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Malinalco: An Expression of Mexica Political and Religious Dominance 

in a Subject Territory 

 

 

Virginia Walker King, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisors:  David Stuart and Lori Diel 

 

Near the edge of the Aztec empire, about sixty-eight miles from Mexico City-

Tenochtitlan, the temple complex Malinalco (built 1501 – ca. 1519) comprises a tiny 

portion of an eponymous town and has the only known monolithic temple in 

Mesoamerica.  The Mexica tlatoani Ahuitzotl (r. 1486-1502) commissioned the complex 

in 1501, and his successor Moctezuma II (r. 1502-1520) renewed the work order at least 

once.  The site remained unfinished after the Spanish conquest of Tenochtitlan in 1521.  

The remarkable preservation of Structure I offers a unique view of a Mexica temple 

interior, and the eagle and jaguar seats carved within that temple led to the traditional 

interpretation of the site as a haven for eagle and jaguar warriors.   

In contrast, I contend that Malinalco‘s ceremonial center was a Mexica space for 

politico-religious rituals likely performed by the tlatoani or his proxies.  My analysis of 

Malinalco‘s pre-Mexica history (Chapter 2) examines the mythical history of the 

Malinalca and their possible dual Mexica-Toltec heritage.  Malinalco‘s now-lost mural of 

Toltec warriors situates the site within the larger corpus of Tula-inspired procession 



 ix 

scenes, and links it iconographically to Tenochtitlan monuments that legitimated imperial 

power.  Through a close analysis of early colonial texts and pictographic sources, I show 

that the eagle and jaguar seats in Structure I were not used by warriors, but rather were 

the purview of the tlatoque.  An analysis of Malinalco‘s sacred landscape features 

demonstrates that the Mexica did not simply build a temple complex in the sacred space 

of a subject territory, but rather transformed the shape of a sacred mountain in declaration 

of a god-like imperial power.  Finally, Malinalco‘s famous upright drum, often cited as 

proof that the site was for warriors, actually shows eagle and jaguar warriors weeping as 

they sing a war song, perhaps alluding to the martial sacrifices of the empire as it fought 

to preserve and expand its boundaries.  I conclude that the Mexica designed Malinalco as 

a space for the performance of politico-religious regime-legitimating rituals, permanently 

declaring their dominance in their empire‘s hinterland. 
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Introduction 

 
The Late Postclassic (1325-1521) ceremonial center overlooking the 

contemporary town of Malinalco is unique in the corpus of Aztec architecture, yet still 

reflects the core values of the Aztec Empire and the cosmology of Mesoamerica. 1  It is 

located on the side of Cerro de los Idolos, 68 miles southwest of Mexico City-

Tenochtitlan and due-west of Cuernavaca (Fig. 0.1).  The site makes up only a small 

portion of an eponymous town, which was inhabited long before the Aztec ceremonial 

center was constructed.  It is the largest Tenochca-commissioned temple complex built in 

a subject state, and the only such imperial commission to be recorded in colonial 

documents.  For example, the Codex Aubin, a part pictorial-part alphabetic history 

recorded in the late 16
th

 century, tells us that in 1501 the Mexica tlatoani (ruler, tlatoque, 

pl.) Ahuitzotl (r. 1486-1502) sent masons to begin work at Malinalco, and his successor 

Moctezuma II (1502-1520) later renewed the work order, information that is confirmed in 

another late 16
th

 century pictorial history called the Codex Mexicanus (Códice Aubin 

                                                 
1 A note on terminology:  The people of central Mexico never referred to themselves as ―Aztec,‖ and the 

term is problematic.  I use ―Aztec‖ to refer to the empire and the provinces it encompasses in general, 

because it is a useful term to designate this political entity, which included many ethnicities and language 

groups.  ―Aztec art‖ is a reference to art created within the empire in general.  The term Mexica refers to a 

group of Nahuatl-speaking people who emigrated from Aztlan and eventually settled in parts of central 

Mexico, with the largest group settling the island of Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco.  ―Nahua‖ denotes Nahuatl-

speaking groups, and can refer to any of a number of ethnic groups that spoke that language, among them 

the Malinalca.  Tenochca refers to the residents of Tenochtitlan and, since the city had residents from 

throughout the empire, does not refer simply to the Mexica.  Michael Smith and Frances Berdan (1996: 4) 

and other contributors to Aztec Imperial Strategies discuss central Mexican terminology in depth. 
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1980 [ca. 1576- e. 1600s]: 79)  Codex Mexicanus 1952 [ca. 1574-1593]: 63).2  

Construction at the site was unfinished when the Spanish conquered Tenochtitlan in 

1521.  It is likely that the imperial-funded work at Malinalco stopped in 1519 or 1520, 

upon Spanish arrival in central Mexico, as Tenochtitlan descended into chaos and its 

subject states had to decide whether to support Spanish efforts to oust their overlords or 

to remain loyal to the empire.  Built in the years before the catastrophic clash between the 

Mexica and their conquerors, Malinalco provides a rare look into Mexica-Aztec 

architecture, culture, religion and politics during the reigns of the last pre-Hispanic 

Mexica monarchs. 

Today Malinalco lies in a verdant, spring-fed valley surrounded by rolling green 

mountains with stark brown cliff faces (Galvan Villegas 1984: 17, 19).  At 2000 meters 

above sea level (Galvan Villegas 1984: 17), Malinalco is warmer than Mexico City-

Tenochtitlan and has become a popular weekend getaway for residents of Mexico‘s 

capital.  On the western edge of Malinalco‘s central plaza is a sixteenth-century ex-

convento, its interior walls still covered with complex, organic murals that combine pre-

Hispanic and European styles and motifs (Peterson 1993), a stylistic fusion that perhaps 

paralleled the complex fusion of Nahua and Spanish worldviews that took place beyond 

the church‘s walls.  One can almost see Malinalco‘s temple complex from the garden in 

front of this ex-convento, and tourists are likely to visit both sites in a single day.  It is a 

                                                 
2 Although the Codex Aubin is sometimes called the Codex Aubin of 1576, it actually records some 

historical events from the first years of the 1600s.  This text combines Nahuatl text written in the Latin 

alphabet with pictographs and the date-event format common in indigenous annals, though here the 

pictographs appear less important than the alphabetic text (Robertson 1959: 38).  It was probably written by 

an educated person of indigenous descent living in colonial era Mexico City (Robertson 1959: 38). 
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relatively easy walk, along a well-maintained path and gently sloping stairs, to 

Malinalco‘s eponymous archaeological site. 

Malinalco‘s temple complex is carved into bedrock on the side of a mountain 

called Cerro de los Idolos and overlooks the town‘s central plaza.  Sound carries easily 

from the plaza to the mountainside ceremonial center, creating a dialogue between 

modern festivals and this ancient ritual space. Although it stretches across two faces of 

the mountain, the temple complex (hereafter called, simply, Malinalco) feels intimate, 

with a cluster of eleven structures, five of which can be securely identified as actual 

buildings or temples (Fig. 0.2).  The others are either platform altars or roughly 

rectangular spaces sketched into the mountainside, left unfinished when Spanish 

conquistadores instigated the collapse of the Aztec empire. 

Malinalco‘s most famous building is Structure I, the only known fully monolithic 

building in Mesoamerica and the only preserved temple interior in the corpus of Aztec 

architecture.  A bas relief snake‘s maw stretches across the façade, its open mouth 

forming the temple‘s door.  On either side of the door, badly eroded feet and legs testify 

that human effigies once stood sentinel here, and the scant remains of feet on the temple 

stairs suggest a carved standard bearer once occupied that space.  Today, a small, 

undecorated sacrificial stone stands before the door, marking the place of Malinalco‘s 

original sacrificial stone.  Anyone who entered this temple had to walk along the 

serpent‘s forked tongue and beneath its fangs.  The temple walls curve around a 

banquette, and on top of the banquette are two carved eagle-pelt seats on either side of a 

jaguar-pelt seat.  In the center of the temple, facing the door, is a third eagle-pelt seat, its 



 4 

tail nearly abutting a slim cylinder carved into the temple‘s floor, presumably for blood 

offerings (Hernandez Rivera 1993: 38).  All of the sculptures and architectural features in 

this temple are hewn from living stone, with the exception of the temple‘s modern roof 

and its sacrificial stone. 

Malinalco‘s other buildings are less well preserved.  Structure II is a largely 

reconstructed short pyramidal base that likely supported a temple.  Structure III has a 

rectangular outer room and a circular inner chamber.  The first archaeologist to excavate 

Malinalco, José García Payón, discovered a mural on the western wall of the rectangular 

room, but today this mural is preserved only in the form of a sketch.  Structure IV 

consists of three rectangular rooms that are not connected to one another.  The largest 

room is behind and above the other two rooms, and its northern and western walls are 

carved deeply into the mountainside.  Structure V is a low platform altar, and it is easy to 

imagine offerings being placed on its surface.  Structure VI was never completed, and 

faces Structure II across a small plaza.   

Malinalco also incorporates two temples that are not part of the main body of the 

complex.  At the base of Cerro de los Idolos and overlooking an abundant spring is an 

Aztec temple that combines monolithic and masonry construction in the fashion of 

Structures III and IV.  A modern Catholic shrine stands beside the pre-Hispanic 

structure.3  At the apex of Cerro de Los Idolos are the remains of a small rectangular 

building, in which the archaeologist José Hernández Rivera (1993: 7-8) discovered one of 

                                                 
3 To visit this temple, start on the path to Malinalco, but before you begin to ascend many stairs, watch for 

a small sign and narrow path to your left.  A brief walk leads to a clearing, and the temple will be visible 

ahead.  In winter this temple is also visible from a small landing about half way up the stairs leading to the 

main part of the temple complex. 
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Malinalco‘s three well-provenienced portable sculptures, a small effigy of Ehecatl.4  

Although the main body of Malinalco‘s temple complex occupies only a small portion of 

the mountainside, these temples bring the entirety of Cerro de los Idolos into Malinalco‘s 

ritual space.   

 Malinalco differs from Mexica ritual spaces in other Aztec-controlled provinces 

in several respects, although examples of such sites are too rare to make any broad 

generalizations.  Malinalco is the only temple complex whose commission warranted 

mention in two early colonial documents.  The only other temples for which we have 

such records were major buildings in Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center, especially 

expansions of the Templo Mayor.5  Second, Malinalco consists of a complex of 

buildings, whereas other mountain temple sites, such as the ones atop Mt. Tlaloc and at 

Tepotzlan, typically consist of a single building.  Finally, at Malinalco masons changed 

the shape of Cerro de los Idolos through their rock-cut construction, and I know of no 

other Mexica sites in which this difficult technique was used.6  As far as we know, the 

Mexica carved no other temple complexes into the sides of mountains in subject 

territories, and it is Malinalco‘s large scale and its difference from all other contemporary 

Mexica ritual spaces that suggests it was a particularly important site worthy of a large 

scale study. 

                                                 
4 The Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH) plans to build a wooden path leading to this 

temple, which will probably be completed in 2012. 
5 For example, the Spanish-born friar Diego Durán (ca. 1537-1588) (1994: 328-336) described the rituals 

used to celebrate the construction of a new layer of the Templo Mayor. 
6 Perhaps the closest analogue to Malinalco is Nezahualcoyotl‘s baths in Texcoco.  These baths were 

carved into the bedrock, as were the aqueducts that carried water to them.  However, the baths were not a 

Mexica project, but rather created for the Triple Alliance ruler of Texcoco, Nezahualcoyotl. 
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In this dissertation, I question traditional interpretations of Malinalco that posit a 

predominately military presence at the site, and argue instead that Malinalco is redolent 

with symbols of Mexica emperors, Mexica authority, and Mesoamerican cosmology.  

Aztec imperial ideology can never be fully divorced from martial symbolism, since the 

power of kings rested in part on their ability to lead battles to secure sacrificial victims 

for the religico-political rituals that helped order the Aztec cosmos.  I examine the 

iconography of Malinalco‘s sculptures and architecture and the meanings of its sacred 

landscape features to demonstrate that Malinalco was a politico-religious temple complex 

that reinforced Mexica authority in this subject provenance.  I also question what 

Malinalco‘s temples and sculptures would have meant to the elite Mexica who 

commissioned them and to the Malinalca, who witnessed this imperial construction 

project cover a local temple and transform a landscape that had been inhabited since the 

pre-Classic (1500 BCE – 200 CE) (Galván Villegas 1984: 17, 35).  I believe Malinalco‘s 

significance pre-dates Mexica construction, and likely derives much of its meaning from 

a confluence of ritually significant natural features at the site and from the history and 

mythology about the town itself.  The dearth of information about Malinalco‘s place 

within the empire complicates my quest to answer the most basic question about 

Malinalco:  Why did the Mexica choose this unusual place and setting for this unique 

temple complex? 

To answer this question, I combine study of archaeological data and the site‘s 

architecture with evidence more peripheral to the site.  I take objects we know came from 

the site and examine them within the broader ethnohistoric record, the corpus of Mexica 
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art and iconography, and within the mythical history of the Mexica Empire.  This 

contextual approach allows me to derive meanings from Malinalco that are not 

immediately apparent through an analysis of the site alone.  My approach is contextual 

and multidisciplinary, using the corpus of Mexica art and architecture, archaeological 

investigations, iconographic analysis, and a close reading of a large body of pre-Hispanic 

and early colonial documents to create a sense of Malinalco‘s significance within the 

empire.  These sources and their potentials and limitations are considered in chapter one. 

In my second chapter I reconstruct Malinalco‘s mythical history as it was 

understood by the early colonial chroniclers and indigenous scribes.  I also examine a 

copy of Malinalco‘s lost mural and explain how its Toltec iconography ties directly into 

the mytho-histories of Malinalco and Tenochtitlan.  These texts and images suggest a 

close and possibly mutually-beneficial relationship between Malinalco and Tenochtitlan.  

In the next chapters, I offer my own interpretations of the site.  First, I challenge 

traditional interpretations that emphasize a connection between Malinalco and the Mexica 

military.  Instead, I argue that it was more a multi-functional space for politico-religious 

rituals.   Next, I explore Malinalco‘s sacred landscape features and demonstrate that this 

Mexica-built site incorporated principles important throughout Mesoamerica‘s history 

and pre-History.  In Chapter 5, I examine a pre-Hispanic drum said to have been found in 

Malinalco (Matos Moctezuma 2002: 438-439).  Through a close stylistic and 

iconographic analysis of the piece, I argue that this drum was created in the capital during 

the reign of Moctezuma II, and its presence in Malinalco may further elucidate 

Malinalco‘s connection to Tenochtitlan. 
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 Ultimately, through this dissertation I show that Malinalco was a sacred space for 

the performance of politico-religious rituals near the borders of the Mexica-Aztec 

Empire.  Just as the site rests in the liminal space neither atop the mountain nor at its 

base, Malinalco and its temple complex were ideal locations for rituals to shore up 

Mexica identity and power, within a Nahuatl-speaking province but also near enemy 

territories.  Imperial iconography is especially important near borderlands, where 

residents can easily envisage greener grass (and freedom from tribute obligations) outside 

the bounds of imperial control.  Malinalco‘s symbolism is markedly similar to that of 

Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center and may have served as a miniature Mexica ceremonial 

space, wherein rulers or their proxies might have performed rites to appease the gods and 

thereby secure the fecundity, stability and continued military prowess of the empire. 

 Tenochtitlan and the town of Malinalco had a relationship more nuanced than that 

of ruler and ruled.  The Mexica tied the foundation of their capital and much of their 

history to Malinalco, and cemented that connection through the dramatic rock-cut and 

mountainside-transforming construction of this temple complex.  They created a space 

ideal for the sorts of imperial politico-religious rights in which the tlatoani mediated his 

people‘s relationship with an apocalypse-prone universe.  Overlooking an ancient town 

and etched permanently into a mountainside, Malinalco is a decidedly Mexica ritual 

space, a symbolic extension of imperial power and religious authority into a subject 

territory. 

 Malinalco was not, as has been long believed, a center for eagle and jaguar 

warriors (see, e.g. García Payón 1974, Hernández Rivera 1993).  Rather, it was a space 
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steeped in sacred landscape features and imbued with imperial iconography.  Malinalco 

was a place for the performance of the royal-religious rituals believed to maintain cosmic 

balance.  This interpretation also elucidates the complex relationship between Malinalco 

and Tenochtitlan, and suggests that Malinalco‘s ritual importance may well have been 

grounded in longstanding connections between the Malinalca and the Mexica. I hope this 

study changes the dominant paradigm that Malinalco was a sacred military outpost and 

shifts the scholarly focus to understanding the political and ritual role this complex may 

have played in the last years of the Aztec empire.  
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Chapter 1: Methodology and Sources 

 

 Although Malinalco‘s rock-cut construction insured that many of its buildings and 

some of its living-rock sculptures have remained relatively intact, its archaeological and 

ethnohistorical records are relatively sparse.  Like many archaeological sites in central 

Mexico, much of Malinalco‘s material remains were reclaimed and reused in antiquity or 

lost their original contexts when rain and wind carried them down the mountainside.  The 

temple complex itself is mentioned in only two colonial codices, so I examine 

ethnohistorical accounts about the town of Malinalco to gain a sense of the nature of the 

relationship between the town and Tenochtitlan.  I also use art from Malinalco, the larger 

empire, and from pre-Mexica central Mexican communities to reconstruct the meanings 

of symbols in Malinalco and to gain a sense of how Malinalco‘s art fits into the larger 

Aztec corpus.  These data sources have their own inherent advantages and limitations, as 

explained below.    

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD 

In the first forty years of the 20
th

 century, archaeology in Mexico shifted from an 

amateur pastime with minimal government oversight to a high-status profession regulated 

by the federal government (Vásquez León 1994: 83, Bernal 1980).  Since José García 

Payón‘s excavations at Malinalco took place near the end of this time span, one would 

expect that these changes had a direct bearing on his education, training and methods and 

thereby on his conclusions about the site.  However, unlike most of his colleagues, García 
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Payón came from a prominent diplomatic family and had access to educational 

opportunities not yet available in Mexico, since formal archaeological education only 

became available in Mexico in the early 1930s (Ruiz Gordillo 1988: 133; Vásquez León 

1994: 75-77; Bernal 1980: 161).  García Payón‘s excavations at Malinalco and his 

interpretations of the site reflect both his knowledge of Old World archaeological sites 

and the limits of early 20
th

 century archaeology. 

Most aspirant archaeologists in Mexico in the early 20
th

 century had little access 

to an archaeological education.  A few classes were taught at the Museo Nacional de 

Arqueología, Historía, y Ethnología (MNAHE), but the instructors were not professional 

archaeologists, since Mexico had no archaeology schools in which they could have been 

trained (Vásquez León 1994: 75).  In 1916, most of the museum‘s classes were 

transferred to the broad and poorly defined Department for the Baccalaureate in Social 

Studies in the Escuela Nacional de Altos Estudios (ENAE), but this department usually 

offered only two classes, Mexica and Maya archaeology (Vásquez León 1994: 75, Bernal 

1980: 161).  In 1931, the former lawyer Alfonso Caso began to revolutionize 

archaeological education in Mexico, first founding a small archaeology department in the 

ENAE and developing the larger Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historía (ENAH), 

which allowed Mexican archaeologists to receive a professional degree without 

emigrating (Bernal 1980: 161). 

