






MYTH, COSMIC TERROR, AND TEMPLO MAYOR

Important variations of ritual activit), werc carried out at thcse temples, schools,
skull racks. and bathhouses; howc\>er, th~ general partern of human sacrifjc~ was as
follows. Most Aztec riw:t1s began with a four-day (or multiples of four) preparatory
period of priestly fasting (neltlhua!i;:tlil. An import'ant exception was the year-long fast
by a group of priests and priestesses known as the teoclloque (god caters) or the greatly
feared in iachJmo1t HlliI~ilopochtli in mocexiuh~auhqul'(the ~Ider brothers of Huit­
zilopochtli who fasted for a year). This preparatory period ;:llso involved nocturnal
vigil (Im.ohuo!i~tli) and offerings of flowers, food, cloths. rubber, paper. poles with
streamers, as well as incensing (copaltemaliztlil; the pouring of libations; and the em­
bowering of tcmples, statues, and ritual panicipants. Drmnaric processions of elabo­
r;ltdy coStllmed panicipants moving to music ensembles playing sacred songs passed
through the ceremonial precinct before arriving at the specific temple of sacrifice. The
major ritual participants were called ill ixiptla itt teteo (deity impersonaronl. All im­
portant rituals involvcd :I d~ath s3crifice of either animals or human beings.

The most common sacrifice was the decapit3tion of animals such as quail, but
the mOSt dramatic and valued sacrifices were the hum:m sacrifices of captured war·
riors and slaves. These victims were ritually bathed, carefuUy costumed, taught to

dance special dances, and either faue-ned or slimmed down during the prep:uation
period. They were e1nboT<Hely dressed to impt:rsonate specific deities to whom they
were sacrificed.

The different primary sources reveal a wide range of sacrificial techniques, in­
cluding decapitation (usually for women) (see pI. I), shooting with darts or arrows,
drowning, burning, hurling from heighrs, str:mgulation, entombment and starvation,
and gladiatorial combat. Usually, the c~remony peaked when splendidly attired cap­
tors and captives s:lng and danced in procession to the [~mple, where they were es­
corted (sometimes unwillingly) up the stairways to the sacrificial stone. The vierim
was quickl}' thrust on the sacrificial stone (techcatll and the temple priCSt CUt through
the chest wall with the ritual Oint knife (see pI. 32) (tccpatl). The priest grasped the
still beating heart, called "precious eagle cactus fruit," torc.' it from the chest, offered
it to the sun for vitality and nourishment. and placed it in a carved circul,ar vessel
called the wouhxicalli (cagle vessel). In many cases, the body, now callcd Meagle man,"
was rolled, Aailing, down the temple steps to the bouom where it was dismembered.
The skull was decapitated, the brains taken out (see pI. 22), and after skinning, it was
placed on the tzon'panrli (skull rack) consisting of long poles horizontally laid and
loaded with skulls. In many cases, the captor was decorated, for instance, with chalk
and bird down, and givC11 gifts. Then, together with his relatives, he celebrated a ritual
meal consisting of "a bowl of stew of dried maize called t1acatlaolli .. _on each went
a piece of the flesh of the captive."

While this pattern of ritual preparation, ascent and descent of the temple, heart
sacrifice of enemy warriors, dismemberment and flaying of the victim, and cannibal­
ism waS usually followed, it is imponanr to emphasize the diversity of sacrificial fes­
tivals that involved variations and combinations of these elements. For instance,
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during the feast of Tlacaxipehualiztli, "the (east o( the naying of men," a prisoner of
WJr "who came h~re from lands about us" was taken by a priest called the "Bear Man"
and tied up to a huge round sacrificial stone (t'emalacatl) placed horizontally on the
ground. The c.lprive was provided with d pine club and a feathered staff co protect
himself against the auad:s o( fOUf warriors armed with dubs of wood and obsidian
blades. When he waS defeated he was removed from the stone and short temple base.
his heart was taken OUt. and he was nayed.

