerings and sacrifices constituted a principal Aztec
practice. Large quantities of precicus stones and fine cloth were
habitually relinquished for the gods64, and even when Moctezuma was held
hostage by Cortes, he kept giving his captor magnificent present565.

Apparently, Aztecs saw such self—emptying as the means to becoming
a tlamitini (sage) — a true tlamitini being 'he who gives things“66.

For Mesoanmericans, the process of "giving” culminated in
forfeiting one's own life for, from giving up possessions, one moved on
to giving up comforts: performing arduous penances such as log—
carting57, lengthy runs 68 scorching, cutting and skewering one's
flesh®®, or carrying torches and allowing the resin to drip down one's
arms/0. Eventually, the good valiant warrior...hurls himself to his
death'’1.

In other words, the most generous and couragecus act of all was to
surrender one's life in war or sacrifice. In Chapter 2 of Part A., the
association of ritual death with ultimate courage was already remarked
upon. Here it suffices to add that such self—giving was deemed
responsible for spiritual growth. In Popul Vuh, the penances and
sufferings of the Divine Twins made the two herves "sages':

"They had grown up in great suffering. They inherited

pain. So great men and sages they became...everythigg
was easy for them..they were Substitutes (Magualis)'"/<.

IV. RITUAL AND CULTURAL EXPRESSION
A human offering on his or her way to a ritual demise encountered
various reminders of the gods' great sacrifice. Gods performing severe

penances are often depicted on cuauhxicalli’3, and at the base of the
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steps up the Tempio Mayor lay a huge image of a dismembered goddess:
Coyolxauhque . Archaeologist Moctezuma considers the latter a purely
political statement — symbolic of the nations the Aztecs had subdued74,
but I would argue it also served to comfort and inspire the doomed —
reéminding them that, just as they were now going to perish for the gods,

the gods had once perished for them.

a. The Covenant of Symbiotic Exchange

"Feeding'' was repeately expressed through the ravenous mouths on
temples’2, and by equally vivid pictures in codexes (see Figure 50). In
the latter, streams of human blood filow to the Sun, the Earth, or - as
in Mayan Stela II at Piedras Negras (731 c.e.) — to the World Tree”%.

The Aztec obsession with going to war may also be considered a
direct consequence of their Covenant with the gods. As Duran observed.:

"This was their goal...not to slay, to do

no harm to man or woman, to home or cornfield,

but to feed the...idol'"77.
Two of the highest Aztec military ranks, Quaguachitctin and Otomi
Tlaotonxinti comprised of: "wicked but brave warriors, thoese furious in
battle, who only came paying the tribute of death"78.

Indeed, war is the sacred ”duty“79 of the Covenant. Heed how each
victim's death is said to meet that obligation. The female ixiptla '"gave
her service'®0; the male offering went to '"fulfil (his) duty”el — he was
his people's "humble present”ez.

The notion of Covenant also found expreséion in the liturgy of
human sacrifice. Messengers of the Sun were expected to "thank Him for
His great favours”eBi whilsflafter the defleshing of men for Xipe, the

crowd or perfofmers would say: "Now our hunger has been changed into

greaﬁ abundance“84.
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of vblood flows from the bird's body to the mouth cf
the Bun God. Codex Borgia,
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Similarly, sermons following slayings dwelt on '"how much we owe to
Him who created us"8°, Sacrificial hymns were still more explicit: the

victim is "taken” and "sent"®0; he sighs that:

"Not with ease do I nowrish the Quetzal bird
Not with ease do I nourish the Quetzal bird"87.
b. Performing "Great (Courageous) Deeds”

The Aztecs said they filled tzompantli with numerous skulls to
show they were'“great sacrificers®8 — each skull providing a little
"nourishment”. In other words, tzompantli demonstrated before the gods
just how willing Aztecs were to equal the innumerable Divine sacrifices.

This desire to perform ''great deeds" moulded attitudes to death in
war. The Conquistadors, though enemies of the Aztecs, freely admitted
their foes' immense — almost insane — cowrage and indifference to pain.
Cortes discovered that the more his forces attacked the Aztecs and
warred them of immanent destruction, 'the less signs they showed of
weakening"8Y. Rather, 'they seemed meme determined to perish more than

any race of man know before"90. Diaz found similar:

"They cared nothing for death in battle. ..
They came at us like mad dogs. .. (showing)
great courage and ferocity..(fighting) so
fiercely ard closely”gl.