García Payón‘s education was markedly different from that of his Mexican 

contemporaries.  Although born in Veracruz, García Payón attended high school in Paris 

and earned his bachelors from the Lycée Pierre Puget á Marseilles, France, between 1914 
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and 1916 (Ruiz Gordillo 1988: 133).  In his twenties, García Payón travelled throughout 

Europe and the Middle East, attending various European universities as an alumno 

especial, a circumstance presumably arising from his parents‘ diplomatic works (Ruiz 

Gordillo 1988: 133).  At times, he would travel with his professors to old world 

archaeological sites, and his studies ranged throughout the Humanities, from Art History 

and Ancient Architecture to Philosophy (Ruiz Gordillo 1988:133).  In 1920, at the age of 

24, he studied with Franz Boas at Columbia and wrote a thesis about American Indian 

art.  He then attended Johns Hopkins University, before assisting Edgar L. Hewett‘s 

excavations of Pueblo sites in the southwestern United States (Ruiz Gordillo 1988: 133). 

During his stay in the United States, García Payón became acquainted with 

Manuel Gamio, another student of Boas, who is sometimes called Mexico‘s first 

professional archaeologist and who developed the first ceramic chronology of the Valley 

of Mexico (Vásquez León 1994: 75; Bernal 1960: 162-164, Willey and Sabloff 1974: 89-

91).  Gamio and García Payón co-authored an anthropological analysis of Mexican 

laborers who travelled to the United States for temporary employment (Ruiz Gordillo 

1988: 134).  In 1928, García Payón moved back to Mexico and was named the head of 

the State of Mexico‘s department of archaeology (Ruiz Gordillo 1988: 134).  His 

excavations at the Post-Classic Matlatzinca site of Calixtlahuaca and at Malinalco were 

interspersed among his administrative duties as the director of the Biblioteca Publica 

Central del Estado de México and his establishment of the state‘s archaeology museum, 

the design and organization of which he based on the many museums he visited abroad 

(Ruiz Gordillo 1988: 134).  Around 1940, García Payón returned to Veracruz, where he 
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became a scholar and prolific author, publishing academic papers until the years 

immediately preceding his 1977 death. 

This sketch of García Payón‘s intellectual biography offers insight into his work 

at Malinalco.  Gamio‘s influence is clear in García Payón‘s careful ceramic seriation at 

Malinalco in 1937 and 1939, and it is likely that García Payón‘s chronology at Malinalco 

would have been impossible, or at least more difficult, without Gamio‘s earlier sequence 

(García Payón n.d. A). García Payón‘s studies in Europe and the United States gave him 

an unusually global perspective, and likely account for his sometimes-discordant 

comparisons between Malinalco and distant archaeological sites.  His excavations in the 

American southwest surely influenced his comparison of Malinalco‘s Structure V to a 

Hopi kiva (García Payón 1974: 33).  His studies of art, architecture and history broadened 

the sources of information with which he was familiar, and García Payón relied on art 

and ethnohistorical documents to support his assertion that Malinalco was a place for 

Aztec eagle and jaguar warriors. 

García Payón‘s excavation reports and publications about Malinalco remain one 

of the best sources for information about Malinalco‘s archaeology.  Not only does he 

demonstrate that Malinalco was a Postclassic site built partly over earlier buildings, but 

he also documented the site through photographs and drawings.  His photographs reveal 

the condition of buildings before reconstruction, and his original site map still forms the 

basis of Malinalco‘s site plans today.  For example, García Payón‘s drawing of a 

decorated knife cached beneath the floor of Structure III is the only record we have of 

that object, and he had the foresight to secure a watercolor sketch of the mural in 
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Structure III before it was destroyed by rain.7  The roof he commissioned over Structure I 

likely preserved that temple‘s sculptures by protecting them from acid rain.  As the first 

archaeologist to excavate Malinalco, García Payón‘s findings have provided the basis for 

almost every interpretation of Malinalco since his excavations. 

Despite his diverse education and multidisciplinary analytical approach, García 

Payón‘s work was limited by the archaeological methods, emphases, and mistakes of this 

relatively young discipline and by the disorganized nature of Mexican archaeology before 

the foundation of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH) in 1938.  

American archaeologists in the early 20
th

 century were most concerned with establishing 

a site‘s chronology and identifying its associated culture (Willey and Sabloff 1974: 88).  

García Payón certainly followed this pattern, stressing Malinalco‘s chronology and Aztec 

origins. However, he also offered interpretations, proposing a martial function for 

Malinalco that has held to today.   

More particular to Mexico, before the foundation of the INAH, archaeological 

excavations could be organized and supervised by a number of governmental and 

independent agencies, and this contributed to the largely disjointed nature of early 20
th

 

century Mexican archaeology (Vásquez León 1994: 69, 82).  In spite of this, García 

Payón wrote detailed, professional reports, still available from the INAH archives today.  

Unfortunately, his reports typically lack specific information about the locations of 

portable objects and sometimes do not include drawings or photographs of those objects, 

                                                 
7 Of course, it would have been best had he been able to preserve the mural, but it seems unlikely his 

education would have included complex fresco preservation techniques. 
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and thus it is often impossible to link his descriptions to specific artifacts.  This makes the 

analysis of portable objects from Malinalco virtually impossible.  Although he was the 

first archaeologist to excavate at Malinalco, García Payón was not working with a 

pristine site.  Malinalco‘s ceremonial center was never forgotten by the townspeople 

below, and its relative scarcity of figurines and portable sculptures may derive from 

generations of local artifact re-appropriation and reuse.  As a result, García Payón‘s best 

contributions are his descriptions of buildings and of the site‘s organization. 

I rely on the reports and publications of García Payón principally for data about 

the buildings and monuments at the site.  His reports provide important information that 

offers clues about Malinalco‘s role in the Late Post-Classic, such as evidence of burning 

and the size and locations of altars.  His photographs are particularly useful in creating a 

sense of what Malinalco‘s buildings looked like before they were reconstructed and allow 

one to mentally strip away the site‘s modern edifice.  García Payón‘s book and 

unpublished site reports (available in the INAH archives) are essential reading for anyone 

researching Malinalco‘s archaeological history. 

THE ETHNOHISTORIC SOURCES:  EARLY COLONIAL CHRONICLES AND PICTOGRAPHIC 

TEXTS 

 Aztec studies generally benefit from a rich variety of ethnohistoric sources from 

both Spanish and indigenous writers.  Though we have no texts produced in Malinalco, 

sources from other central Mexican provinces provide a sense of Malinalco‘s role and 

status within the empire.  These documents appear in three main formats: annals, mytho-

historical accounts organized around a date-event format; tonalamatl, complex divinatory 
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calendars; and chronicles, alphabetical accounts created by Spaniards or by native 

Mexicans writing in Spanish or Nahuatl (Gillespie 1989:  xiii).  While chronicles take on 

the form of traditional European books, annals and tonalamatl may be either a 

traditionally bound book or a tira, a screenfold manuscript in the traditional form of 

indigenous documents in the Americas.8  With the exception of tonalamatl, almost all 

manuscripts created before the conquest have been lost, and most of the sources I analyze 

here are early colonial documents that are neither fully indigenous nor fully European, 

but rather a complex amalgam of two different literary traditions and worldviews 

(Robertson 1959: 2, 34).  As such, they are reflections of the concerns, beliefs, struggles, 

and knowledge of their post-conquest time, and the information they contain cannot be 

treated as an accurate historical account in the modern, Western sense. 

 Annals traditionally contain stories that combine mythical and historical events, 

especially origin stories, accounts of a city-state‘s foundation, and important historical 

events, such as the ascension of kings and the conquest of provinces.  Many annals have 

alphabetic notations in Spanish or Nahuatl, though those glosses often fail to capture the 

full significations of a pictographic sign.  Since we have no annals from Malinalco, I use 

such documents to explore Malinalco‘s mytho-history from the perspective of and as 

recorded by outsiders.  These sources also allow me to gain a sense of how other central 

Mexican city-states viewed Malinalco and how they incorporated Malinalco into their 

own histories.  I use annals as traditional historical texts, with information that is both 

                                                 
8 In Mesoamerica, we often mistakenly use the term codex to refer to works that are actually tiras.   For 

consistency, I use whichever term is most often associated with a particular document.  For example, the 

Codex Borbonicus is screenfold document, and thus technically a tira, but it is traditionally referred to as a 

codex, and that is the term I use. 
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valuable and value-laden, reflecting the bias of its creator‘s heritage, geography, era, 

social status, etc.  However, since one can almost never link a historical figure to a 

particular pictographic text, bias is usually determined by larger, more apparent factors, 

such as the geographic origins and our knowledge about the social status of scribes.   I 

also examine annals as visual resources, with pictographs that can convey multiple 

meanings and that can offer clues about the symbolism of motifs that appear outside of 

pictographic notation. 

 In contrast to annals, the information in tonalamatl is more heavily encoded and 

more esoteric than in historical documents.  Tonalamatl do not contain narratives and 

probably would not have been read or performed in the same manner as the annals.  

Rather, religious specialists would have used them as prognostic tools to divine solutions 

for and answer the questions of the people who sought their help.  These documents 

provided information about portentous times to plant crops, marry, go to war, and so on.  

I treat tonalamatl as visual objects with embedded iconographic content.  I use a 

structuralist methodology to look for motifs that appear in particular contexts, and parse 

iconographic meaning from the larger contextual patterns.  For the purpose of this thesis, 

even post-contact tonalamatl do not present the same challenges as the annals, since I am 

not as concerned with the overt meaning of a pictographic assemblage, but rather with the 

inherent meaning implied by the recurrence of a particular motif in a specific context.   

 Scholars analyzing Central Mexico‘s ethnohistoric documents share the 

challenges of all peoples examining ancient texts.  First, these papers represent only a 

small portion of documents created during the early colonial and pre-Hispanic periods, 



 18 

since most of those texts no longer exist (Gillespie 1989: xxi; Broda 1975: 123-124; D. 

Carrasco 1982: 12).  In choosing which documents to preserve and which to discard, 

residents of colonial Mexico (and, in some cases, Europe) curated the historical record, 

perhaps unknowingly influencing which texts we have today.  Second, like all 

documents, these texts reflect their authors‘ bias.  When the author and/or the provenance 

of the document are uncertain, it can be especially challenging to identify an author‘s bias 

and regional allegiances.  Even when the author and his origins are known, the ethnic 

diversity and the complexity of city-state allegiances within the larger empire makes 

identifying and analyzing such biases difficult.9  Since most of the documents that discuss 

Malinalco come from the Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco/Mexico City region, they reflect a 

Mexica bias, and they derive from one of the regions with the largest and earliest Spanish 

influence.  Third, sometimes the documents contain mistakes or misunderstandings, 

which are possible in all documents but seem especially likely when communities with 

different cosmogonic and religious paradigms, such as the Spanish and the Mexica, 

encounter one another (Gillespie 1989: xxi).  

 These texts also present challenges that are perhaps more specific to 

Mesoamerica.  For example, many city-states used variations of the same calendar, and it 

is not easy (and, sometimes, not possible) to correlate these calendars with one another or 

with the Gregorian or Julian calendars (Gillespie 1989: xxi).  Additionally, central 

Mexican pictographic writing is inherently—and deliberately—ambiguous (Gillespie 

                                                 
9 I do not use the male pronoun here casually.  Elizabeth Boone (2000: 25) noted a single example of an 

image of a female scribe, and it seems likely that most pre-Hispanic scribes were men.  Most, if not all, of 

the early colonial writers in Spanish (whose works were preserved, at least) were men.  
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1989: xxvi).  Annals would have been read or performed aloud, and to a certain extent 

they reflect the flexibility inherent in oral histories (Boone 2000: 7).  Since priests used 

the same tonalamatl to advise people with diverse concerns, it also follows that the 

notation in tonalamatl is also fundamentally mutable.  Pictographic documents could 

have been read in multiple ways, and so alphabetic texts that are based on such 

documents, like the Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas (Garibay 1965; original 

ca. 1530‘s), reflect only a fraction of possible readings.  In fact, in the early colonial era 

religious specialists did not always agree on how to read a particular document 

(Robertson 1959: 28).  It is also possible that reading had a spiritual, visionary 

component, in which an interpretation was envisioned as much as read (Robertson 1959: 

29).  Even when pictographic documents are preserved, it is not possible to reconstruct all 

the readings of that text, nor can we assume that the text‘s indigenous creator intended a 

document to have a single meaning or a principal interpretation.   

 Furthermore, contact with the Spanish resulted in linguistic shifts.  In Franciscan 

schools, friars educated the sons of elite indigenous families, and these students quickly 

learned to write Nahuatl alphabetically, using Spanish phonetics.  As a result, Nahuatl 

became more standardized than in the pre-Hispanic world (Anderson 1960: 40; Gillespie 

1989: xxxi).  Pictographic writing also changed, as it had to expand to represent ideas 

that had not been written previously, such as land claims and legal proceedings (Dibble 

1960: 174; Gillespie 1989: xxxi-xxxii).  As a result of their new sensitivity to phonetics 

and the need to represent new ideas, scribes increasingly appended phonetic elements 

onto pictographs (Gillespie 1989: xxxi, Boone 2000: 35).  Spanish and Nahuatl glosses 
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often fail to denote the entire signification of a pictograph, and this disjunction 

underscores the challenges of shifting from one notational paradigm to another.  The 

Spanish Conquest influenced not only the content of these documents, but also the 

language with which they were recorded, leaving us with a complex and problematic 

ethnohistoric record. 

 Also complicating readings of annals and chronicles is the central Mexican 

concept of history, which differs from traditional Western views of the past.  For the 

Aztecs, history was neither linear nor unchanging (Gillespie 1989: xxii).  Rather, they 

used the past to explain present reality and to predict the future (Gillespie 1989: xxii – 

xxiv, Boone 2000: 19).  Dates might mark the actual day an event took place, or may be 

purely symbolic, adding significance to an event by associating it with a meaningful date 

(Gillespie 1989: xxiv-xxv; see also Boone 2000: 42, Umberger 1981: 213).  History‘s 

repeating cycles echoed the 52-year cycle of the Aztec calendars, and significant events 

in one part of an earlier cycle could be (and would be believed to be) repeated in the same 

part of a later cycle.  Aztec history echoed the structure of their calendar and ―was not 

something separated from religion or cosmology, but was a manifestation of their 

worldview in narrative form‖ (Gillespie 1989: xxiiv-xxv).  The ability to read pictographs 

in multiple ways was well suited to this type of history, because it allowed history to 

evolve to better explain the present world, much like oral histories (Gillespie 1989: xxii).   

 City-states within the Aztec empire often had competing versions of the same 

historical events, and they were aware that their accounts contradicted the records of 

other communities (Zantwijk 1985: 9).  Different versions of history belonged to 
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different groups, and these groups seemed untroubled by contradictions (Gillespie 1989: 

xxvii).   Since many ethnic groups and city-states were subsumed within the Aztec 

empire, the many competing histories may reflect competition for resources, status and 

power, since a group could use their history to support such claims (Gillespie 1989: 

xxvii).  In addition, towns (altepetl) oriented their identities partly around their unique 

creation narrative, and thus central Mexicans identified their heritage through these 

competing histories (Mundy 1996: 105).   

 These histories and religious texts may also reflect a social class bias that began in 

the pre-Hispanic world and continued into the colonial era.10  Although members of all 

social classes could technically attend the Calmecac, the elite school that taught reading, 

writing, and esoteric ritual knowledge, the sons of noble families almost exclusively 

attended the Calmecac (León-Portilla 1990:138).  Commoners were more likely to send 

their sons to the warrior training school, the Telpochcalli (León Portilla 1990: 138).  

Thus, the elite disproportionately composed the Calmecac student body, and the 

historical and religious knowledge recorded in and read from indigenous tiras was largely 

the purview of the elite.  Colonial era Spanish writers often consulted with their 

indigenous students about Aztec history, but since these students were typically drawn 

from the nobility, they too had an elite bias (Gillespie 1989: xxxii, Robertson 1959: 36).  

Some Spanish authors derived information for their chronicles from interviews with 

                                                 
10 Like the voices and opinions of commoners, women‘s voices are also largely absent from these accounts. 

Many of the chronicles were written by Spanish priests and monks, men who probably wanted to avoid 

prolonged, direct contact with women. 
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elders who could remember details of pre-Hispanic life, and it seems likely that at least 

some of those men were elite.11   

 Mexico‘s colonial environment also influenced the authors of post-conquest texts.  

Indigenous writers grappled with a dramatically altered reality, and their understanding of 

history mandated that the past explain the present.  As a result, events such as the Spanish 

Conquest, the subsequent Smallpox epidemic, and colonial rule likely changed their 

perception of history profoundly (Gillespie 1989: xxii-xxiv).  Current events would have 

shaped which stories people chose to remember and record, encouraging them to omit 

some narratives that had pre-Hispanic importance but that failed to account for present 

circumstances.  Much data was also lost with the shift to European calendars (Gillespie 

1989: xxxii).  Indigenous calendars ordered the days and ceremonies in the pre-Hispanic 

world and mediated important life events through divination, and thus calendars held 

much ritual knowledge (Gillespie 1989: xxxii).  Since sons of nobles were both the 

people most likely to be able to read and write traditional pictographic notation and the 

earliest students in Spanish missionary schools, knowledge of these calendars was 

quickly lost (León-Portilla 1990: 138; Gillespie 1989: xxxii).  In towns with monastic 

schools, young noblemen were removed from their homes before they had the chance to 

gain much ritual knowledge from their fathers, and some men converted so fervently to 

Christianity that they facilitated the destruction of their fathers‘ ritual texts (Robertson 

                                                 
11 The Spanish friar who wrote the encyclopedic Florentine Codex, Bernardino de Sahagún (ca. 1499-

1590), crosschecked information he gathered among many different groups of informants from different 

cities within the Aztec empire.  This may have helped reduce the bias in his records somewhat.  However, 

since the people with the most ritual and mytho-historical knowledge were typically from elite families, 

even his carefully vetted texts probably reflect this elite bias. 
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1959: 36).  In particular, it is likely that tonalamatl could neither be read nor reproduced 

by a person uneducated in esoteric central Mexican philosophical principles, and so the 

ability to comprehend such documents may have been lost within the first two post-

conquest generations (Robertson 1959: 27).  

Also contributing to the rapid loss of ritual information was the Aztec‘s 

imperative to assimilate quickly to their new, colonial environment, in part because of 

their beliefs about conquest (Gillespie 1989: xxxii; Anderson 1960: 40; D. Carrasco 

1982:12, Kubler 1972b: II: 417).  Traditionally, a war between two city-states was 

viewed as a war between their patron gods; the winners had the stronger god, and it was 

in the losers‘ best interests to add the victorious god to their pantheon (Gillespie 1989: 

xxix).  In addition, the Spanish rewarded indigenous leaders who assimilated quickly.  In 

exchange for converting to Christianity, communicating regularly with Spanish officials, 

and rejecting indigenous culture in favor of Spanish practices, some rulers were allowed 

to continue governing their pre-conquest territories (Robertson 1959: 39).  Such beliefs 

and incentives resulted in a relatively fast assimilation to western ways, and such cultural 

shifts color both alphabetic and pictographic texts created by indigenous authors in the 

years after the conquest. 