Another distinctive festival was called Toxcatl, dedicated to the ferocious god
Te;;;,catlipoCll (Smoking MirTor). Elaborate dfons were made to find the perfea deity
impersonator for this festival. The captive warrior had to have a nawless body, mu­
sical t3lems, and rhetorical skills. For a ye3r prior 10 his sacrifice he Iived:1 privileged
existence in the capital. He h;td eight scrvanrs, who ensured that he was splendidly
arrayed and bejeweled. He had four wives given to him during the laSt twenty days
of his life. JUSt before the end of the sacrificial festival we arc tOld that he arrived at
:l ''small temple called T1acocha1co ... he :Iscelld("(\ by himself, he went up of his own
free will, to where he was to die. As he was taken up a step. as he passed one su~p,

there he broke, he sh:mered his nutc. his whistle" and was then swiftly sacrificed.
A very remn.rkable festival, celebrated on the first day of the month of Atlcahualo,

involved the paying of debts to Tlaloc, the rain god. On this day, children (c~llled "hu­
man paper streamers") with two cowlicks in their hair and favorable day signs were
dressed in such colors as dark green. black striped with chili red, light blue. some set
with pearls. and were sacrificed in scven different locations (S<.'C pI. 15). The flowing
and falling of tears of the children ensured rain.

Besides these theatrical rimal killings, everyone in the Aztec world panicip:ucd
in some form of self-sacrifice Ot bloodletting. Bloodletting was eithet an offering or
penitential rite involving the pricking of earlobes wilh magucy thorns or, in more se­
vere circumstances, the dr:lwing of strings through holes CUI in the tongues, ears, gen­
itals, and other neshy parts of the bod)'. Often blood was placed on slips of paper and
offered to the gods."

The claim that this ceremonial system was developed to feed the gods may be
partly true; however, my interpretation of the twO cosmogonic episodes reveals that
human sacrifice and incremental human sacrifice was an act of cosmic repetition that
functioned not onl)' as a feeding ritual but also as a ritual re-creating A:r.lec dominance
and power established in their sacred history. The Aztecs were reestablishing a mythic
structure that revealed that military aggression against the forces from the periphery
created a new world-the world of HuilZ.ilopochtli or the cult of the Fifth Sun. A can·
(erence held at the University of Colorado in 1979, "Center and Periphery: the Aztec,
the Templo Mayor, and the Aztec Empire," showed it was a combination of myth
and history that led to the increments of ritual killing at the Templo Mayor. Papers
and discussions at this conference focused on the powers of peripheral city-states and
the abundant number of ob)ects that originated from the distant tributary towns in
the empire. As Johanna Broda in particular pointed out, this near obsession with [he
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periphery had a peculiar social significance. We know that within the Valley of Mex­
ico the Aztec warrior and pricsdy nobility managed a high degree of cemralization
of agricultural schedules, technological developments, labor management, and ritual
processes. In all directions beyond the valley, however, there was liule continued suc­
cess in peacefully controlling the internal organization of conquered or enemy city­
states." The Aztec capital, while expanding its territory and tribute concrols, was
repeatedl)' shocked b)' rebellions that demanded complex and organized military and
economic reprisals. My own surve)' of the opening chapters of Bernal Diaz del
Castillo's eyewitness account of the Aztec empire shows the tenuous and emotionally
charged re1:uionship between the capital city and the coastal settlements. From the
earliest stages of the military campaigns in Mexico, Cortes discovered that a combi­
nation of allegiance, fear, and resentment on one hand and outright defiance on the
other hand motivated caciques and populations locat.ed in the peripheral areas of the
Aztec empire. In fact, it was partly Cones's ability to perceive the weaknesses in the
extension of Anec authority to the e.1Stern flanks of the empire th:u led to the eventllal
conquest of Tenochtithn. This antagonism bttwccn the core area and the surrounding
citY-Slates created immense s(resse~ within all the institutions of Tenochtitlan, con­
tributing to the astonishing increases in human sacrifice carried out at the Templo
Mayor between 1440 and 1521. Not only did the political order appear unstable but
the divine right to conquer and subdue all peoples and enemies also seemed unfulfilled.
The anxjety that the Aztecs alrt'ady experienced in regard to their universal order, after
all cosmic life as an unending war, waS intensified to the point of cosmic paranoia.
In this situation, the ritual strateg}' to rejuvenate the cosmos became the major po­
litical instrument to su~ue the enemy and comrol the periphery.