Aztec recklessness and resistance during the Spanish Conguest was
such that their capital had to be levelled block by block, building by
building, with most of the population slain or starved to death before
victory seemed close for the Spanish. Even then, their Emperor declared:
"Let us all die fighting!"92. He and many of his peers would later

succumb to Spanish torture ard execution without so much as a murmur or

twitch indicative of the great agonies they were suffering.
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I. GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

Over Part A. of this thesis, we established that Aztec human
sacrifice was a complex phenomenon with a lorng history. We also found
most explanations for the rite to be either unworkable or limited. By
contrast, when Streng's theory: that religion is a means of ultimate
transformation was applied in Part B., the ceremony seened easier to
comprehend. The evidence from the last seven chapters suggests Aztec
human sacrifice did indeed function as a means of ultimate
transformation, providing Aztecs with a process for emancipation,
atonement, self—amnihilation, “re-birth'. "paying' a perceived debt to
the gods, and much more. In fact, a whole range of Aztec and
Mescamerican attitudes, stories, cultural artefacts ard ceremonies
suddenly begin to make sense when this approach is adopted.

In my opinion, this is because Streng's model addresses a question
other explanations have not considered: what was the purpose or goal of
Aztec human sacrifice? There is a subtle difference between this query
and the usual one of: “why did the Aztecs practice human sacrifice ?' A
question of purpose concerns intent, whereas a question of “why' covers
even unconscious needs and effects such as population control and
excessive drug use. However valid queries of “why' may be, the gquestion
of purpose is necessarily of greater importance because, no matter what
actually occurred when someone was slain at an Aztec temple, it is the
Ideas and emotions of slayer and slain— their rationalisation of the
drastic event — which continue to intrigue arnd bewilder.

An explanation formulated around the intentions of Aztec human
sacrifice will unfailingly deliver some understanding of the Aztecs as

fellow human beings. This i1s less possible when the rite is casually
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dismissed as a “political devise' or as a "means:of obtaining protein'.
If anything. the latter stances only deepen the mystery — making the
Aztecs seem extraordinarily pragmatic.

The beauty of Streng's model is that it allows us to speculate on
— ard reconstruct- the aspirations and yearnings which underlie even
unusual religlous practices. Other theories neglect to do this, turning
Aztec religion into an abstraction that was, supposedly, endured or
enforced rather than lived. -

Of course, as already discussed, human sacrifice cculd never have
been promoted arnd perpetuated for one reason alone. We have seen that
even the themes of transformation embraced by the Aztec ceremony were
several. However, I would maintain that the transformative purpose of
human sacrifice was always paramount, and that other factors outlined in
Chapter 3 of Part A. merely supported — or perverted — the main intent

of the rite.

II. ANGLES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

- The purpese of this thesis was to attack the problem of
explaining human sacrifice by engaging in a case study on the Aztecs. [
hoped to show that a comprehensive appreciation i1s required not only of
the rite itself, but also of Dheliefs and aspirations surrounding it.

Themes and symbols explored in the second half of this thesis
represent just the tip of an iceberg of little—investigated material on
Mescamerican spirituality. Further investigation could assist immensely
in comprehending Mescamerican culture. It could also help explain

numerous sacrificial creeds which have disgusted and perplexed academics
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for centuries: Celtic religion, Viking religion, Tantra, Satanism, West
African religion, the Polynesian cult of Oro.

To date, such violent, “dark' faiths are rarely considered as
viable means of "ultimate transformation'. What, though, if they
delineate an entire, un—researched mode of spirituality ? Other, very
distinctive “types' of religion1 certainly do exist: "devotional"
traditions; "contemplative' traditions. Bearing this in mind, it might
help to reflect on Ramakrishna's comments about Tantra, a movement
despised by his disciples for its erotic ceremonies and its tradition of
human sacrifice (outlawed only decades before):

"Why give way to hatred? I tell you, this is also one

of the Paths — though it's a dirty one. There are several
doors leading into a house: the main door, the back door,
the door by which the sweeper enters to clean out the

house. 50 this, too, 15 a door. No matter which door people
use, they get inside the house (that is, God) all right''s.

1 1 B. Carman, " Concering Hindu Bhakti as Theisitic Eeligion”, in
5.T. Katz. Mustieram and Rehgous Traditons( Oxford: Oxford Tharverstty Press,
19832, 191 - 198, 203 - 205

See alsa B Heler, " Cordermplahon m Chostan Mustcsm”, wo Spadfval Diseples

Fapers from the Eranos ¥earbooks (Frinceton, Penceton Umeerzity Press,

; Bothngen Seces XKHI04, 19851, 186 - 187

& Charles Isherwond, Kamskrisina and His Disemles{Loadon: Mettuen & Co., 1965 ),
76,
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