 Indigenous writers were also sensitive to the beliefs and preferences of their 

European readers.  Some pictographic texts were commissioned by Spaniards as curios 

and as examples of indigenous art, and details may have been altered to make the 

information more palatable to a Spanish audience.  For example, the Codex Mendoza was 

commissioned by the viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de Mendoza, as an example of 
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indigenous art for the king of Spain (Robertson 1959: 2).  The tonalamatl sections of the 

Codex Telleriano-Remensis and its Italian copy, the Codex Ríos, were created by native 

Mexicans for a European audience (Robertson 1959: 32).  These documents must be 

viewed with sensitivity to their intended audience and how knowledge of that audience 

may have influenced the choices of the indigenous scribes.  In the case of tonalamatl 

made for Europeans, the scribes would have known the intended audience could not read 

the text and may have altered the design accordingly. 

 Spanish writers also struggled to record the history of the New World.  Some 

Spanish writers were confused by the conflicting versions of historical events, and sought 

to create texts that reconciled those differences (Gillespie 1989: xxvii).  These texts 

essentially create yet another version of pre-Hispanic history.  Since the Spanish writers 

were frequently Catholic evangelists, they were also trying to resolve their western 

worldview and religion with the information provided by their informants.  These 

religious men also struggled to rationalize how their god could have omitted indigenous 

Americans from the Bible and allowed them to live here undiscovered for generations 

with no possibility of Christian salvation (Gillespie 1989: xxix-xxx).  In this way, the 

Spanish also looked to history to understand their present reality (Gillespie 1989: xxix-

xxx).  Additionally, the Spanish Inquisition condemned some texts written by Spaniards 

about indigenous ritual practices.  Writers had to be careful to limit the amount of 

information they included about indigenous rituals and beliefs, for fear they could be 

accused of preserving and perpetuating pagan practices (León-Portilla 1990: 186, Parry 

1977:318).   
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 Despite the many problems outlined above, the ethnohistorical sources are 

invaluable resources for anyone working on Mexica-Aztec history.  Michael Smith 

(1984: 180, see also Beekman and Christensen 2003: 114) used archaeological and 

linguistic evidence to demonstrate that central Mexican Aztlan migration stories reflect 

an actual movement of people that brought emigrants from northern Mexico into various 

communities in central Mexico.  While particular details of these peregrinations can 

never be proven and are likely mythological, these stories derive from an actual migration 

and are at least partly historical.  For my purposes, the questionable historical accuracy of 

the annals and chronicles is less important than the other ―truths‖ we can derive from 

them (Gillespie 1989: xxii).  Like the historian Susan Gillespie, I examine the texts for 

patterns.  In Chapter 2, I analyze a number of texts that mention Malinalco, almost all of 

which reflect a Mexica bias.  These texts reveal what the post-Hispanic Mexica believed 

about Malinalco, and in so doing create a sense of Malinalco‘s status and position within 

the larger empire.  In Chapters 4, 5 and 6, I examine the specific contexts in which key 

symbols appear in annals, chronicles and tonalamatl.  It does not matter if the specific 

events described within these contexts actually took place.  Rather, I derive significance 

from the repeated appearance of a particular symbol or motif in a specific context.  I am 

not treating these documents as true reflections of Mexica history or ritual, but rather 

using their alleged historical and ritual events to support larger ideas about the meanings 

of central Mexica symbols.  I do not mean to give the impression that annals and 

chronicles contain no historical truth, but rather that their historicity is problematic and 

not entirely germane to this dissertation.  Like many ancient texts, I believe these texts 
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blend actual historical events and religious beliefs, and thereby create a nuanced picture 

of the interests, biases, and struggles of the people of colonial Mexico.   

ART WORKS AS PRIMARY SOURCES 

 In addition to ethnohistorical and archaeological data, I also use art and 

iconography to arrive at a larger understanding of Malinalco.  I examine objects from the 

site itself as clues to the functions and significances of Malinalco.  Mexica-Aztec art from 

Tenochtitlan and other subject provinces can clarify the meanings of Malinalco‘s art 

objects by providing them with a larger historical, social and iconographic context.  Since 

the Mexica were known to reuse the sculptures and iconography of earlier cultures, it is 

also useful to consider the wider body of central Mexican art, especially from ancient 

cities known to have fascinated and influenced the Mexica, especially Teotihuacan and 

Tula.  Iconographic analysis is facilitated by Aztec art‘s relatively large sample size and 

through the pictographic notation in early Colonial and pre-Conquest codices. 

Within the site itself, the eagle and jaguar seats and façade of Structure I offer 

direct clues about Malinalco‘s meanings and functions.  Since Malinalco has the only 

known eagle and jaguar seats in the corpus of Mexica art, these sculptures had to be 

considered within the broader body of pictographic notation and early colonial 

chronicles.  After reconstructing the significations these animals had for the Mexica, I 

could generate a more likely hypothesis about who may have sat upon these effigy pelts.  

The serpent‘s face stretching across the façade of Structure I draws directly from 

pictographic notation, and exploring appearances of this pictograph in the pictorial 
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documents further explained the function and symbolism of this building.12  In carving a 

pictograph across the façade of this temple, the Mexica Aztecs were labeling this 

structure so its symbolism would not be mistaken.  

The mural in Structure III also offers information about Malinalco, though it is 

more problematic than the sculptures and façade from Structure I.  Since this mural was 

lost during García Payón‘s excavations in the late 1930s, today scholars are left to 

analyze only an archaeological sketch.  This introduces several interpretive challenges, as 

one cannot be thoroughly assured of the sketch‘s accuracy.  It is conceivable that the 

artist, Miguel Angel Fernández, may have unconsciously and subtly altered the 

iconography.  The treatment of human figures and the iconography of this mural are quite 

similar to monuments of processing warriors from Tenochtitlan, and the mural seems to 

fit logically into the corpus of imperial Aztec late Postclassic art.  On the other hand, its 

similarity to the corpus of procession scenes could also indicate that this artist was 

familiar with the procession motif, and unconsciously made the image conform to a 

familiar paradigm.  Yet many elements within this mural—such as the surface on which 

the figures walk and the ropes that seem to bind them together—are unusual, and suggest 

the artist likely created an accurate facsimile.  Despite these problems, I believe this 

sketch is sufficiently detailed and accurate to provide useful information about the 

                                                 
12 Although almost all of our pictographic documents were created after the Conquest, I firmly believe that 

this particular pictograph pre-dates this sculpted façade.  We know that pictographic notation existed long 

before the arrival of the Spanish, and it seems unlikely that the Mexica-Aztecs would have only developed 

this pictograph (which signifies ―cave‖) for use in post-Conquest documents.  Pictographs did change after 

the Conquest, in that phonetic references were often appended to already-extant signs (Anderson 1960: 40, 

Dibble 1960: 174, Gillespie 1989: xxxi-xxxii). 
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function of Structure III and, possibly, the relationship between Malinalco and 

Tenochtitlan. 

In terms of provenance, Malinalco‘s huehuetl (large drum) is perhaps the most 

problematic object I analyze.  The drum was discovered in the town of Malinalco in the 

late 19
th

 century, and was taken by the governor of the State of Mexico for display in 

Toluca‘s archaeology museum (Matos Moctezuma 2002: 438-439).  While the drum‘s 

style and iconography indicate a pre-Hispanic origin, it is impossible to know when the 

drum came to Malinalco.  Was it originally part of the temple complex?  Brought to 

Malinalco for safe keeping during or after the Conquest of Tenochtitlan?  Was it passed 

between villages in the colonial world, kept safe from iconoclasm but truly belonging to 

none of these towns?  Today, the drum is part of Malinalco‘s identity.  A full sized 

replica is in the Museo Universitario Dr. Luis Mario Schneider (MUDLMS), and at least 

one scholar has cited this drum‘s marching eagle and jaguar warriors in support of his 

hypothesis about the function of Malinalco (Romero Quiroz 1990: 88).  Since 

descriptions and images of temples underscore the prevalence of huehuetl in temples and 

as part of rituals, it is easy and useful to imagine this huehuetl sounding out from 

Malinalco, communicating to the townspeople below that their Mexica overlords are 

performing the rites and ceremonies that keep the present creation on track. 

I chose not to analyze the portable sculptures and figurines from Malinalco for 

two reasons.  First, as I have mentioned, we have no archaeological context for most of 

these articles.  Even when we know a particular sculpture was found at Malinalco, it is 

often unclear where it was used and if it was part of the pre-Hispanic site, or cached there 
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later for safekeeping.  Also, many of the artifacts were discovered on the mountain slopes 

above and below the site, and it was not always apparent whether they were buried there 

or had washed down the mountain slope through erosion.  Second, the sculptures for 

which we have good provenance are badly eroded.  Only one sculpture, an Ehecatl with a 

buccal mask, can be identified as a specific god, and even this object has lost its original 

details and paint over time.  The other sculptures are in worse shape, usually only 

identifiable as a human head with a horizontal nose-bar.    

Most of my analyses of the artworks that I do consider are grounded in 

iconography.  In some cases, such as Structure I‘s façade, the process is remarkably 

direct; I find pictographs that are nearly identical to the façade figure, and the readings of 

those pictographs strongly suggests the meaning of the façade image.  More frequently, I 

look at a large number of images to determine the meaning of a particular sign.  For 

example, I traced the appearance of eagles and jaguars in the pictographic and alphabetic 

documents and in Tenochca sculptures, to first uncover the indigenous significations of 

these animals.  Then, I turned my attention more specifically to references to or images of 

eagle or jaguar seats/thrones, and examined who was allowed to sit on such seats.  

Looking for these types of larger patterns allowed me to reveal a symbolism of these 

animals and animal-seats that was not anchored to the historicity of their original 

documents or monuments.  For my analysis of the mural, I explored the meanings of the 

larger body of Tenochca procession scenes, as well as the significance of particular 

sartorial elements, such as the marchers‘ butterfly breastplates.  Perhaps because their 
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written communication was grounded in visual imagery, iconographic analysis has been a 

particularly valuable analytical method in this study. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

My methodology draws principally from broadly defined post-structuralist 

philosophy.  I employ the traditional structuralist technique of looking for patterns within 

texts and groups of images, but I do not treat those patterns as separate from the historical 

record or as fully independent truths.  I do not seek patterns to identify the underlying 

organizing principle of a society or a text, but rather to recognize the implied meaning of 

a specific motif.  I trace the appearance of that motif or sign through a variety of sources, 

such as the corpus of Aztec sculpture, pictographic documents, and early colonial 

chronicles.  The contextual pattern that emerges suggests the meaning of the motif.  My 

analysis does not stop with the identification of the pattern and the initial interpretation of 

the motif, but rather extends into a larger analysis in which I place my observations in 

their social and historical contexts.  Early colonial chronicles, pictographic texts, Aztec 

art, contemporary scholarship and theory inform my sense of this historical and social 

context, and I am aware that these sources reflect the aims, opinions and prejudices of 

their creators.  

However, to a certain extent parsing the patterns underlying these sources allows 

me to perceive them outside of the realm of historicity, but rather as complex systems 

with patterns that are inherently meaningful and not necessarily tied to the historical 

accuracy of the body in which they appear.  For example, in Chapter 3 I reexamine Post-
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Classic eagle and jaguar symbolism by tracing the appearance of these animals 

throughout early colonial texts.  Even when they appeared in narratives that are overtly 

mythical, the larger pattern—in which eagles and jaguars were linked to a particular class 

of Aztec male—remained constant.  The signification of these animals did not change 

despite their appearance in a story that does not meet the Western standard of historical 

truth.  Thus, I employ the basic tools of structuralism in the first part of my analysis, but 

move into post-structuralism through the use of a variety of data sources.  
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Chapter 2: Ties that Bind:  Malinalco and Tenochtitlan in the 

Ethnohistorical Sources 

 

 

 Central Mexico‘s early colonial ethnohistorical sources provide us with an 

outsider‘s view of Malinalco, as early documents produced within that city have yet to be 

rediscovered.  Any attempt to reconstruct Malinalco‘s pre-Hispanic past relies heavily on 

sources produced in Mexico City- Tenochtitlan or, less often, other communities that 

were once subject to that great capital.  Malinalco and the Malinalca often appear in lists 

of cities or ethnic groups that participated in a common mytho-historical event, such as 

the migration from Aztlan (Anales de Tlatelolco 2004 [ca. 1540s]: 53-55; Chimalpahin 

1997: vol.1, 181; Tira de la Peregrinación f. 2r, Codex Azcatitlan f. 3v).  In many 

instances, Malinalco‘s history seems virtually indistinguishable from the mythologized 

past of any number of central Mexican pre-Hispanic communities.  Yet, in the pages that 

follow, I demonstrate that the ethnohistorical sources reflect Mexica efforts to associate 

themselves with the Malinalca, suggesting that Malinalco was a particularly well 

regarded city-state within the empire.  The Mexica‘s claim of elite Toltec heritage further 

ties them to the Malinalca who, according to the sources, had an older and more 

legitimate Toltec lineage than the Mexica (Anales de Cuauhtitlan 1945: 16, section 78; 

Chimalpahin 1991: 3, 7; Ixtlilxochitl 1975: vol. 1, 295-296).  While these sources do not 

provide a direct explanation for Ahuitzotl‘s decision to build the remarkable temple 
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complex at Malinalco, they do create a sense of the complex, nuanced relationship 

between the imperial capital and the people of Malinalco. 

HISTORY OF MALINALCO 

 A few early post-Conquest chronicles and pictorial documents trace portions of 

the history of the people of Malinalco from their roots at Aztlan and within the multi-

lobed, primordial cave, Chicomoztoc, to their defeat generations later at the hands of the 

Spanish.  Though sometimes contradictory in terms of dates, locations and personal 

names, a sense of Malinalco‘s heritage emerges when one examines these documents in 

concert.  Malinalco‘s early history is told in the context of the origin narratives of other 

communities and in documents produced in or around colonial Mexico City.  When 

Malinalco appears in texts, it is usually referenced in only a sentence or two, or as part of 

a list of communities that participated in an event.  The early history of the Malinalca is 

mentioned in the Anales de Tlatelolco (2004[ca. 1528-1540s]), Tira de la Peregrinación 

(Codex Boturini) (ca. 1530-1541), and the Codex Azcatitlan (ca. m. 16
th

 cen. to mid. 17
th

 

cen.).  Malinalco‘s political history, before and after its incorporation into the Aztec 

empire, is discussed in the Anales de Cuauhtitlan (1945 [ca. 1570]) and in the works of 

the early colonial writers Domingo Francisco de San Antón Muñón Chimalpahin 

Quauhtlehuanitzin (b. ca. 1579 – d. 1660; hereafter called Chimalpahin) and Fernando de 

Alva Cortés Ixtlilxóchitl (b. ca. 1568-1580 – d. 1648).13  Chimalpahin was a chronicler 

                                                 
13 The two Chimalpahin sources I use spell his name differently:  Chimalpain vs. Chimalpahin.  In my text, 

I favor the latter spelling.  In citations and in the bibliography, I use the specific spelling of the individual 

books, because it is the way the publisher lists the author‘s name. 
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who was descended from the nobility of Chalco-Amecameca, but since he moved to 

Mexico City as a youth his works reflect influences from both the Mexican and the 

Chalco region (Chimalpahin 1997, Vol. 1: 181; Lockhart et. al. 2006: 3, 4; Schroeder 

1991: 13-19).   

Origins and Migrations 

 

 As I mention in the introduction of this dissertation, Postclassic central Mexican 

origin stories blend history and myth, and in colonial Mexico individual communities had 

strong incentives to record locally-specific origin stories (Smith 1984, Beekman and 

Christensen 2003, Boone 2000:15, Mundy 1996).  Since we have no texts from 

Malinalco, we cannot reconstruct the Malinalca‘s beliefs about their past.  We can, 

however, compare Malinalco‘s appearance in the mytho-history of other towns to gain a 

sense of the town‘s symbolic position within the political landscape of central Mexico.  

That the Malinalca are included in the histories of the peregrinations of different towns 

and ethnic groups suggests their larger cultural integration into central Mexico.   

The anonymous Anales de Tlatelolco (2004 [ca.1540s]: 53-55) was probably 

written in Tlatelolco the 1540‘s, and reflects an early colonial Mexica bias (Lockhart 

1993: 42, 38).  It records the migrations of Central Mexican peoples from Chicomoztoc 

in the year 1 Ácatl (ca. 1051), on the day 1 Cipactli.14 Originally written in Nahuatl on 

                                                 
14 A number of scholars have studied the history of the Mexica migrations.   Michael Smith‘s 1984 analysis 

of the migration is a useful place to begin, because he reviews the positions of earlier writers and places the 

migration stories within archaeological and linguistic contexts.  Elizabeth Boone (1991) proposes that the 

migration stories are a ritual performance, a rite of passage that reaffirms the Mexica‘s authority by 

demonstrating their ability to overcome trials and the superiority of their god, Huitzilopochtli.  Other 
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indigenous paper (Lockhart 1993:40), the text follows the date-event format common in 

indigenous documents, such as the Tira de Tepechpan, and may have been copied in part 

from a similar document.  The Anales (2004: 53-55) does not record the specific tribes 

that left Chicomoztoc, but notes simply that they left at the same time and wandered 

together, in rough clothes and through difficult circumstances, for thirteen years.  In the 

fourteenth year of their peregrinations, they are said to have arrived at Quetzaltépec, 

where they held a communal celebration before separate groups departed to continue 

their peregrinations in different directions (Anales 2004: 55).  Led by a man called 

Citlalcóhuatl,15 the Malinalca were the twelfth group to leave Quetzaltépec and were 

among the last groups of the first wave of migrants to depart.  The Mexica and two other 

groups elected to remain longer.  This legend places the Malinalca in central Mexico 

before the Mexica, and distinguishes these two Nahuatl-speaking groups from one 

another. 

 The Malinalca are listed among the peoples to emigrate from Aztlan in other 

chronicles and pictorial sources.  Chimalpahin (1997: vol. 1, 181) briefly notes the 

Malinalca‘s departure from Aztlan, but provides no other details.  In the Tira de la 

Peregrinación (f. 2r) and the Codex Azcatitlan (f. 3v), Malinalco‘s toponym appears in a 

list of towns whose residents left Aztlan (Figs. 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4).  A bundle of malinalli 

                                                                                                                                                 
sources include Davies 1980, Price 1980, Nicholson 1978, Carlos Vento 1995, and Elzey 1991, Herren 

2004, among others.   

 The Mexica migration histories appear in the following early colonial codices: Aubin, Azcatitlan, 

Boturini, Mendoza, Mexicanus, Telleriano-Remensis, Vaticanus A, and the Mapa Sigüenza.  Texts by 

Chimalpahin, Durán, Motolinía, Torquemada, Tovar and Tezozomoc, and the anonymous Historia de los 

Mexicanos por sus pinturas, Histoyre du Mechique, and Leyenda de los Soles also discuss the migrations. 
15 Though used in this text as a name, in the Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas, Citlalcóatl was 

the title of a man Axayacatl sent to Malinalco in  ca.1477 (Garibay K., trans 1965: 62, section 245).   
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grass, sometimes growing from a skeletal mandible, is the principal identifying feature of 

Malinalco‘s toponym.   