Broda has shown that the role of the Templo Mayor in this exploslve process can
be seen in at least three imponant events. During the reign of Moaezuma Ilhuic.lmina
(1440 to 1455), the shrine of Huirt.:ilopochtli received its first large reconstruction (see
pis. 2, 4)." As a means of ensuring quality of workmanship and allegiance to the new
temple, workers from a number of city-states under Aztec conrrol were ordered to do
the job. One independent community, Chalco, refused to participate and was declared
in rebellion against the Aztecs, however. A ferocious war W;lS launched, and even­
tually the Chalcans were defeated. Their captured warriors werc brought to rhe Tem·
plo Mayor and, along with other prisoners of war, sacrificed at it's rededication. This
pattern of celebration-the expansion of the Great Temple with warfare .md the
sacrifice of enemy warriors-was followed by subsequent Aztec kings who increased
{he sacrificial festivals as a means of controlling resistance and peripheral territories.
In 1487 Ahuinod celebrated the renovation of the Templo Mayor by ordering great
quantities of uibut'e brought into Tt.'nochtidan. Newly conquered city-states were or­
dered to send their tribute in the fonn of sacrificial victims who were slain 3t (he in­
auguration.

Curiously, at these ceremonies of massi\'e human sacrifice, ,he kings and lords
from aUied and enemy city-states were invited to the ceremonial center to witness the
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spectacular festival. The ritual extravaganza was carried ou[ with maximum theatrical
tension, paraphernalia, and terror in order to ",maz.c and intimidate the visiting dig­
niuries, who returned to their kingdoms trembling with fear and convinced that
cooperation, and not rebellion, was the best response to Aztec imperialism.

On another occasion, the Aztec king, this time Moctezuma Xocoymlin (1503
to 1520), ordered the construction of a temple within the main ceremonial precinct
to house the images of all the gods worshipped in the imperial dom"in. &efore the
dedication of the shrine, he ordered a war against a rebellious coastal city-state, Teuc­
tepec. From this campaign, 2,300 warriors were brought to Tenochtitlan and
sacrificed while the king initiated the sacrifices.

All this suggeSts thar lhe tension between the capital and peripheral towns and
the political thre~HS ,md cosmic insecurities that Aztec clites experienced as a result
contributed in a major way to the increase of human sacrifice at the Templo Mayor.

The significam changes in Aztec rdigion between 1440 and 1521, mamfested
primarily in the incrcment of human sacrifice at the Templo Mayor, require further
discussion here. One fact the cxcav.ttion and tthnohistorical analysis proves is that
pervasive changes were taking pbce throughout Auec society during the period of the
rapid exp:msion and rebuilding of the Templo Mayor. Friedrich Katz, in his excel·
lent general history of the Aztec s(ate, reveals how (he roy.,1 counselor Tlacaelel set
in motion"a number of innovations to ensure Aztec dominance in rhe face of the in­
tense rebellions and threatening agricultural crises that periodically plagued the cap­
ilal. This flexibility and increment in the religious rituals of the Aztecs c.,n be panly
understood wilh reference to Roy Rappaport's work on the capaciry of the sacred to