 The Malinalca‘s Aztlan and Chicomoztoc origins likely helped create their ethnic 

identity.16  Many peoples in pre-Hispanic central Mexico believed their ancestors 

emerged from Chicomoztoc, and this origin cave became a unifying mythological and 

cosmological principle in the region (Davies 1980: 86; Smith 1984; see also Anales de 

Tlatelolco 2004: 53-55; Durán 1993; Tezozomoc 1878, 1975; Tovar 1878; Acosta 2002; 

Sahagún 1950-1982, bk. 10; Chimalpahin 1991; Códice Aubin 1980, Códice Azcatitlan 

1995).  Fewer groups traced their lineage to Aztlan, and Michael Smith (1984: 158) 

demonstrated convincingly that the Aztlan groups arrived after the earliest Chichimec 

immigrants and probably spoke Nahuatl.  The first Chichimec migrants arrived in central 

Mexico generations before the Nahuatl speakers, and likely spoke Otomi (Davies 1980: 

74-79).  Aztlan heritage, then, signified a relatively late arrival in the region, and may 

have indicated that, as outsiders, they were subject to others who were more established 

in the region.  Once the Aztec Empire became the area‘s dominant power, Aztlan-

descended groups like the Malinalca may have benefited from sharing the language and 

ancestry of the Mexica.  It is impossible to know if the Malinalca themselves believed 

they came from Aztlan, but clearly certain scribes from outside Malinalco believed this 

was the case. 

                                                 
16 The book Ethnic Identity in Nahua Mesoamerica: the View from Archaeology, Art History, Ethnohistory 

and contemporary Ethnography (2008) presents a complex and nuanced view of concepts of ethnicity in 

Nahuatl-speaking regions of Mexico. 
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 The sources that mention the Malinalca among the Aztlan émigrés were likely 

written from a Mexica perspective, and may reflect a Mexica desire to associate 

themselves with the Malinalca or to legitimate Tenochtitlan‘s appropriation of Malinalco.  

The Boturini and Azcatitlan are early colonial documents, and the former is likely from 

Mexico-Tenochtitlan (Glass 1975: 16, Table 3), while the latter was probably produced in 

Tlatelolco, Tenochtitlan‘s sister city that was also associated with the Mexica people 

(Castañeda de la Paz 2008: 165, see also Barlow 1949: 103).  Even though this text was 

written a generation after the Conquest, it was likely copied from Mexica pictorial 

documents (Boone 1991: 123).  Although Chimalpahin was not from Tenochtitlan, 

Mexica sources seem to have informed his text (Lockhart et. al. 2006:3, 5; Schroeder 

1991: 13-19).  Thus, in these accounts it is the Mexica who claim a shared heritage with 

the Malinalca and with the other groups listed as emigrants from Aztlan.  Perhaps the 

Mexica wished to make the Malinalca more loyal to their overlords by reminding them of 

their shared history, or they may have believed that associating with the Malinalca would 

further legitimate their authority.  Of course, since the Malinalca also spoke Nahuatl, they 

certainly may have actually migrated from the same region as the Mexica. 

 Archaeological surveys and linguistic analysis reveal that when Nahuatl-speakers 

moved into Malinalco, they encountered a village that had been inhabited since the pre-

Classic (Galván Villegas 1984: 17, 35; Smith 1984: 162).  While we do not know the 

names of the earliest inhabitants of Malinalco, the Malinalca most likely settled into an 

established Matlatzinca community (García Payón 1974: XIV).  Matlatzinca can refer 

variously to the residents of the Toluca Valley, the inhabitants of Calixtlahuaca, or the 
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Matlatzinca language and its speakers (Quezada 1972; Smith 2008: 52; Velázquez 1973).  

In the Anales de Tlatelolco (2004: 55), the Matlatzinca appear immediately before the 

Malinalca in the list of migrants from Aztlan, suggesting a link between the two.  

However, the Matlatzinca language belongs to the Oto-Pamean family, which predates 

the arrival of Nahuatl in central Mexico by thousands of years and places the Matlatzinca 

in this region generations earlier than the Malinalca (Smith 1984: 162; see also Quezada 

1972).   

We do not know when Malinalco became predominately Nahuatl-speaking, but 

circumstantial evidence suggests this occurred before it was incorporated into the larger 

empire.  Malinalco is the only Aztec province that bisects another province, Ocuilan, and 

its borders seem to have been designed to separate the Malinalca Nahuatl speakers from 

the Matlatzinca and Ocuilteca speakers in Ocuilan (Smith and Berdan 1996: 269; Berdan 

1996: 121-122, Smith and Berdan 1996: 324- Fig. A 4-1).  Since Ocuilan is said to have 

been conquered in 1476, it is possible Malinalco also entered the empire at that time 

(Chimalpahin 1997: vol.2, pg. 57; Durán 1994: 247-250; Códice Chimalpopoca 1945: 56, 

section 200).  Early colonial sources often pair Malinalco and Ocuilan, perhaps 

suggesting a connection between the two towns.  While the Mexica certainly may have 

sent some Mexica residents to live in Malinalco, they would have arrived so late in the 

history of the empire that it seems impossible that they would have become the 

Malinalca.  I think the Malinalca were in Malinalco long before the town became part of 

the Aztec empire.  As I discuss above, the Malinalca emerge as a distinct ethnic group in 

central Mexican mytho-histories whose stories recount events before the foundation of 



 39 

Tenochtitlan.  Even if these events are mythical, they reflect a widespread belief that the 

Malinalca moved into central Mexico and into Malinalco before the Mexica occupied the 

swampy island that would become their great capital city.  Also, as I discuss later in this 

chapter, the Malinalca play a seminal role in the foundation mythology of Tenochtitlan, 

once again suggesting that they were believed to predate Mexica dominance.  Thus, 

Malinalco was almost certainly a Nahuatl-speaking community with ethnic-Malinalca 

residents before the city states incorporation into the Aztec empire. 

Malinalco and Culhuacan 

 When the Mexica arrived in central Mexico, they discovered that the highest-

status persons in the Valley of Mexico traced their ancestry to the Toltecs, the people of 

the formerly magnificent city-state Tollan.17  Remembered as the pinnacle of civilization, 

Tollan was the ideal to which other city-states aspired, and Toltec descendants were ideal 

rulers (see Davies 1980; Gillespie 1989).  The Mexica derived their fierce military 

prowess from their recent Chichimec heritage, since the Chichimec were accomplished 

hunters, warriors, survivalists and conquerors (Davies 1980:85-86).  When the Mexica 

were marooned on a snake-and-insect-infested mountain, their Chichimec-ness allowed 

them to thrive in their rough surroundings (Durán 1993:34-35).  However, the Mexica 

also needed Toltec ancestry to augment the status, perceived civility, and legitimacy of 

their rulers.  The people of central Mexico believed that the Toltecs populated Culhuacan, 

                                                 
17 Scholars debate about which—if any—ancient Mesoamerica city might be Tollan.  While some have 

suggested that Tula, a city north of Tenochtitlan, was originally Tollan (Davies 1980), other scholars do not 

accept this belief (Umberger 1987: 70-71, Florescano 1963).  It is also possible that Tollan was a mythical 

place (Davies 1980, Carrasco 1982) or that the term signified great urban centers more generally (Stuart 

2000: 502). 
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a city directly south of the island that would become Tenochtitlan, and that the 

inhabitants of this city had Toltec ancestry (Gillespie 1989, passim; Berdan 2011: 113-

114).  Even before they founded Tenochtitlan, elite Mexica men are said to have arranged 

marriages with Toltec-descended noblewomen from Culhuacan with the aim of 

establishing a legitimate ruling class (Gillespie 1989).  The progeny of these marriages 

were supposed to become Mexica emperors, their power derived equally from their 

hunter-warrior Chichimec and their kingly, civilized Toltec heritages.  From the 

Chichimecs, the Mexica gain the right to conquer, and from the Toltecs the right to rule 

their vast empire. 

 Having been in central Mexico longer than the Mexica, the Malinalca had 

longstanding ties to the Culhua, briefly outlined in a handful of chronicles.  The briefest 

account is in the Anales de Cuauhtitlan (1945:16, section 78).  In the year 12 Ácatl, 18 a 

man named Cuauhtexpetlatzin arrived at Culhuacan, became its king, and sent colonists 

to Malinalco and Ocuilan (Anales de Cuauhtitlan (1945:16, section 78).  This parallels an 

account in Chimalpahin‘s Memorial Breve acerca de la Fundación de la Ciudad de 

Culhuacan (1991 [ca. 1615]:3, 7).  Chimalpahin (1991: 3, 7) records that Culhuacan was 

founded in the year 10 Tochtli, translated in the text as the year 670 CE.  One-hundred 

and eighty-seven years after its foundation, Culhuacan had been the dominant power in 

the region for 140 years and had subjugated six towns, among them Ocuilan and 

Malinalco (Chimalpahin 1991:7).  In the Anales de Cuauhtitlan (1945:16, sec. 78), 

                                                 
18 Converting dates in these documents is difficult, because many communities had their own year count, in 

which they used the same four year bearers as the Mexica, but assigned them to different years.  I accept 

the calendar dates given in the translations of the documents when they fit logically into the larger context 

of Mesoamerican history. 
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Ocuilan and Malinalco appear together as subjects of Culhuacan, and no other towns are 

mentioned.  In the Memorial Breve they appear as the fifth and sixth conquests, 

respectively.  It is likely that the colonization of Malinalco described in the Anales de 

Cuauhtitlan followed the conquest recorded by Chimalpahin (1991:3, 7).  Both of these 

sources propose a longstanding connection between Malinalco and Culhuacan, and 

Malinalco‘s Culhua colonizers would have brought elite Toltec blood to this community. 

 Ixtlilxóchitl characterizes the initial encounter between the Malinalca and the 

Culhua differently, though the end result remains the same.  As a descendant of the kings 

of Texcoco, Ixtlilxóchitl was well informed about the political history of the Triple 

Alliance, and his description of Malinalco‘s relationship with Culhuacan somewhat 

contradicts the Anales de Cuauhtitlan and Chimalpahin‘s Memorial Breve, which have a 

more provincial perspective.  Since Malinalco was a province and relatively far from 

Tenochtitlan, their provincial perspective may more accurately reflect the memories of 

people from other communities outside the capital.  Ixtlilxóchitl was writing an 

indigenous history in Spanish for a Spanish audience, and reflects a subsequent bias.  His 

text likely dates from between 1600 and 1608, more than eighty years and two 

generations after the Conquest (Ixtlilxochitl and O‘Gorman 1975: 21-23). 

 Ixtlilxóchitl‘s (1975: vol. 1, 295-296) account follows Xólotl, an émigré from 

Tula who conquered Culhuacan and reportedly expanded the city-state‘s provinces from 

the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific.19  Xólotl traveled with six vassals, and they may 

                                                 
19 Like Quetzalcoatl, Xólotl is better known as a god than as an historical figure, and his ambiguous 

identity complicates our sense of the historicity of this document.   
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represent persons associated with the six cities Chimalpahin (1991: 3, 7) listed as subject 

to Culhuacan (Ixtlilxóchitl 1975: 295-296).  When Xólotl and his men conquered a new 

community, they climbed to the highest point in their new territory, lit bundles of 

malinalli grass, and fired arrows in the four directions.  Ixtlilxóchitl (1975:296) records 

specifically that Xólotl performs this rite at Malinalco.  In a parallel to the symbolism of 

the ceremonial precinct of Aztec-era Malinalco, Xólotl uses ritual to create a cosmogram, 

and landscape becomes a vital component in this rite of domination.  Much later in the 

document, Ixtlilxóchitl (1975: 411) revisits Malinalco, mentioning that the Malinalca and 

the Matlatzinca descend from Iztácmitl and Tecpa, two of Xólotl‘s vassals.  In the Anales 

de Tlatelolco (2004:55), the leader of the Matlatzinca is also called Tecpa, perhaps 

indicating that the Toltec roots of these peoples were widely acknowledged in Central 

Mexico.20  In this version of events, the Malinalca and Matlatzinca did not derive their 

Toltec-Culhua blood only through conquest and colonization, but also directly from elite 

Toltec men credited with establishing their lineage.   

Xólotl eventually founded the Acolhua dynasty that ruled Texcoco, and therefore 

this account also links Malinalco to Texcoco.  As a descendant of the highest echelon of 

Texcocan society, Ixtlilxóchitl writes from the perspective of an elite person from a 

powerful city within the Triple Alliance.  That such a city would deliberately incorporate 

Malinalco into its mythology suggests that the elite of Texcoco believed a connection to 

this smaller town would benefit their city.   

                                                 
20 However, since the Anales does not mention that Tecpa was an emigrant from Tula, the author may not 

have believed Tecpa was of Toltec descent.   
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 It is difficult to draw a line between myth, history and political argument in these 

accounts.  Yet the reality of a Culhua-Toltec-Malinalca connection is less important for 

this study than the belief in such ties, which would have conveyed the same status to 

Malinalco as if the history were true.  While I am confident that the Chimalpopoca and 

the Memorial Breve report the same events (i.e. the conquest and colonization of 

Malinalco by the Culhua), it is harder to know if Ixtlilxóchitl records the same conquest.  

I think we can hypothesize that Malinalco was subject to Culhuacan early in its history 

and that the people of Malinalco (both Malinalca and Matlatzinca) were believed to have 

had Toltec ancestry.  These sources indicate that long before the Mexica arrived in the 

Valley of Mexico, Malinalco was sufficiently important to be recorded as a place of 

Culhua conquest and colonization, a municipality fit for the attention of Tollan‘s ex-

patriots and their descendants. 

Malinalco and other central Mexican city-states 

 Chimalpahin‘s (1997, 2: 111) description of the ruling families of Azcapotzalco 

provides a genealogy that links the elite of Malinalco to the rulers of many central 

Mexican provinces.  Chimalpahin‘s texts evince a striking interest in his local 

genealogies, perhaps because he was distantly descended from an elite family in 

Amaquemeca (Schroeder 1991: 6-10).   According to Chimalpahin, Huizilaztatzin, a 

nobleman from Malinalco, was the matrilineal great-grandfather of the first ruler of 

Azcapotzalco, Huehue Teçoçomoctli.  Teçoçomoctli married a noblewoman from 

Malinalco, Tzihuacxochitzin, and their ten children are said to have either ruled or 
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married the ruler of the following cities: Atlacuihuayan, Tlacopan, Culhuacan, Aculman, 

Coyoacan, Azcapotzalco, and Tlatelolco. 21  In this account, the Malinalca elite were well 

integrated, through marriage and progeny, into the noble families of other city states.  

This five-generation family tree is undated, but in the text it appears after Chimalpahin‘s 

description of the foundation of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, so it is placed roughly within 

historical (as opposed to mythological) time.  Of course, since central Mexicans altered 

their histories to understand their present reality, we cannot accept the historicity of this 

narrative simply because it is placed in historical time (Gillespie 1989: xiii, xxiii).  This 

genealogy is also unusual in its inclusion of specifically named women.  The Malinalca 

heritage of these people is traced almost exclusively through the matrilineal line, with the 

only male Malinalca being Huizilaztatzin, the nobleman whose daughter founded the 

lineage.  When his great-grandson married a Malinalca noblewoman, their children could 

trace their Malinalca heritage through both their mother and their paternal grandmother.  

That these women‘s names are recorded at all may indicate that descent from the elite 

families of Malinalco was sufficiently important, sufficiently elite, to warrant careful 

records.   

I could find no other sources, however, that confirmed these marriages, and so 

this account can be interpreted in several ways.  If read as an historically accurate 

document, it conveys that elite Malinalca descendants were in the families of many 

regional rulers, and suggests Malinalco would have had many powerful allies.  This is 

                                                 
21 It would be interesting to see if the names of the rulers listed in Chimalpahin appear in histories of these 

other city-states. 
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problematic, since one would expect the Malinalca ancestry of at least some of these 

ruling families to be acknowledged in chronicles or pictorial documents from those 

regions.  Perhaps, in a parallel to the histories of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and Culhuacan, 

Chimalpahin (or his sources) sought to increase the status of Azcapotzalco by associating 

it with Malinalco and the alleged Toltec heritage of the Malinalca.  

 Before the arrival of the Mexica in central Mexico and the ascent of the Aztec 

empire, Malinalco was an active member of the local political community.  Subject to, 

and partly descended from, the people of Culhuacan, the Malinalca occupied a fertile 

valley with abundant springs (Galván Villegas 1984).  Although they almost certainly 

had to pay tribute to Culhuacan, Malinalco still became a sufficiently prominent city to 

be incorporated into regional foundation mythology.  When the Mexica arrived in central 

Mexico, they encountered a Malinalco with deep roots in the region and elite Toltec 

ancestry.  Nevertheless, according to Mexica mythico-historical tradition, the Malinalca 

only existed because the Mexica left them behind. 

MALINALCO AND THE MEXICA 

Malinalxochitl, Copil, and the Foundation of Mexico-Tenochtitlan 

 Malinalco plays a key role in Tenochtitlan‘s foundation in several early colonial 

sources, and I will first review the origins and biases of these sources before recounting 

details of the myth.  I have already discussed the post-Conquest Mexica bias of the 

Anales de Tlatelolco (2004: 159-161; Lockhart 1993: 42, 38), and the blend of Mexica 

and provincial perspective in the writings of Chimalpahin (1991, 1997).  The Codex 
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Mexicanus (1952: 16-17) is a late 16
th

 century manuscript with evidence of the hands of 

at least three different artists (Robertson 1994: 123-124).  Its earliest entries seem to have 

been painted by someone trained in the indigenous art of manuscript painting, while later 

entries may have been painted by an ambitious amateur, and the art historian Donald 

Robertson (1994: 125) proposed that the quality of central Mexican manuscript paintings 

declined as their importance lessoned toward the end of the 16
th

 century.   

The other three texts that mention Malinalco‘s alleged role in Tenochtitlan‘s 

foundation were written by Spaniards in early Colonial Mexico.  Historia de los 

Mexicanos por sus Pinturas (Garibay 1965 [ca. 1530s]: 45-51) was possibly written by 

Fray Andres de Olmos (ca. 1485-1571) and is a textual translation of one or more 

pictorial documents (León-Portilla 1990: 196).  The text likely reflects a Christian 

European bias, and it cannot convey the flexibility and mutability of readings from 

pictorial sources. 

 The other two texts that recount this myth are closely related, and both were 

written by men of Spanish descent who had grown up in Mexico, spoke Nahuatl fluently 

and joined religious orders.  Fray Diego Durán (1537-1588) became a Dominican novice 

as a teenager, and during his service to his Order, he lived in Texcoco, Mexico City, 

Hueyapan, and Oaxtepec, among other towns (Heyden 1994: xxv-xxvii).  Durán based 

his three books, Book of the Gods and Rites (1574-1576), The Ancient Calendar (1579), 

and History of the Indies of New Spain (ca. 1581) on three principal sources:  his 

interviews with Nahuatl-speaking persons in both urban and rural areas; his examination 

of ancient texts; and a lost Nahuatl language document called Crónica X (Heyden 1994: 
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xxvi-xxvii, xxix; Barlow 1945).  Durán was particularly interested in finding ancient 

documents that would support his belief that the peoples of Mesoamerica were 

descendants of one of the lost tribes of Israel (Heyden 1994: xxvi-xxvii).  While Durán‘s 

stated purpose was to create a guide to indigenous rituals to assist other ministers in 

converting the masses to Catholicism (Heyden 1994: xxviii), he often delights in many of 

the stories he recounts and seems torn between his admiration for parts of indigenous 

culture and his larger goal of catholicizing Mesoamericans.  Durán does not hesitate to 

express his opinions about the rites and practices he describes, and his Spanish-Catholic 

worldview is readily apparent in his documents.   

Juan de Tovar (b. ca. 1550s) was somehow related to Durán and based much of 

his text, the Codex Ramirez, on Durán‘s books and on the testimonies of his Tula 

informants (Parry 1977: 318).  In 1572 Viceroy Martin Enriquez asked Tovar to examine 

and transcribe pictographic documents, and while the 1578 manuscript he produced is 

now lost, it seems likely that this work also influenced his later text (Parry 1977: 317).  

Tovar was more sensitive to the environment of the Inquisition than Durán, and he took 

care to omit passages that could cause disapprobation among his superiors when he 

transcribed sections of Durán‘s original manuscript (Parry 1977: 318).  This may explain 

why none of Durán‘s texts were published until the 19
th

 century, since they contain 

information and ideas that the Church and State may have been hesitant to distribute 

(Parry 1977: 318; Heyden 1994: xxx). 

Within these texts, Malinalco appears prominently in two sections of Mexica 

mytho-history: during their peregrinations in search of a homeland and in the Mexica‘s 
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battle to claim the island they would transform into Tenochtitlan.  The story is set during 

the Mexica‘s early mytho-history, while they traveled through central Mexico in search 

of a homeland.  Huitzilopochtli, the Mexica‘s tutelary deity, commanded his followers to 

abandon his sister, Malinalxochitl, a powerful sorceress.  Huitzilopochtli and his 

followers believed that Malinalxochitl caused them great misery, brought snakes, 

centipedes and spiders into their midst, wished to be worshipped as a god, and forced 

them to eat forbidden foods (Durán 1993: 24-25).22  Her desire to use sorcery to conquer 

enemies was contrary to Huitzilopochtli‘s vision of the Mexica, whom he believed should 

distinguish themselves with bravery and ferocity in battle.  The Mexica abandoned a 

sleeping Malinalxochitl in the dead of night.  She awakened the next morning to discover 

that only her followers remained, and they decided to settle nearby in Malinalco.  

Malinalxochitl married the leader of Malinalco, became pregnant immediately (and, in 

some accounts, even before she was abandoned), and gave birth to a son, Copil. 

 When Copil grew into a strong warrior, Malinalxochitl told him of her cruel 

abandonment by Huitzilopochtli and the Mexica. He vowed revenge and assembled his 

allies, convincing them that the Mexica presented a threat to their sovereignty. Copil then 

attacked the Mexica settlement at Chapultepec, combining military might with the 

powerful magical skills he inherited from his mother.23  In the midst of battle, Copil 

climbed a hill called Tepetzinco and watched his troops‘ imminent victory.  

Huitzilopochtli commanded his followers to kill Copil while he was alone and vulnerable 

                                                 
22 Durán‘s reference to ―forbidden foods‖ may derive from his Christian perspective, which at times sought 

to find parallels between the Hebrew Scriptures and indigenous histories. 
23 Here stories begin to differ in their particulars, but I give the most common version.  Any meaningful 

discrepancies will be addressed.   
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at Tepetzinco, and the feared, magical warrior proved surprisingly easy to dispatch.  In 

most accounts, his final fight is the work of a mere two sentences.24  They killed him, 

removed his heart and severed his head. They buried his head near a spring on 

Tepetzinco, in an area later renamed Acopilco, ‗Water-Copil-Place.‘  Huitzilopochtli 

ordered his followers to extract Copil‘s heart and throw it into a bed of reeds in the lake, 

and years later the sacred cactus and eagle marking the Mexica homeland grew from this 

place.   

 At its heart a Mexica legend, this story is usually studied in the context of 

Tenochtitlan foundation mythology and Tenochca mythologized history (Heyden 1989).  

In contrast, I am most curious about what this myth suggests about Malinalco and the 

town‘s relationship to Tenochtitlan.  This analysis is complicated by the omission of 

Malinalco and/or Malinalxochitl in some versions, notably the Anales de Tlatelolco, the 

Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas, Codex Boturini, and the Codex Azcatitlan.  

The Tira de Tepechpan (fol. 2) records the marriage of Copil‘s daughter, Xicomoyahual, 

to an elite Mexica male (possibly the same man credited with killing Copil in the Codex 

Mexicanus), but fails to name Copil himself (Diel 2008: 31-32, 33; Mexicanus 1952: 16-

17).  In the Anales de Tlatelolco (2004 [1528]: 59), Copil claims to be descended from 

the Mexica left behind at Tzonpanco.  The province of Malinalco included only two 

towns, Malinalco and Zumpahuacan (Berdan et. al. 1996).  The similarity of 

Zumpahuacan to ―Tzonpanco‖ is marked, and I wonder if the author of the Anales was 

                                                 
24 A different person or group of persons is credited with Copil‘s death in the various accounts of the story.  

I believe the manner of his death and his specific executioner is less important in the narrative than the 

result of his death. 
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actually referring to Zumpahuacan.  This is a more logical interpretation than reading 

―Tzonpanco‖ as ―Zumpango,‖ because, although the latter name is more similar to the 

former, it denoted a town north of Chapultepec and far from the other cities mentioned in 

the migration histories.25  The Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas (1965: 45) 

claims that a woman left in Michoacán during the Mexica migrations gave birth to Copil.  

In their peregrinations, the Mexica split three times—at Michoacán, Malinalco and 

Tlatelolco (Durán 1993: 25, Tovar 1878: 24).  As I mention above, the people of 

Michoacán spoke a language unrelated to Nahuatl, and it is unlikely that the Mexica 

actually left a colony there, especially since Michoacán was never conquered by the 

Mexica.  It seems possible that the writers of the Historia de los Mexicanos por sus 

pinturas (1965 [ca. 1530s]) may have simply confused (or, alternatively, fused together) 

two of the places believed to have been colonized by the Mexica. 26  It is also possible 

that these versions record accounts by persons from different parts of central Mexico, and 

that in those regions Malinalco did not figure into the myth.  Mexica-centric sources, 

                                                 
25 The abandonment of Malinalxochitl and her followers is generally followed by the story of events at 

Coatepec, a town just west of Malinalco and relatively close to Zumpahuacan.  Also, since Malinalxochitl 

is abandoned quite late in the migration histories, it is unlikely that she would have been abandoned in a 

town north of central Mexico, since the Mexica came from the north, traveled south of their future 

homeland, and then slowly made their way north to the future Tenochtitlan.  The Anales (2004:59) account 

is further complicated by the assertion that Copil was ―natural de Tetípac,‖ which suggests he was born in a 

town in Oaxaca—an area south of the Mexica migration path.  Since the Anales (2004:59) later claims he 

was part of the group abandoned at Tzonpanco, in this version Copil appears to be simply part of the 

migration story rather than the son of Huitzilopochtli‘s evil sister.  If we read Tzonpanco as Zumpahuacan, 

the narrative follows a more logical geography, though elements present in other accounts are still notably 

absent. 
26 In a section unrelated to the Malinalxochitl myth, Durán (1964: 23) makes a similar assertion, ―It should 

be noted that the Aztecs and those who are now called the Tarascans of Mechoacan, and those of the 

province of Malinalco, were of the same group or faction; they were related and all spoke the same 

language.‖  He later recounts the entire story of Malinalxochitl‘s abandonment at Malinalco, so he is not 

claiming Copil is from Michoacán, but rather that the Tarascans also have Mexica heritage.  I think he may 

be mistakenly equating Malinalco and Michoacán. 
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such as Durán (1994), emphasize the Malinalco connection, and this may suggest that 

Malinalco‘s role in the story was particularly important in Tenochtitlan. 

 This myth offers an explanation for two beliefs about the Malinalca: that they had 

powerful magical powers and were accomplished painters.  The chronicles attribute both 

abilities to Malinalxochitl.  A brief anecdote in Durán (1993: 503-504) reveals how 

strongly the Tenochca-Mexica believed in the special abilities of the Malinalca.  When 

Moctezuma II learned of strange men in large boats arriving on the Gulf of Mexico coast, 

he summoned soothsayers and painters from Malinalco to tell him what to expect (Durán 

1993:503-504).  Unfortunately for the Aztec empire, the Malinalca‘s vision of Cyclops-

like men, while likely metaphoric, did not help prevent the Conquest.27  Here, the tie 

between painting and prognostication is apparent, as the soothsayers used 

painting/pictographic writing as the medium that allowed them to divine the future.  The 

people who painted these books had to be carefully trained in the arts, religion, 

calendrics, and the understanding of omens (Boone 2007: 2-4).  The men Moctezuma II 

summoned were likely the creators of such books, and their artistic ability was the means 

by which they controlled the prognostic powers they inherited from Malinalxochitl and 

made their visions interpretable.  In this account, the dangerous powers of Malinalxochitl, 

perhaps diluted in her descendants, were used for the good of the empire.28 

                                                 
27 Although Durán records this prophesy as if the men of Malinalco literally believed one-eyed men 

approached, I suspect this may reflect the highly metaphorical character of formal Nahuatl speech and of 

diviners in general.   
28 The beautifully painted ex-convento at Malinalco, which was likely painted by indigenous artists, attests 

to the endurance of the Malinalca‘s artistic abilities in the years following the conquest (Peterson 1993).   
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 As in the Aztlan chronicles, in Copil‘s story Malinalco emerges as a province 

well-integrated into the larger socio-political realm of the Valley of Mexico.  The 

Malinalca rank among the area‘s insiders, whereas the immigrant-Mexica are decidedly 

outsiders and underdogs.  In the Chimalpahin (1991: 129; 1997: vol. 1, 77-79) and Tovar 

(2001:76) versions, Copil travels through the Valley of Mexico and surrounding areas 

gathering his allies, among them the peoples of Texcaltepec, Tolocan and Chalco.  In the 

Anales de Tlatelolco (2004: 59), Copil tells the Mexica official, Cuauhtlequetzqui, that he 

was sent by Acxocuauhtli of Culhuacan, a logical assertion since Malinalco may have 

still been subject to Culhuacan.29  Malinalco was not simply part of the powerful local 

political machinery that banded together to crush Mexica ambition, they were the leading 

anti-Mexica coalition.  Despite their alleged descent from Huitzilopochtli‘s sister, in this 

battle the Malinalca align themselves with communities who had longer ties to central 

Mexico than the Mexica.   

 In the Anales de Tlatelolco (2004: 59), Copil also tells Cuauhtlequetzqui that he 

was one of them, claiming to be the same as the Mexica because of his descent from the 

Mexica abandoned at Malinalco.  The Mexica appear to regard the Malinalca as worse 

than the other groups attacking them, because they were betraying their Mexica heritage.  

The versions of the myth that describe a Mexica feeling of betrayal do not comment on 

the irony inherent in this position, i.e. that the Mexica first betrayed the Malinalca when 

                                                 
29 Cuauhtlequetzqui assumes different roles in the various versions of this myth, which is why I use the 

generic term ―official‖ to describe his position.  In some accounts, he becomes a leader of the Mexica 

(Chimalpahin 1997: vol. 1, 151), while in others he is a warrior or one of three men in command of the 

Mexica (Anales 2004:59).  In the Chimalpahin (1997: vol 1, 81, 89; 1991: 131), the Anales de Tlatelolco 

(2004:61) and The Codex Mexicanus (1952: 16-17), Cuauhtlequetzqui kills Copil and then marries his 

daughter.  He is omitted from Durán (1994) and Tovar (2001). 
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they abandoned Malinalxochitl and her followers.  Durán (1993: 25) and Tovar (2001:71-

72) make it clear that the Mexica regarded the groups they left behind during their 

migrations as inferior and unfit to be Tenochca.  They believed them to lack the strength, 

morals, bravery and loyalty required to found Tenochtitlan.  Yet, on some level, the 

Mexica still regarded these groups as related to themselves, and in the case of the 

Malinalca, deserving of extra punishment because their attack was a betrayal.  While the 

forces that attacked the Mexica were victorious and drove them from Chapultepec, 

Malinalco‘s military leader, Copil, was singled out and punished for two crimes—

betraying the Mexica and using magic to his advantage in battle. 

 In Durán (1993: 24-25), Tovar (2001:72) and Chimalpahin (1997: 79), 

Huitzilopochtli makes a statement about Mexica identity in his rejection of 

Malinalxochitl and her magical abilities.  In a dream, he tells his priest that the Mexica do 

not use magic to conquer or suppress peoples.  Rather, their empire will be built on 

strength and bravery.  The Mexica do not attack villages arbitrarily, but only when 

necessary in the quest for their homeland and in their struggle for honor, fame, gold, 

silver and multicolored feathers.  In this way, the myth portrays Mexica conquests as just 

and unavoidable.  Durán (1994: 25-26) claims the Mexica left the Tarascans in 

Michoacán because the region was so nice that Huitzilopochtli allowed a small group to 

remain behind. In contrast, the followers of Malinalxochitl were rejected for moral 

failings.  They betrayed Huitzilopochtli by treating his sister as a god and adopting her 

perverted methods as their own.  This myth aims to establish Mexica superiority over an 

ethnic group—the Malinalca—that was dangerously similar to their own.  Not only were 
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the Malinalca said to be of Mexica descent, but they carried the blood of 

Huitzilopochtli‘s kin and had a more ancient claim to Toltec heritage than the Mexica.  

Especially in pro-Mexica versions of this text (Durán 1993, Tovar 2001), the Malinalca 

emerge as a people who failed to meet the criteria to be real Mexica and who 

supplemented a lack of mental fortitude and physical prowess with magic and trickery.  

They may have older ties to the region, but the Malinalca were not good enough to be 

Tenochca-Mexica. 

 Copil was equally maligned.  In Durán (1993) and Tovar (2001), Malinalxochitl 

easily manipulates and controls Copil.30  In Chimalpahin (1997: vol. 1, 89; vol. 2, 81), 

Copil‘s efforts to save his life by bartering his daughter, Azcatl Xochitzin, not only fail, 

but made him seem weak and ineffective.  Although the major villain in this account, 

Copil‘s impending death is never in question. The sacred sign for the Mexica homeland 

had already been foretold, and it needed Copil‘s heart to fuel its growth.  In this way 

Copil became a model of the inherent reciprocity in all Mexica sacrifices.  Just as his 

heart fed the earth and germinated the sacred sign of Tenochtitlan, the hearts of men later 

sacrificed at the Templo Mayor—erected over this sacred cactus—fueled the empire 

itself.  His heart marked a cosmic axis, first embodied by the eagle (upper world) sitting 

on the cactus (middle world), which grew over two springs (underworld) of red and blue 

waters.  Later, the Templo Mayor marked the religious center of Tenochtitlan and the 

                                                 
30 In Durán (1994) and Tovar (2001) Malinalxochitl better fits the Renaissance paradigm of a fallen Eve 

than Mexican ideas of bad women. Her desire to become a god and her ability to manipulate men is likely 

as much a construction of Durán‘s imagination and his religious education, which would have emphasized 

the Eva-Ave dichotomy, as a product of the text he transcribed.  Tovar was similarly educated, and also 

garnered much of his text from Durán‘s manuscript (Parry 1977). 
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most important axis mundi in the empire.  As I discuss in a later chapter, Malinalco‘s 

ceremonial center is also a cosmic axis. Just as the Mexica left Aztlan to settle in a 

recreation of Aztlan at Tenochtitlan (Boone 1991), Copil was born at one axis mundi, 

Malinalco, and died at another, Tenochtitlan. 

As Emily Umberger (2007: 20) noted, Malinalxochitl is structurally similar to 

another of Huitzilopochtli sisters, Coyolxauhqui.  Just as Malinalxochitl betrayed the 

ideals of her empire by using magic and promoting herself as a god, Coyolxauhqui led an 

army of her brothers against Huitzilopochtli at Coatepec and planned to kill their mother, 

Coatlicue.  In both stories, the women are defeated, and the proximity of Coatepec to 

Malinalco further suggests a parallel between these narratives.  Coyolxauhqui is 

beheaded and rolled down the mountain.  Malinalxochitl‘s defeat is two-fold.  She is first 

abandoned (arguably a symbolic death), and then her son, who is her male counterpart, is 

beheaded on a hilltop like his aunt.  Coyolxauhqui and Malinalxochitl-Copil sought 

power that was not rightfully theirs, symbolized, as Umberger (2007: 16, passim) 

cogently noted, by their ascent of mountains.  Malinalxochitl is abandoned on a 

mountain, and in most accounts chooses to settle on a mountain as well.  Like the story of 

Malinalxochitl, the Coyolxauhqui myth can be read as mythologized history, in which a 

band of Mexica broke away from the larger group during their peregrinations.  

Significantly, in Durán (1994) the Coyolxauhqui myth appears immediately after the 

Malinalxochitl story, in the semi-historical (as opposed to purely mythological) time of 

their migrations.  These two women take on parallel roles in their myths.  Equally 

destructive and disruptive, they embody the forces that tried to undermine Mexica 
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success.  They may be semi-deified versions of actual historical figures that rebelled 

during Mexica migrations and created new colonies.  Since they are remembered as 

relatives of Huitzilopochtli, one imagines that these figures were among the elite. 31   

The similarity of Malinalxochitl and Coyolxauhqui also suggests another 

possibility: these stories could represent different versions of the same event, and the 

myths could be attempts to explain a major rift in Mexica society before the foundation 

of Tenochtitlan.  Perhaps the Mexica chose to highlight the Coyolxauhqui narrative over 

the Malinalxochitl-Copil story, because the former story emphasizes Huitzilopochtli‘s 

physical prowess as a warrior, an ideal to which many Mexica males aspired.  

Furthermore, the more protracted and political nature of the Malinalxochitl story does not 

lend itself to ritual dramatization as easily as the Coyolxauhqui narrative, which was re-

enacted during sacrifices to Huitzilopochtli at the Templo Mayor (see Matos Moctezuma 

1987). 

In Chimalpahin (1997: vol. 2, 81) Malinalxochitl has the same name as Copil‘s 

daughter, Azcatl Xochitzin, and they are structurally equivalent.  This provides another 

means in which Malinalxochitl is defeated, as she (in the guise of her granddaughter) is 

married to a Mexica and forced to give birth to the people she intended to destroy.  In this 

way, the Mexica are also reclaiming and controlling Malinalxochitl (and her powers) and 

incorporating her progeny into the genealogy of an elite, ruling Mexica family.  In 

addition, the Mexica are grounding the foundation of their homeland in the defeat of elite 

                                                 
31 Umberger (2007) argued convincingly that Coyolxauhqui becomes female upon her defeat.  Thus the 

two leaders of the rebellions may have only become women when they were memorialized in myth, their 

female status symbolizing the defeat inherent in being a Mexica who does not continue on to the homeland. 
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Malinalcas, while simultaneously linking their ruling class to the Malinalca through 

marriage.  This suggests that Malinalco was particularly important to the Mexica, since 

its defeat was necessary for Tenochtitlan‘s foundation and because Copil‘s daughter-

mother was a legitimating force within the Mexica royal bloodline.32 It is perhaps most 

significant that the Mexica constructed a genealogical history in which a Malinalca 

woman helped legitimize the authority of the reining Mexica (Diel 2008: 33, Codex 

Mexicanus 1952: 16-17).   