assist a society in adapting to new social circumstances without weakening the
cherished cultural conceptions of a people. We have long known, says Rappaport, that
sanctity supports and conserves the social order. Traditionally, scholars have viewed
adaptations and innovations as signs of secular 3dvances and lhe break with conven­
tional theologies and ideologies. Rappapon, howevcr, uses Hockett and Ascher's for.
mulation of "Romer's rule" to argue a different approach. This formulation "proposes
that the initial effect of an evolutionary change is conservativC' in that it makes it pos­
sible for a previously existing way of life to persist in the face of changed conditions."
Rappaport argues that the sacred can actually enhance the Oexjbility in social struc·
ture and symbolic organization to pcrsisl in rhe face of innovation and change. In
other words, the threatening aspects of ch,,"get! conditions can be somewh:n neutral­
ized by incorporation into sacred tradition. This ability to combine flexibility and ri·
gidity derives from the fact that some elements of the sacred are not reStricted in their
meaning to specific social goals or institutions. Rappaport stares:

They can, th~refore, not only sanctify any institution whil~ being bound by
none but can also sanctify changes in institutions. Continuity can be main­
tained while allowing change t'O lake place, for the association of particu­
lar institutions or conventions with ultimat~ sacred postulates is a matter of
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imerprcratioll, and that which must be interpreted ciln also be reinterpreted
without being challenged. So, gods may remain unchanged while the coo­
venrions they sanctify 3re transformed through reinterpretation in rL"Sponse
to changing conditions. 69

Rappapon shows that sacred concepts communicate much more than information
abom temple activity. They convey information about the political arrangements and
the regulation of society, ,1nd they imbue these arrangements with an aura of the
sacred. Sanctity is infused in all systems and subsystems of society in order to main­
tain the fundamental order of social life. Sanctity allows the persistence of traditional
forms in the face of "structural threars and environmental fluctu:.ltions:'

From this perspective, the time-honored tradition (human sacrifice) underwent
a significant innovtltion (large-sole human sacrifice in relation to conquered warriors)
in order to mainrain Azrec dominance in the face of ducats (rebellions) and fluctua­
tions (droughts). The increment in human sacrifice is :In example of Romer's rule, ;llld
not the expression of protein deficiency or mC'rely a response to environmental pres­
sures. h was a religious strategy carried Out [0 conserve the entire cosmogonic struc-

... ture of the Aztec city-state.
There is a remarkable parallelism between these events and the mythic structure

of HuitziJopochtli's myth, where enemy warriors from distant and rebellious commu­
nities were slain with unceasing aggression at the sacred mountain. One important
difference is that. within the myth, these killings intensified the power of the temple
on the mountain and served as the origin of Huitzilopochtli's cult. In history, lhe incre­
ment of rilual killing served [0 both strengthen and weaken the authority of Tenochti­
dan. Many city-states were securely integrated by terror into the Aztec sphere;
however, some were alienated into the direction of other kingdoms and the capacity
of rebellion increased. Nowhere is this pattern of social fission more dear than in the
alliance-building process that Cortes directed as he traveled through the ourskins of
the empire and met bOth vicious resistance and vital support from communities both
loyal and disloyal [0 Moctezuma's capital. All the more reason, then, for the Aztecs
to sacrifice those Spanish warriors at the Templo Mayor during thcir "rebellion"
against the capital. In the eyes of the eagle and jaguar knights, the Spaniards were the
lhreatening personification of the 400 children who had come to destroy the temple.

Myth and the Conquest

One final example of the aJignment of mythic thought. sacred space, kingship,
and rirual action in Azrec religion appears in several indigenous accounts of the con­
quest of Tenochtitlan. In these accounts we see the vivid expression of what I have
ClUed the "apocalyptic view" of the world in which the sacred order dissolves when
cosmic things lose their place.