The Malinalxochitl myth transforms an account of a possibly historical Mexica 

military loss into a legend of victory and rebirth.  It did not matter that the Mexica lost 

their home at Chapultepec, because it was not the homeland Huitzilopochtli had selected 

for them.  Their military defeat was simply a necessary step towards their ultimate goal, 

and provided the opportunity to slay Copil and plant his heart in the reed bed.  Just as our 

understanding of the Mexica victory in this myth is complex; their relationship with 

Malinalco was equally nuanced.  On the one hand, the Malinalca were believed to be 

descended from a sister of their god and to have the blend of Toltec and Chichimec blood 

that the Mexica would later use to legitimate their power.  Yet, here at least, the 

Malinalca are their sworn enemies, have dangerous magical powers, and are fully 

integrated into a central Mexican political landscape that repeatedly chased the Mexica 

                                                 
32 Although she does not examine Malinalxochitl specifically, Susan Gillespie (1989: 57-68) discusses 

structural equivalencies among mothers, sister, daughters, granddaughters and nieces within the 

genealogical history of the rulers of Tenochtitlan.  She argues that these women often acted as legitimating 

forces, bringing elite Culhua-Toltec blood into the Chichimec-Mexica elite bloodlines (Gillespie 1989: 57).  

It follows that, like so many of the women Gillespie analyzes, Malinalxochitl and Azcatl Xochitl are the 

same women. Confusingly, Azcatl Xochitl appears in different kinship roles in different versions of 

Chimalpahin‘s texts, and in the Codex Mexicanus (1952: 16-17) this woman is called Xicomoyacal and is 

less obviously equated with her grandmother (Gillespie 1989: 29, 36-37, 70, 72-74, 77-78, 82; Diel 2008: 

33).   
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away from any homesteads they founded.  In many ways Malinalco was the ideal Mexica 

town, and their semi-divine, semi-magical son provided the seed that would germinate 

Tenochtitlan.  Perhaps the ultimate defeat of Malinalco does not appear in this myth, but 

rather is realized when the Mexica found an ideal city of their own that comes to surpass 

Malinalco in power, wealth, and Mexica-ness. 

Malinalco within the Empire: ca. 1473-1521 

 Malinalco appears infrequently in historical accounts from the founding of 

Tenochtitlan in ca. 1325 to its conquest by the Spanish in 1521, but the province likely 

entered the empire during the reign of Axayacatl (r. 1469-1481).  According to 

Chimalpahin (1997: vol. 2, pg 57), Durán (1994: 247-250) and in the Códice 

Chimalpopoca / Anales de Cuauhtitlan (1945: 56, section 200), the Mexica emperor 

Axayacatl conquered Ocuilan and many Matlatzinca populations in ca. 1473-1474.  

Though these sources do not mention Malinalco‘s conquest specifically, some have 

assumed that Malinalco was subjugated at the same time (García Payón 1974: 23; 

Mendoza 1977: 72; Peterson 1993: 12).  In fact, Malinalco was said to have provided 

goods for the coronation celebration of Axayacatl‘s successor Tizoc (r. 1481-1486) and 

sent their leader to attend the associated ceremonies (Durán 1993:302-303; Tezozomoc 

1878: 446-447).  In the alphabetic sources, Tizoc‘s coronation marks the first time 

Malinalco‘s participation in Tenochca ritual is recorded, indicating that Malinalco 

became part of the empire before Tizoc‘s ascension, likely during the reign of Axayacatl 

(Durán 1993:302-303; Tezozomoc 1878: 446-447).  
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Nevertheless, it is strange that the conquest of Malinalco is not recorded in the Aztec 

histories, especially considering that sources like the Codex Mendoza (ca. 1540) dedicate 

pages to the careful documentation of imperial conquests.  If Malinalco had entered the 

empire in some less conventional manner, perhaps by surrendering before the Aztec 

warriors reached their town or soliciting Tenochtitlan for protection in exchange for 

tribute, one would still expect it to be recorded somewhere.  Since at the time of the 

Spanish conquest Malinalco bisected the Ocuilan province (see Berdan 1996: 121), 

colonial-era authors may have felt the conquest of Malinalco was implied by the 

subjugation of Ocuilan.  However, in light of Malinalco‘s importance in Tenochtitlan 

foundation mythology and their purported Toltec heritage, I think Malinalco would have 

been a sufficiently important acquisition to warrant recording their conquest. 

 Malinalco is most visible in the record of the empire during the reigns of 

Ahuitzotl (r. 1486-1502) and Moctezuma II (r. 1502-1520).  According to Durán 

(1993:315, 330), Malinalca soldiers went to Chiapas with Ahuitzotl to help him suppress 

a rebellion and acquire slaves for his coronation in 1486, and when Ahuitzotl finished the 

expansion of the Templo Mayor in 1487, Malinalco is said to have provided slaves for 

sacrifice in the rededication rites.  While Malinalco is not listed among the towns that 

supported Moctezuma II during his coronation battles and ceremonies, the Codex 

Mendoza (fol. 35r) documents that during his reign Malinalco paid a tribute of 1200 plain 

sisal blankets, 400 decorated sisal blankets, four bins of black beans and four bins of corn 

(Ross 1978: 52-54).  Commissioned by the first viceroy of New Spain, Don Antonio de 

Mendoza, the Codex Mendoza was painted by an indigenous artist with Nahuatl glosses 
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added by a bilingual priest (Ross 1978:11; Berdan and Anawalt 1997).  Its extensive 

tribute record aimed to record what particular towns in the New World had been capable 

of producing during the Aztec Empire, and thus how the Spanish Crown might expect to 

further profit from its new territory.  Malinalco and the two other provinces listed on the 

same page, Tzonpahuacan and Xocotitlan, have relatively light tribute obligations 

compared to other cities listed in the document, and I wonder if Malinalco met some of 

its tribute obligations in other ways or if Malinalco was particularly favored by 

Tenochtitlan. 

 As I discuss briefly above, Malinalco‘s accomplished painters-cum-soothsayers 

came to Moctezuma II‘s aid when the Spanish approached (Durán 1993:503-504, 512-

513).  Later, as the Spanish drew nearer, Moctezuma II again summoned sorcerers from 

Malinalco, Tepoztlan and two other cities to try to repel Cortes and his men.  Speaking 

for Moctezuma II, Durán (1993: 512-513) wrote, ―The best solution I can think of is that 

there be gathered enchanters, sorcerers, sleep-makers, and those who know how to 

command snakes, scorpions, and spiders, and let them be sent to bewitch the strangers.‖  

The reference to ―snakes, scorpions, and spiders‖ is especially reminiscent of 

Malinalxochitl, who was said to control those same animals (Durán 1993: 25).
33

 

                                                 
33 As late as the 1930s, Malinalco was still arranged into calpulli, the neighborhoods that in pre-Hispanic 

times were organized around a neighborhood temple (García Payón 1974: 8; Lockhart 1993).  Malinalco‘s 

unusually large number of colonial churches may reflect its religious importance in pre-Hispanic times, as 

the churches may have been built over neighborhood temples (Romero Quiroz 1980: 83). 
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 In the Codices Aubin (1980:79) and Mexicanus (1952: 63) Malinalco‘s 

ceremonial center is mentioned twice.
34

  Both of these documents were created between 

1576 and the early 1600s and the Aubin, at least, was probably written in Mexico City-

Tenochtitlan (Robertson 1959: 38, 123-125) and it seems possible that they may have 

derived information from the same sources or from one another.  That the information 

about Malinalco is recorded in both texts does, however, may increase the likelihood of 

its accuracy.  According to both codices, Ahuitzotl sent a crew of stone masons to 

Malinalco in 1501 (Codex Aubin 1980: 79, Codex Mexicanus 1952: 63), and I assume 

that they were sent to carve the buildings and monuments at Malinalco‘s ceremonial 

center.  As I discuss in greater detail in future chapters, the permanent sculptures at the 

ceremonial center of Malinalco reflect a deep understanding of Tenochca sculptural 

convention and style, and they were likely carved by Tenochca or Tenochca-trained 

artists.  Later, the site is mentioned once again, when it is confirmed that in 1515 

Moctezuma II renewed the work order for the masons in Malinalco (Codex Aubin 1980: 

79; Codex Mexicanus 1952: 63).  The reference in both texts seems almost like an 

accounting note, and I wonder if the Malinalco project was recorded because carving 

buildings from the side of a mountain was particularly laborious and expensive.  We 

know the Malinalco project took a long time, because it was still unfinished when the 

Spanish conquered the empire in 1521.  I know of no other examples of an Aztec 

emperor building an entire temple complex in a subject state, and the Aubin and 

                                                 
34 For background information on the Aubin, please see the Introduction of this volume.  The Mexicanus is 

discussed earlier in this chapter. 
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Mexicanus may record its commission simply because it was the first project of this 

type.
35

   

 The last mention of the pre-Hispanic Malinalca occurs in a letter written by 

Cortés (2005:201).  Unlike many of the surrounding territories, Malinalco refused to 

surrender to the Spanish, and in the spring of 1521 its residents were actively gathering 

soldiers to prevent a Spanish incursion into their area.  They had already attacked 

Spanish-controlled Cuernavaca.  Cortes sent Andrés de Tapía to fight the Malinalca 

forces, and with the help of warriors from Cuernavaca, he quickly forced the Malinalca 

into retreat.  The entire town fortified themselves on the side of a steep mountain with a 

water supply, possibly Malinalco‘s ceremonial center.  The Spanish horses could not 

maneuver up the steep slope, so Spanish soldiers destroyed all the buildings in the valley 

before leaving, victorious.  Cortes (2005:201) mentions that ―within the city at the top of 

the peak (they reported) there were many springs of excellent water producing a very 

fertile vegetation,‖ which may account for the Spanish decision to depart rather than lay 

siege to Malinalco. 

 Although none of the sources discussed above are from Malinalco, together they 

create a sense of the town‘s status, role within the larger central Mexican community, and 

its reputation among other city-states.  The Malinalca seem well integrated into the 

communities of central Mexico.  The Mexica myth about Malinalxochitl, Copil, and 

                                                 
35 A mountain temple at Tepotzlan, likely commissioned around the same time as Malinalco‘s complex, 

warranted no such note about its origins.  Although the Tepotzlan temple has Ahuitzotl‘s anthroponym 

carved on a plaque from a banquette, it is uncertain if the temple was commissioned by Ahuitzotl, simply 

made independently during his reign, or if the name plate was added as a memorial to a temple under 

construction when he died (Umberger 1981: 235).  It is unclear whether the Tepotzlan temple was an 

imperial commission, like Malinalco, or if it was built at the behest of local leaders. 
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Azcatl Xochitl/Xicomoyahual makes the conquest of the Malinalca a prerequisite for the 

foundation of Tenochtitlan and incorporates the granddaughter of Malinalco‘s semi-

divine queen, Malinalxochitl, into the mythical genealogy of their early rulers.  This myth 

in particular seems like an effort by the Mexica to associate themselves with the 

Malinalca, suggesting that the Mexica believed they would benefit from such an 

association.  As I suggested above, the Malinalca‘s alleged claim to elite, Toltec heritage 

may have appealed to the Mexica, whose early rulers married Toltec descended women 

to legitimate their authority (Gillespie 1989, Diel 2008: 33).  Toltec heritage was 

explicitly referenced in Malinalco‘s mural, though it remains unclear whether this mural 

signified a Mexica assertion of Toltec heritage, a nod to the Malinalca‘s elite heritage, or 

both. 

MALINALCO’S LOST MURAL 

 When archaeologists first excavated Malinalco‘s ceremonial center, they found a 

large-scale mural of processing warriors on the southwest wall of Structure III‘s 

antechamber (Figs. 2.5, 2.6).  Unfortunately, the mural was destroyed by rain shortly 

after its discovery and is preserved today only as a sketch (García Payón 1974: 19-20).36  

Three warriors march toward Structure III‘s inner chamber, carrying shields in their left 

hands while their right arms lift spears behind their shoulders.  Their legs and faces are in 

profile, and their trunks are parallel to the picture plane, much like depictions of ancient 

Egyptian royalty.  The rightmost figure is the only warrior that was fully preserved at the 

                                                 
36 I discuss the logistical problems of working from a potentially inaccurate sketch in the introduction of 

this volume. 
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time of excavation, and his generic facial features suggest that these were not portraits of 

specific warriors.  Rather, I argue below that their battle attire identifies them as Toltec 

warriors or contemporary soldiers in the guise of Toltec warriors, and the mural 

celebrates the Toltec heritage of the Mexica, the Malinalca, or perhaps both.  This mural 

also fits within the larger tradition of central Mexican warrior procession scenes and is 

related to monuments from Tenochtitlan, such as the Dedication Stone or the Bench of 

the Warriors in the House of the Eagle Warriors (Figs. 2.7, 2.8).  The procession scene on 

the Bench of the Warriors is nearly indistinguishable from its predecessor at Tula, and is 

even as roughly carved as the original, suggesting that the creation of a faithful copy was 

especially important to the Mexica (Molina Montes 1987: 102-103; Klein 1987).  Like 

the Bench of the Warriors, Malinalco‘s mural alludes to the warrior procession scenes 

from Tula, Chichen Itza and Tenochtitlan. 

 The soldiers‘ clothing incorporates many details specific to Toltec iconography.  

Their waist-level butterfly pectorals are the clearest allusion to Toltec iconography, and 

are featured prominently on the Tula atlantes (Fig. 2.9) (Umberger 1987: 70.  Other 

Toltec features are more subtle.  Their hip-cloths correspond to those seen on Tula‘s 

atlantes, because they tie in the back, split into two halves at their anterior central axis, 

and reveal the curve of the buttocks at the back (c.f. Jiménez García 1998: fig. 1-A).  The 

ties on the warrior‘s legs are absent from Aztec warrior imagery, but nearly ubiquitous in 

the Toltec military costume repertory (c.f. Jiménez García figs. 1-C, 2).  The triangular, 
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crenellated bib covering their chests closely resembles the ruffled, rectangular neck cloths 

the atlantes wear beneath their ―butterfly‖ breastplates.37   

A more complex allusion to Toltec warrior clothing is the round disk on the 

warriors‘ backs, which Karl Taube (1992) identified as a mirror.  It is unlike Aztec back 

devices, because they tended to be taller than the warriors and brightly painted, in aid to 

their service as standards in warfare (Anawalt 1981: 55-57).  Rather, these disks resemble 

the circular devices on the backs of the Tula atlantes and standard bearers.  Of course, the 

Malinalco disks differ in their configuration, as the Tula devices were flush to the spine 

and these disks are perpendicular to the soldiers‘ backs.  I contend that these disks are 

turned out from their natural position because, as an important part of Toltec regalia, they 

could not be omitted from the warrior‘s attire.  Therefore, their usual configuration was 

altered so that they are clearly visible in this scene. 

The prominent Toltec iconography in this mural alluded to the elite heritage of 

either the Mexica or the Malinalca.  While it is impossible to know with certainty who 

commissioned, painted, and/or viewed this mural, I suspect the Mexica commissioned 

this mural and determined its iconographic program.  Three observations support this 

belief.  First, since the Codices Aubin (1980:79) and Mexicanus (1952: 63) record that 

Ahuitzotl sent Tenochca stone masons to Malinalco, and that Moctezuma II renewed the 

work-order at least once, it seems unlikely the Mexica would have allowed outsiders to 

contribute substantially to a sacred site whose construction they organized and funded.  If 

                                                 
37 The Mexica often referenced Toltec iconography, and sometimes went as far as to create copies of 

Toltec monument (Pasztory 1983: 45, 91; Umberger 1987, passim).  They were also known to excavate at 

Tula and bring the monuments they found back to Tenochtitlan. 
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the famed Malinalca artists painted the mural, they likely followed a Mexica 

iconographic program.  Second, this mural can be viewed within the larger context of 

warrior procession scenes, a common motif in Tenochtitlan imperial and military art that 

I discuss more fully below.  Finally, of these two ethnic groups, only the Mexica stood to 

gain status from a declaration of Toltec heritage in this region.  The same texts that 

record the Malinalca‘s Toltec heritage simultaneously recount the Toltec lineage of the 

Matlatzinca and the peoples of Ocuilan (Anales de Cuauhtitlan 1945: 16, sec 78; 

Chimalpahin 1991: 3, 7; Ixtlilxochitl 1975, vol. 1, 295-296).  If all major ethnic groups in 

and around Malinalco claimed Toltec ancestry, then a mural attesting to the Toltec 

heritage of one group would not particularly impress the others.  Conversely, the Mexica 

had invaded an area whose peoples had lived in the region longer and had a more ancient 

claim to Toltec heritage.  These peoples may have been hesitant to accept the Mexica‘s 

claim of Toltec descent, especially since it was derived entirely from the women who 

married early Mexica rulers (Gillespie 1989, passim).  In this sense, perhaps the mural‘s 

Toltec iconography functioned to persuade local leaders that the Mexica shared their 

heritage.38 

It is also difficult to determine whether these men are deified ancestral warriors or 

contemporary warriors dressed in Toltec garb, and certain iconographic markers can be 

read in multiple ways.  For example, Patricia Anawalt (1981:23-24) observed that 

loincloths (maxtlatl in Nahuatl) that hang below the knees are generally associated with 

                                                 
38 Malinalco and its buildings are too small to facilitate large gatherings, and I suspect that if my political 

reading of the mural is correct, it was only seen by local, regional and/or Tenochca dignitaries, whom the 

Mexica hoped would spread their message among locals. 
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supernatural beings.  The cloths swinging between the legs of the mural warriors nearly 

skim the floor, easily placing them within the category of deified warriors.  Yet a similar 

scene of processing warriors, the Bench Relief from the House of the Eagles in 

Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial precinct, complicates this reading.  The warriors on the Bench 

Relief also wear long loincloths that extend beyond their knees, but Cecelia Klein (1987: 

300, 305) cogently argued that they were warrior chiefs marching to a bloodletting ritual 

during which they would celebrate a military victory.  The only figure she saw as having 

divine attributes was the tlatoani, whose left foot was transformed into the smoking 

mirror of Tezcatlipoca, the patron god of Mexica rulers (Klein 1987: 301; Miller and 

Taube 1993: 164-165, Boone 2007:41).  In light of this ambiguity, I do not believe the 

length of the warriors‘ loincloths is sufficient to determine that the mural figures 

represent deified warriors.   

The stripes covering the arms, legs and feet of the warriors are equally 

ambiguous.39  In the Codex Borgia (folio 19r), an animal skin, screenfold manuscript 

from the Puebla-Tlaxcala area (Boone 2007: 227), a flint knife protrudes from the chest 

of a red-and-white-stripped sacrificial victim (Fig. 2.10).  The wide, vertical slit in his 

chest is evidence of his heart sacrifice, and he carries the pamitl sacrificial banner.  Yet 

the warriors in this mural bear no markers of sacrifice, and they are armed as if for battle.  

A thin rope wraps around the right leg and waist of the leftmost figure, but it does not 

appear to bind him to anything.40  Though he lacks the long, feathered tails of the other 

                                                 
39 While these stripes are not visible in figure 1.6, they are apparent in the original. 
40 This detail is so incongruous that I wonder if it was a mistake of the copyist. 
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warriors and wears a different loincloth, he seems too well armed to be a captive destined 

for sacrifice, and I wonder if he was simply of a lower rank than the other soldiers.  

Stripes also appear as attributes of deities.  For example, on the Codex Borgia‘s folio 25r, 

the god Mixcoatl, carrying an atlatl and a shield with spears, is covered with the same 

type of stripes as these warriors (Fig. 2.11) (Miller and Taube 1993: 115-116).  The 

stripes, as markers of both gods and sacrificial victims, do not clarify whether these men 

are deities or human beings.41  The stripes also may have been simply another marker that 

these were Toltec warriors, since the Toltec atlantes atop Pyramid B in Tula originally 

had red and white striped legs (Miller 2001: 174). 

When viewed within the context of other Aztec procession scenes, however, it 

seems quite likely that these warriors are meant to be seen as human.  Mexica procession 

scenes, like the one on the Bench Reliefs mentioned above (Fig. 2.8), depict a row of 

warriors walking in a line, usually advancing towards a central sacrificial object from one 

or two directions (Klein 1987).  The procession culminates with the most important 

figures, often the tlatoani and his second-in-command, standing on either side of a 

receptacle for blood sacrifice.  None of the extant Mexica warrior procession scenes are 

thought to depict deified, supernatural warriors, and I believe that Malinalco‘s mural is 

no exception.  In a parallel to the arrangement of the Bench Reliefs, I believe that this 

mural extended across all the walls of Structure III‘s antechamber, with processing 

warriors advancing toward the interior sanctum from both directions (Fig. 2.12).  In this 

                                                 
41 I selected two images from the Borgia to demonstrate that striped-figures may be sacrificial victims and 

gods even within the same document.  Striped figures also appear in the Vaticanus B, Telleriano-Remensis, 

Cospi, Fejéváry-Mayer, and the Tonalamatl Aubin. 
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model, rather than leading to an image of blood sacrifice, this painted procession led to a 

room of sacrifice, with an altar centered directly behind the door.  It is easy to imagine 

actual warriors lining the walls of this antechamber, as their leader—perhaps the tlatoani 

himself—legitimated their local presence and his power by feeding the cosmos with his 

semi-divine blood. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The mural thus becomes another means by which the Mexica legitimate their power in 

this province and underscores the blood connection they claimed to share with the 

Malinalca.  Its similarity to monuments from Tenochtitlan suggests Mexica patronage 

and creates a concrete, visual and iconographic correlation between Malinalco and 

Tenochtitlan.
42

  This visual evidence reflects a larger pattern in the ethnohistoric sources, 

in which the Mexica link themselves to the Malinalca in several respects.  First, they 

create the sense that the Malinalca are descended not simply from Mexica abandoned at 

Malinalco, but also from the sister of their tutelary deity, Huitzilopochtli.  The Mexica 

killed Copil, Malinalco‘s firstborn son of Mexica descent, and his heart became the seed 

that germinated the eagle-cactus symbol of their great capital. Furthermore, the Mexica 

appropriated his daughter-mother into the genealogy of the elite rulers of Tenochtitlan.  

Later, measured and deliberate Mexica efforts to legitimate their rulers through marriages 

to Toltec-descended women further tied them to the Malinalca, whom the Mexica 

believed to share this elite heritage.   

                                                 
42 I explore how Malinalco‘s Structure I and sacred landscape features parallel the symbolism of 

Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center in the final chapter of this dissertation. 
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 Since we have no myths from Malinalco, it is possible that the mythological 

history recorded here is an entirely Mexica construction.  Certainly a Mexica bias seems 

apparent in almost all of these sources, and we emerge from this analysis with only a 

sense of what outsiders believed about Malinalco.  Yet, since the Mexica almost certainly 

commissioned and constructed Malinalco‘s temple complex, these ethnohistoric sources 

may reflect the beliefs of the elite Mexica who conceived of and commissioned 

Malinalco‘s temple complex.  Perhaps the temples carved into the flesh of Cerro de los 

Idolos reflect the Mexica‘s ongoing efforts to tie themselves, their capital, and their 

ancestors to the people of Malinalco.  Perhaps this temple complex was an extension of 

Tenochtitlan‘s religious precinct to a town not only near the edge of their empire, but also 

one that represented, to some extent, what the Mexica had once aimed to be—a settled, 

civilized community, with Toltec heritage and mythological ties to the great 

Huitzilopochtli. 
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Chapter 3: The Site and its Intellectual History 

 

 Although the collapse of the Aztec empire ensured that the buildings at Malinalco 

were never finished, the site never faded from local memory.  The name of Malinalco‘s 

mountain, Cerro de los Idolos, Hill of the Idols, indicates that the local population was 

familiar with the site long before its 1936 excavation.  Although the origin of this name 

remains obscure, its reference to idolos reflects the Catholic church‘s condemnation of 

pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican religion.  In the 1530s, the people of Malinalco re-

appropriated stones from the site to build the local Augustinian convent, famous today for 

its murals (García Payón 1939:13, Peterson 1993).  A 1521 letter to the king of Spain 

from Hernando Cortés (2005: 200-201) mentions Malinalco in passing, noting that the 

people of Malinalco retreated to a walled complex at the top of a hill following their 

defeat by the Spanish.43  Since the hillside was too steep for horses, the Spaniards and 

their indigenous allies did not pursue the people of Malinalco into this walled area and 

thus offered no description of the complex, aside from a second-hand acknowledgement 

that the enclosed area contained two springs and fertile lands (Cortés 2005: 201).  The 

earliest scholarly reference to Malinalco was in 1905, when Bishop Plancarte suggested 

that the façade of Structure I bore an image of the Aztec god of fire (Plancarte 1911; 

García Payón 1974: 11). Twenty years later, Enrique Juan Palacios proposed that the 

image was of Tlaloc (García Payón 1974:11).  Both of these brief citations confirm that 

                                                 
43 During his excavations of Malinalco in 1987 and 1988, José Hernández Rivero (1993: 7) found the 

remains of a wall surrounding the site, and this wall may be the same barrier mentioned by Cortés. 
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Malinalco was discussed years before its official excavation.  Among locals, the site was 

likely never forgotten, and even today people perform rites at the site that blend Catholic 

and pre-Hispanic beliefs systems (Noguez 2006b; Favila Cisneros 2006). 

The Archaeological Site 

 Malinalco‘s archaeological site (henceforth referred to simply as Malinalco) 

consists of eleven structures, some of which are built upon artificial terraces and others 

carved into bedrock on the side of Cerro de los Idolos (Fig.0.2, 2.6). The site stretches 

across the eastern and southern faces of the mountain, and manmade terraces increase the 

area available for construction (García Payón 1974: 23).  Modern terracing continues 

beneath the site today to limit erosion and preserve the site‘s foundation.  The use of local 

stone and bedrock makes the site blend in perfectly with the steep, rocky hill it abuts, and 

from a distance Malinalco appears to be a large, denuded swath on the side of a green 

mountain.  The site is visible from parts of the town in winter, but when following the 

modern path to Malinalco the site is blocked until one enters at its southern edge.  

Channels snake throughout to funnel rain runoff from the top of the mountain away from 

the buildings, and these aqueducts may have also directed water in specific paths down 

the mountain to limit erosion.  On the top of Cerro de los Idolos archaeologists located 

the foundations of a small shrine with a sculpture of Ehecatl, and an Aztec-era temple 

with rock-cut stairs overlooks San Miguel spring at the base of the mountain.  Both 

temples were likely part of the larger ceremonial complex. 

 Most of Malinalco‘s buildings are relatively close together, and even with the 

additional surface area that the terraces create, Malinalco‘s scale feels intimate.  
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Structures I, II, and VI frame a small plaza, and other buildings seem crammed into any 

available space.  The overarching organization of buildings at Malinalco seems 

subordinate to its landscape, suggesting that building in this particular location was more 

important than the ease with which the site could be built and organized.  Malinalco‘s 

rock-cut construction was likely both a response to the spatial limitations of this 

landscape and a symbolic action.  Of course, since most of the buildings at Malinalco 

were never completed and were badly damaged over time, it is impossible to know how 

the site‘s architects and engineers envisaged its final layout.  

Structure I 

 Malinalco‘s best-known building is Structure I, and it is the only fully monolithic 

edifice known to be built by the Aztecs (Fig. 3.1).  Because it was carved from bedrock, 

Structure I had to be completely designed before construction began to ensure that the 

round temple was laid out properly (García Payón 1974:25).  With the exception of its 

sacrificial stone, all sculptures found with this temple were carved from the 

mountainside, and thus the building‘s iconographic program was part of the original 

design and remains largely intact.  Since the sculptures are attached to the stone of the 

temple, they had to be sketched out, if not fully carved, before many of the architectural 

elements could be completed.  This temple provides us with a unique opportunity to see 

the interior of an Aztec temple the way it would have looked when it was built, and gives 

us a sense of the sorts of sculptural decorations that would have been included in these 

temples. 
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Structure I is a round building with a long, relatively thin rectangular porch 

situated above a short staircase with wide balustrades.  Its only flat wall is its façade, 

which extends the length of this porch.  Seated jaguars, with traces of yellow and black 

paint, flank the staircase leading to the porch and the temple entrance (Fig. 3.2) (García 

Payón 1974: 26).  While both jaguars are now headless, the easternmost cat has a curving 

tail and detailed claws, with the unguicular crest of the rearmost claw carefully delineated 

(Fig. 3.3). Carved walls on either side of the stairs provide a solid ground behind the 

jaguars.  The wide balustrades, scarcely higher than the stairs they flank, further balance 

the façade, and the square protrusions at the top of these bands may have supported 

carved pictographs, as seen at the pulque temple at Tepotzlan (Figs.  3.1, 3.4, 3.5).44  

Badly eroded human feet and legs span the third to sixth steps, and were probably part of 

a sentinel figure, which may have been destroyed in antiquity (García Payón 1974: 17).45   

Both permanent and portable sculptures decorated the façade of Structure I.  

García Payón (1974:28) found a rectangular hole directly in front the temple entrance, 

which today is filled with a reconstructed sacrificial stone.  A pre-Hispanic sacrificial 

stone may be in storage at the site, and drawings suggest it featured a carving of a 

Calixtlahuaca-style turkey (Fig. 3.6) (Guevara Sanchez 1991: 28-30, fig. 25; Emily 

                                                 
44 For more on Tepotzlan‘s temple, see Seler, Eduard 2002 ―The Wall Sculptures in the Temple of the 

Pulque God at Tepotzlan‖ in Collected Works in Mesoamerican Linguistics and Archaeology.  
45 However, considering the excellent preservation of the sculptures inside the temple and the lack of direct 

evidence that this sculpture was defaced in antiquity, this sculpture could have been destroyed at almost 

any time between its original construction and García Payón‘s 1930s excavations.  If this sculpture was 

damaged shortly after the Conquest, when the temple and its sculptures would have probably still been 

easily accessible, it seems likely that the monuments inside the temple would have been damaged, too. 
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Umberger, personal communication).   Since the stone is portable, it is possible that ritual 

practitioners used different sacrificial stones in different rituals.   

To the east (right) of the door lays a monolithic serpent‘s head with arrowhead 

scales and a bifurcated tongue (Fig. 3.7) (García Payón 1974:27).  Careful cleaning of 

this sculpture revealed two human feet and fragments of feather-covered legs standing on 

a snake‘s back, and García Payón (1974:27) proposed that these feet originally supported 

an effigy eagle warrior.  Feathers are no longer visible on the legs, but paint remnants 

remain on the serpent and reveal that its arrowhead scales and lips were originally an 

orange-red.  The figure‘s legs are still attached to the façade of the temple, and this 

buttress creates the illusion that the figure is seated.  His feet are blocky and heavy, and 

remnants of toes and sandals are faintly visible across their tops.  Although the feet are 

badly eroded, they do not seem to have been carved with the detail and careful, 

volumetric execution of the snake, and I wonder if this sculpture was unfinished. 

On the opposite side of the door, badly eroded human feet rest atop a curious 

pedestal with a flared top and bottom, and a bulging middle form (Fig. 3.8).  García 

Payón (1974:27) suggested this might be jaguar-pelt covered tlalpanhuehuetl (drum), but 

I disagree.  This pedestal lacks the columnar shape and the stepped feet standard on 

huehuetl.  Furthermore, he believed the central, bulging section was jaguar pelted, 

whereas on huehuetl the sides are wooden (or, rarely, stone) and pelts stretch across the 

drumhead to produce sound.  The small holes covering the sculpture follow a regular 

pattern and García Payón (1974:27) believed they were filled with stones.  I think García 

Payón was right to hypothesize that these holes were filled, but at present the evidence is 
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insufficient to offer more than an educated guess.  A buttress extends from the façade, 

indicating that the figure that originally stood here was supported in the same manner as 

the eagle warrior to the east of the door.  On the far side of this figure, at the westernmost 

point of the façade, stucco circles protrude from the building, their purpose uncertain 

(Fig. 3.9). 

Structure I‘s façade is covered with a relief of a stylized serpent‘s face with 

double fangs, and the outer edge of the snake‘s cheeks end only centimeters from the two 

stone figures that long ago stood sentinel on either side of the door (Fig. 3.10).  Created 

with smooth, clear lines, the carving recalls the meticulously delineated pictographic 

notation in Aztec codices (e.g., Figs. 5.9, 5.10, 5.11).  Thus, the door to the temple is a 

gaping serpent‘s maw, and one must walk along its raised-relief bifurcated tongue to 

enter the temple (Fig. 3.11).  Charred areas along the center of the tongue were left by 

fires, and the faded red paint on the inside edges of the door may reflect the original color 

of the tongue (García Payón 1974: 17).  The snake‘s mouth stretches to the sides in an 

eerie smile, and its principal and replacement fangs hang below its bottom lip.  Although 

monochromatic today, traces of plaster and faint paint remnants reveal that it was once 

brightly painted. 

Inside Structure I, a bench runs along the back and sides of the rounded wall.  Due 

to its monolithic construction, this wall formed both the interior and exterior walls and 

supported the temple roof (García Payón 1974: 26-27) (Fig. 3.12). A series of six small 

rectangular holes appear above the bench and may have been used to hold tenoned 
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sculptures.46  The bench forms a base for three sculptures, two eagles on either side of a 

central jaguar.  Though obscured by the dark interior of the temple today, the jaguar has 

traces of yellow, orange and black paint on its body, with red on its tongue and claws 

(García Payón 1974:29).  The eagles have yellow-orange beaks and faces, carefully 

executed claws and feathers, and traces of red on their beaks and tongues, perhaps 

remnants of a bloody feast.  Because all of these sculptures have thin, flat bodies, García 

Payón (1974:29) identified them as effigy pelt seats.  On the floor at the nucleus of the 

temple is a third eagle, and directly behind its tail feathers is a cylindrical hole.  García 

Payón (1974: 17, 29) suggested that this hole may have been a cuauhxicalli, a receptacle 

for human hearts, and that its small, interior rim originally supported a lid.  Since heart 

sacrifice almost certainly would have taken place on the porch of the temple before the 

serpent façade, it is more likely that this hole was a receptacle for blood offerings and 

bloodletting implements, since bloodletting would have taken place inside the temple 

(Hernández Rivero 1993: 39).47  As I discuss in greater detail in Chapter 4, blood placed 

in the cylindrical hole inside Structure I would have symbolically been poured down the 

throat of the earth monster, providing sustenance to the earth. 

                                                 
46 For example, the serpent heads that extend from the front and sides of the Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan 

were tenoned, and at least one serpent‘s head in the Museo Universitario Dr Luis Mario Schneider in 

Malinalco has a rectangular protrusion at its back that indicates it was probably tenoned to a more 

permanent structure.   
47 Durán (1994: 356-357) confirms that bloodletting took place inside temples.  On the Dedication Stone 

Tizoc and Ahuitzotl let blood, which falls into a hole that doubles as the open maw of the earth monster.  It 

is likely that the hole in Structure I was similar to the mouth on the Dedication Stone and the receptacle 

described in the cave at Yopico (Sahagún Bk 2: 5, 56; Bk 8: 86 and Townsend 1982: 135). 
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Other Buildings 

Structure II is immediately southeast of Structure I and is a truncated masonry 

pyramid (Fig. 3.13) (García Payón 1974: 18, 19, 30).  It is largely reconstructed, as early 

photographs reveal that the pyramid had begun to fall down the southern slope of Cerro 

de los Idolos (García Payón 1974: Fig. 20). Reconstructed portions are signaled by the 

use of different stones, and most of the lower half of the pyramid appears to be original.  

Its west-facing staircase is bordered by the same smooth, wide balustrade seen on 

Structure I.  Its sides slope gently upward, and a horizontal line, created by a tiny step, 

runs along the center horizontal axis of the sides.   While such pyramids are known to 

have been the bases of temples, any evidence that Structure II once held a temple was lost 

in the pyramid‘s deterioration and reconstruction.   

In the space between Structures I and II, García Payón (1974:18, 34) found two 

small portable sculptures with traces of yellow and salmon paint, which he identified as 

the ancient Chichimec god Mixcoatl, because that god wore a similar nose bar and 

feathered headdress (Fig. 3.14).48  I do not believe the sculpture retains sufficient 

iconographic markers to be identified with any particular god, and I have been unable to 

discern the feathered headpiece he described.  García Payón (1974: 18) also found a 

number of painted stone ―pins‖ around the pyramid. Similar pins also surrounded a small 

structure immediately east of Structure II, but García Payón (1974:18) does not speculate 

                                                 
48 Although these sculptures are notable as rare, in-situ portable monuments from Malinalco, we do not 

have sufficient evidence to argue that Mixcoatl (if there are in fact representations of that god) was 

important at Malinalco.  With so much of the site eroded and looted before García Payón‘s excavations, 

these sculptures may seem important simply because so few portable sculptures can be definitively linked 

to Malinalco. 
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about their function (Fig. 3.15). I believe these stones resemble the decorative masonry 

on some Aztec temples and temple models, notably the Ehecatl temple at the Pino Suarez 

metro stop in Mexico City (Fig. 3.16, 3.17). 

Immediately north of Structure II and east of Structure I, Structure III consists of 

two conjoined rooms (Fig. 3.18, 2.6).  The outermost room runs west to east and has 

three south-facing doorways, divided by two square column bases.  García Payón 

(1974:21) found a mural of processing soldiers on the western wall of this chamber, 

though it was destroyed almost as soon as it was uncovered, and today we have only an 

illustration.49  At a height of about six inches, a very low bench runs along the interior 

wall of this chamber, but unlike the bench in Structure I, this one is too low to function 

comfortably as a seat.  In the center of the room and directly before the door to the inner 

chamber is a low square altar-pit with evidence of burning (García Payón 1974:30). The 

rounded inner chamber shares its only flat wall with the rectangular room.  At its center is 

a square altar-pit recessed into the floor, and this altar is flanked to the west and east by 

smaller, raised pedestals.  These pedestals may be the remains of the pillars that once 

supported Structure III‘s roof.  García Payón (1974: 30) recorded three plane rocks in this 

room that he believed were used to support liturgical objects, and it is not clear if the two 

pedestals within the round room are the remains of the plane stones he mentioned.  Test 

pits in the center of both rooms revealed that the chambers were built over an earlier 

structure (García Payón 1974:21-22).  The floor of the earlier building was approximately 

                                                 
49 I discuss this mural in the introduction, pages 82-88. 
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10 meters below the modern floor (García Payón 1974: fig. 29).50  In addition, before 

Mexica construction someone cached a vertical flint knife 32 centimeters beneath the 

concrete floor in the circular room (García Payón 1974:23).  This is the only building in 

which García Payón‘s excavations found evidence of an earlier structure.   