The opening section of the last volume of Bernardino de Sahagun's Florentine Co­
dex, a volume entitled The Conquest, tells that omens of grear portent appeared in
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the valley of Mexico ,1 full decade before COrleS and his soldiers arrived. like so many
historical events in the Aztec world, these strange h;\ppenings were viewed as cosmo­
logical messages about the destiny of the fifth sun. The first chllpter of Book XII be­
gins with the sentence, "Here are told the signs which appeared and were seen when
the Spaniards had nOl yet come here to chis land, when they were not yet known to
che natives here." It is important that the text is emphatic about the fact (hac omens
appear in rclation to, but before the invasion of, the Spani,mls in Mexico. In fact, in
rhl' three different accoums of these omens rhis priority of the celestial signs over the
actions of the Spaniards in relation 10 the conquest is emphasized. The Indians' in·
formants appear to be demonstrating that from their perspective, supern~ltural forces
communicated that the connection between the cosmos ;1Ild the state was disintegrat·
ing long before the Spaniards nppcared (0 complete the process. In Sahagun, the
omens appear as a message of destruction, reversal, and the end of the capital. The
first omen. in a sense, tells it all. "A fiec)' signal ... it seemed to bleed fire. drop by
drop like a wound in the sky." The Aztecs witness a "rip" in their universe, a rip that
bleeds fire, threatening the death of their cosmos that is centered by the Tcmplo
Mayor. Then a catastrophe ,It the Great Temple rakes place. The text reads, "The
Temple of Huitzilopochrli bursl into flames. It is thought that no one set it afire, that
it burned down of its own accord.... The flames swiftly destroyed all the temple
.. and the temple burned to the ground." The centcr of rhe Aztec world is mysteri­

ously ignited and destroyed. The identification of Icmple and ciry is strong in Meso­
american thought, 3S demonstrated in illustrated books such as the Codex Mendoza,
where the image of a temple tipped, and burning oc smoking is a sign that the city
has been conquered. In this frightening event, the shrine of the sun and war was
burned and roppled. reflecting the image just discussed-a burning, falling temple sig­
nifies that a city has been conquered. A series of shocking omens follow in which the
hTemple of Xiuhtecuhtli (the Old God, the Fire God) was stcuck by a lightning bolt,"
;:\ cOlllet raced across the sky from west to east-the reverse direction of the solar mo­
tion, the bke flooded the city, a weeping woman haunted the city;u night, a bird with
a mirror on its he;ld reflected marching soldiers coming ro the capital, and 3 two·
headed man appeared on the streets of the city. The interplay of omens and political
events cominues [0 be displayed in the accounts of the subsequent b:nrlcs and fall of
the city. The informants have also described Moctezuma's suffering, the banles be­
tween the two armies, and arc telling of the siege of Tenochlitlan. Then comes a pas­
sage full of piercing fate. We: rcnd that, JUSt before the surrender of the city:

at nightfall it began to rain. but it was more like a heavy dew than a rain.
Suddenly the omen appeared, blazing like a great bonfire in the sky. It
wheelc:d in enormous spirals like a whirlwind and gave off il shower of
sparks and red-hot coals, some great and some little. It also made loud
noises, rumbling and hissing like a metal tube placed over a fire. It circled
the wall ne:.lteSI the lakeshore Clnd then hovered for:l while above Coyon­
cazco. From there it moved out in the middle of the lake where it suddenly
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disappeared. No one cried out when the omen came into view; the people
knew what it meant and they watched in silence. 7o

Wh3f they knew was rhat their mythic structure, their cosmological connection was

dissolving into disorder, chaos, and the destruction of the temple. The precise ordering

of costume, sculpture, cardinal axiality, and cemral place was breaking up and go­

ing haywire in one way or anOther.

These omens and their strategic location in the narrative about Ihe conquest

shows the tenacity of the interplay of cosmology, nature, sacred space, and cosmic

collapse. It is very remarkable that thirty years after the conquest, in a society ruled

by Spaniards, Aztec survivors poignantly reaffirm the mythic conviction lodged in their

minds that the life and death of their city was animated nOt solely by Aztecs or

Spani;lrds but also by ehe patterns of their own heavens.
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