Structure IV lies immediately to the north of Structure III and contains three 

independent rectangular chambers arranged on two different levels of the hillside (Fig.    

3.19, 3.20).  The two outermost chambers run from south to north and flank the stairs 

leading to the central, higher chamber.  These antechambers have entrances similar to the 

rectangular room in Structure III, and each has a small, masonry-framed square altar-pit 

before the center of its back wall.  García Payón (1974: 32) proposed that the floor of the 

upper chamber extended over the two front rooms, forming their roofs.  A short staircase 

leads to the principal room of Structure IV, a large (30m x 40m) rectangular room that 

combines masonry and monolithic construction.  Its western wall is hewn entirely from 

bedrock, while its northern and southern walls are bedrock at their bases but gain 

additional height from masonry.  On the monolithic portion of the northern wall, visible 

tool marks bear witness to the painstaking process of large scale bedrock construction 

(Fig. 3.21).  Most of the marks appear to have been made by right-handed workers, as 

they move from right to left in a downward trajectory.  A monolithic platform or low 

bench runs along all three walls, and two square altars are carved into this platform at the 

                                                 
50 Since García Payón (1974: 22-23) made only two test pits within Structure III, I can provide no details 

about the nature of the earlier structure.  His stratigraphic illustration provides a sense of the depth of the 

earlier floor (García Payón 1974: fig. 29).  Although he dates the earlier structure to before 1476, this date 

derives from his belief that Malinalco was incorporated into the Aztec empire in that year and does not 

reflect direct archaeological data. 
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center of the west and north walls (Fig. 3.22).  Like we saw inside Structure I, masons 

carved a cylindrical depression into the earth before the western altar, and it is likely that 

this hole was a depository for blood offerings and bloodletting implements.  On the floor 

of the temple, in front of and to either side of the central altar, are two difficult-to-identify 

raised areas (Fig. 3.23).  The northernmost feature is carved mostly from living rock, with 

a few stones inset to create an even surface.  The southern feature echoes the raised, 

rectangular shape of its northern counterpart, but is largely masonry.  Stones flank the 

central monolithic portion of this feature, and I suspect that originally it was covered with 

stucco so that the entire object had a smooth surface.  They may have been places to set 

offerings, or narrow benches.  Alternatively, García Payón (1974: 32) proposed that they 

originally anchored large, wooden poles used to support the roof, and this also seems like 

a likely possibility. 

Structure V is an entirely masonry construction to the east of the truncated 

pyramid and south of Structure III (Fig. 3.24).  Although García Payón (1974: 33) 

compared it to the kivas of the southwestern United States, those buildings are 

subterranean and considerably larger than this structure.  I think Structure V is a platform 

altar, like the row of altars found in Aztec-era Teopanzolco (Smith 2008: 33-35, fig. 34).  

Located at the southeast corner of the site, offerings burned on Structure V were likely 

visible to much of the valley below.51 

                                                 
51 Structure V also may have been the platform portion of a momoztli, sacred seats of gods that ranged from 

platforms with supporting sun disks to miniature pyramids, like the Teocalli of Sacred Warfare, which 

functioned as thrones for gods and kings (Umberger 1980: 185-188).  
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Structure VI is decidedly larger than Structure V, and is at the southwest corner of 

the site near the present day entrance (Fig. 3.25).  García Payón‘s (1974:33) excavations 

revealed that this masonry structure was never finished, and it is unclear if there were 

plans to create a walled temple here, or if it was intended to be a platform shrine, like 

those Michael Smith (2008: 108-109) identified at Teopanzolco, Tlatelolco, Tenayuca, 

and Ixtapaluca.  Like Structure VI, these shrines have a short staircase leading to a low 

platform.  Some of these platforms are rectangular, while others are circular with 

rectangular components.  Structure II faces Structure VI across a small, flat patio, 

bordered to the north by the monolithic temple and overlooking the steep slope of Cerro 

de los Idolos to the south.  This patio (approximately 5 X 7 m) may have been used by 

spectators watching rituals at these three edifices, but the space is so small that the 

number of spectators would have been limited (scale derived from García Payón 1974: 

sketch 4). 

The remaining buildings at Malinalco are decidedly less complete.  Structures VII 

and VIII are directly northwest of Structure VI, and only their floors and west and 

northern walls have been carved, all from living rock.  They are both small rectangular 

rooms, and Structure VIII is directly behind and above Structure VII, similar to the 

arrangement we saw in Structure IV.  Appended to the northwest corner of Structure I, 

Structure IX appears to be a simple, square room sketched into the bedrock and left 

unfinished.  Between Structures I and III, a staircase leads up the mountain, to the 

footprint of another small, square room, called Structure X.  Structure XI is the 

northernmost building at the site, and was begun on a flat plane about 10 feet below the 
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level of Structure IV‘s antechambers (Fig. 3.26).  Only its floor is evident today, and it is 

characterized by a series of long, thin grooves, as if the workers had not yet finished 

carving the floor.  Part of its back wall is hewn from the cliff face at its back.  Above the 

upper chamber of Structure IV and overlooking the southwest corner of Structure XI, at 

least two chambers appear to have been sketched into the bedrock, but archaeologists 

have not numbered them among Malinalco‘s buildings (Fig. 3.27). 

As a site with fairly well preserved temples that were not covered by later 

construction, Malinalco is unusual in the corpus of Aztec architecture and gives visitors 

the opportunity to experience the spatial organization of a Late Postclassic ceremonial 

center.  Malinalco offers us the chance to view a ritual complex with preserved temple 

interiors and partially intact iconography, and its unfinished state leaves visual evidence 

of late pre-Hispanic construction methods.  Most interpretations of this site derive from 

an examination of Structure I‘s iconography and focus on the potential evidence for eagle 

and jaguar warriors at the site.  In the pages that follow, I review the interpretations of 

Malinalco proposed by earlier archaeologists and art historians.  This historiography will 

illustrate what we know about the site, what questions remain to be answered and how 

some earlier studies arrived at inaccurate conclusions. 

MALINALCO’S INTELLECTUAL HISTORY 

 The most compelling analyses of Malinalco are comparatively recent.  José 

García Payón (1947, 1974) excavated Malinalco from 1936 to 1938.  All later studies of 

Malinalco build on García Payón‘s initial observations, and his proposal that Malinalco 
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was the domain of the Aztec Eagle and Jaguar Warriors continues to influence the views 

of scholars such as José Hernández Rivero (1993) and Eduardo Matos Moctezuma 

(1989).  The archaeoastronomical investigations of Javier Romero Quiroz (1980, 1990) 

and Jesús Galindo Trejo (1990) attempt to augment García Payón‘s warrior proposal by 

positing ritually significant solar alignments.  Although the cosmological iconography 

pointed out by Ruben Mendoza (1977) differs from García Payón‘s interpretation in 

certain particulars, he does not attempt to disprove García Payón‘s assertion that elite 

Aztec warriors performed rites at Malinalco.  The only scholar to offer a wholly different 

interpretation is Richard Townsend (1982), who proposed that Structure I was not built 

for warriors but was primarily the domain of elite political figures.  In a recent 

publication, Latin American Studies professor Manuel Aguilar-Moreno (2009) examined 

elements of sacred landscape at Malinalco, a topic I explore in detail in a chapter four. 

 Although García Payón excavated Malinalco between 1937 and 1939 and José 

Hernández Rivero conducted further archaeological excavations there in 1987-1988, 

much of the archaeological record was lost to erosion and looting before these 

excavations.  It seems likely locals may have secreted many portable religious objects 

from Malinalco‘s ceremonial center for safekeeping after the Conquest. The two wooden 

drums (Figs. 6.1, 6.2, 6.3) from Malinalco may be examples of this practice.    Thus, 

archaeologists find only artifacts that could not be moved from Malinalco or that the 

people of Malinalco chose to leave behind.  This results in a sparse archaeological record, 

and as a result, any artifacts that are discovered acquire an importance possibly 

disproportionate to their original role at the site.  Also, as I discuss in the introduction of 
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this volume (see pp. 29-34), García Payón (1974) first excavated Malinalco before 

archaeology acquired it modern scientific rigor.  His methods were up-to-date in the late 

1930s, but, like almost all excavations from that time, they do not leave later scholars 

with much specific data or with minutely recorded accounts of artifacts‘ contexts.  

Considering the dearth of archaeological data, primary source references, and preserved 

monuments from Malinalco, studies of the site have been remarkably creative and 

scholars have taken at times innovative approaches to generate plausible interpretations 

of this site.  Although I disagree with many of their conclusions, my work benefits from 

and builds upon the data and methods of these earlier studies. 

José García Payón 

 García Payón‘s (1947, 1954, 1974) published account of his excavations remains 

a vital source of data and interpretations decades after its appearance.  He was the first to 

confirm that the site is Aztec, that Structure I is monolithic and that Structure III was 

built over an earlier structure (García Payón 1974:21, 6, 13, 14, 30).  He not only was the 

first to suggest Malinalco‘s dedication to the Aztec warrior cult, but also that the carved 

eagle and jaguar pelts in Structure I were seats and that the face on Structure I‘s façade is 

an image of the earth monster (García Payón 1974: 16, 29, 38).  His data about the 

locations of portable sculptures are too generalized to be of much use, but they confirm 

which sculptures were found in or near the site itself, as opposed to in the town.  Relying 

on primary sources rather than archaeological data, García Payón (1974: 24) proposed 

that the site post-dates Axayácatl‘s conquest of the region in 1476 and was begun before 
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Ahuitzotl‘s death in 1502.52   While he describes the remains of all buildings at the site, 

García Payón interprets only Structures I, III and IV. 

He most closely analyzed Structure I, and concluded that the face on the façade 

represented an earth monster and possibly a cave entrance (García Payón 1974: 38).  As I 

discuss in detail in a later chapter (see pp. 188-193), I agree that the iconography of the 

façade figure matches that of a generic earth monster.  While round temples were 

traditionally associated with the wind god Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl, García Payón (1974) 

noted that this god does not have the eagle and jaguar iconography found in Structure I.53  

He proposed instead that this building was the domain of the eagle and jaguar warriors, 

the elite band of Aztec fighters responsible for securing the sacrificial victims whose 

heart and blood fueled the sun‘s path (García Payón 1974:38-9).    Because of their role 

as solar sustainers, García Payón (1974:43) suggested that Structure I was an earthly 

recreation of the mansion of the sun, in which men were ritually promoted to the ranks of 

eagle or jaguar warrior and in which these warriors made sacrifices (see also Durán 1971: 

197-200).  However, Structure I could comfortably hold no more than seven or eight 

people.  It is too small for the sorts of ceremonies he envisions, especially when 

                                                 
52 As I discuss in chapter two (see p. 77), no pre-Hispanic or colonial sources record this defeat.  Scholars 

have generally inferred that Axayacatl conquered Malinalco, because Malinalco was under Aztec control 

when of Axayacatl‘s successor, Tizoc, took power.  The people of Malinalco may have volunteered to join 

the empire, thus avoiding a Mexica assault which they almost certainly would have lost.  Alternatively, 

their conquest may have been implicit in the defeat of Ocuilan, the province that surrounded Malinalco on 

two sides (Smith and Berdan 1996: 269; Berdan 1996: 121-122, Smith and Berdan 1996: 324- Fig. A 4-1).  
53 I am not sure why round temples have always been associated with Ehecatl, though I suspect it comes 

from early colonial chronicles.  For example, Motolinía (1950: 52) described a type of round temple 

typically dedicated to the god of wind, and Ehecatl was a wind god.  Some archaeological evidence also 

supports this association, because archaeologists discovered an effigy of a priest dressed as Ehecatl in a 

large, round pyramid at Calixtlahuaca, near Toluca (Smith 2008: 53).  
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compared to the large scale of the house of the Eagle warriors (cuauhcalli) adjacent to 

Tenochtitlan‘s Templo Mayor. 

García Payón (1974:44) identified Structure IV as a sun temple because of its 

eastern entrance and its supposed overlapping, two-tiered horizontal roof, though he 

provided little indication of how he could tell the building originally had such a roof.  

Since chronicles (he does not specify which ones) describe temples in which an image of 

the Nahua deity Ipalnemohuani appeared on a wall illuminated by the first rays of the 

morning sun,  García Payón (1974:44) suggested that this figure may have been on 

Structure IV‘s western wall.54  He found no such image during his excavations.  His only 

evidence for this interpretation, Structure IV‘s eastern entrance, is insufficient to establish 

the function of this structure. 

Building on the solar interpretations he posited for Structures I and IV, García 

Payón (1974: 47-48) proposed that Structure III housed funeral ceremonies for warriors 

who had died in battle or by sacrifice, and who were thus entitled to accompany the sun 

on the daily transit to its zenith.  He believed the warriors marching in the mural (Fig. 

2.5) in the antechamber of Structure III were deified soldiers, star gods that were versions 

of Mixcoatl (García Payón 1974: 57).  While the warriors are faintly striped like some 

images of Mixcoatl in the codices (e.g. Fig. 2.11), as stated earlier (see pp. 82-88) their 

iconography links them more clearly to Toltec warriors, perhaps a reference to the shared 

heritage of the Mexica and Malinalca.  García Payón (1974) believed the evidence of fire 

                                                 
54 Ipalnemohuani is a classical Nahuatl word that roughly translates to, ―by his grace everyone lives.‖  As a 

name, it likely refers to a live-giving aspect of the Sun, which sustained the people of Mesoamerica while 

at the same time receiving sustenance in the form of sacrificed hearts and blood (García Payón 1974: 44; 

Burkhart 1989:39). 
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on the altars was from the cremations of warriors.  However, this seems unlikely as the 

since early chroniclers like Durán, Fray Toribio de Benavente Motolinía (1482-1568) and 

Hernando Alvarado Tezozomoc (b. ca. 1520s-30s, d. after 1609) frequently described 

fires that burned within a variety of temples.55   

Although some of García Payón‘s hypotheses and methods are problematic, his 

interpretations of Structure I have influenced the direction of later inquiries, especially 

those of José Hernández Rivero and Jesús Romero Quiroz.  García Payón‘s conviction 

that the eagle and jaguar pelts inside Structure I must refer to eagle and jaguar warriors 

biases his interpretations heavily in favor of a warrior temple.  In fact these animals were 

multivalent symbols among the Aztecs—and, indeed, throughout the history of 

Mesoamerica.  As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, these animals symbolized 

kingship and the political, military and religious authority kingship entailed.  García 

Payón‘s (1974) study remains the single greatest source of data about Malinalco. 

Unfortunately, specific data about portable sculptures and ceramics are lacking in both 

his published accounts and unpublished reports, though his exacting discussion of the 

buildings remains the most comprehensive.  His reports reflect the imprecise nature of 

                                                 
55 Motolinía was one of the first twelve Spanish priests sent to New Spain, and he was the last of that initial 

evangelical group to die (Foster 1950: 10).  His writings reflect a concern for the wellbeing of the 

indigenous peoples of the Americas and sometimes allude to his travels, which may have taken him as far 

south as Guatemala (Foster 1950: 7).  He wrote this book in short bursts, during rare breaks, in the years 

1536, 1537, 1538, 1540 and 1541 (Foster 1950: 14). 

 Tezozomoc‘s parents were descendants of the ruling family of Tenochtitlan, and Viceroy Antonio 

de Mendoza gave his father the honorary title of ―Governor of Mexico‖ in 1539 (Mcpheeters 1954: 506-

508.  Tezozomoc worked as a Nahuatl translator, and is believed to have written Crónica Mexicayotl in 

1609 and Crónica Mexicana around 1598 (Mcpheeters 1954: 507).  Although writing nearly 80 years after 

the Spanish arrival in Mexico, Tezozomoc likely learned much about his family‘s history and his writings 

likely combine a Mexica and colonial Christian perspective.  
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1930‘s archaeology, and his omissions should be regarded as indicative of a discipline in 

its infancy rather than as reflective of a deficit in his scholarship. 

Javier Romero Quiroz 

Javier Romero Quiroz, a historian specializing in the history and culture of the 

state of Mexico,56 has published three books directly related to Malinalco. He combined 

his publications about the two Aztec drums found at Malinalco with his interpretation of 

the site‘s buildings and the city‘s history in his 1980 Historia de Malinalco.  This text 

also discusses the later colonial and contemporary history of the town.  He later produced 

two shorter publications discussing the significance of the winter solstice at Malinalco.  

His analyses of pre-Hispanic and colonial Malinalco history are particularly valuable and 

reflect an encyclopedic knowledge of early colonial chronicles.  Unfortunately, he does 

not always provide citations for the colonial texts he uses, making it difficult to follow 

and critique some of his arguments.  While I do not agree with some of Romero Quiroz‘s 

interpretations of specific buildings at Malinalco, his multidisciplinary methodology, 

which combined analysis text and data, informs my approach to Malinalco. 

Historia de Malinalco opens with a rapid review of Malinalco‘s pre-Hispanic 

history, beginning with accounts of the earliest migrations of different ethnic groups into 

the area.  His text relies heavily on quotes from primary sources that mention Malinalco, 

and he proposes that the people of Malinalco migrated from an eponymous village, near 

the Toltec town of Culhuacan (Romero Quiroz 1980:18-19).   In this account, the people 

                                                 
56 Not to be confused with the United States of Mexico, the State of Mexico is the Mexican state in which 

one finds Malinalco.   
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of Malinalco would have had a dual Toltec and Mexica heritage even before they reached 

their homeland (Romero Quiroz 1980: 18-19).   

Romero Quiroz (1980:118-123, 127) agreed with García Payón (1974) that 

Malinalco was a site dedicated to Aztec eagle and jaguar warriors and to the sun.  

Building on this early interpretation, he proposed three hypotheses about Malinalco.  

First, he argued that Structure VI was a temalacatl, a base upon which a captive would 

fight to the death in staged and rigged gladiatorial combat (Romero-Quiroz 1980: 127; 

Durán 1971: 176-180).  Temalacatl were large round disks with a central hole to anchor a 

tethering rope, and prisoners of war were tied with the rope and forced to fight Mexica 

warriors (Romero Quiroz 1980:128, 161; Durán 1971: 176-180).  Romero Quiroz 

(1980:128) contended that the depression in the center of Structure VI could have been 

used to anchor a rope, and this was his principal evidence for the identification of 

Structure VI as a temalacatl.  However, this hole does not appear in published 

photographs of the building before its reconstruction, and seems to have been added 

when the structure was rebuilt (see García Payón 1974: Fig. 26).  Rather than a 

temalacatl, I believe Structure VI was a platform altar, like Structure V. 

 Combining his analysis of Malinalco‘s huehuetl (see Chapter 6, this volume) 

with García Payón‘s (1974) martial reading of the Structure I, Romero Quiroz (1980: 

155, 153-161) proposed that warriors were sacrificed within this temple on the date 

Nahui Olin (which appears on the drum), in a ritual he called ―Dance of the Messengers 

of the Sun.‖  According to Romero Quiroz (1980: 153-161) in this ritual warriors were 

sacrificed to nourish the sun and to be the sun‘s messengers—an especially important 
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task on Nahui Olin, the date upon which the present creation would one day end with a 

massive earthquake (Sahagún 1950-1982, 7: 3-9; Leyenda de los Soles 1975: 119-121; 

Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas 1965; Anales de Cuauhtitlan (Anon 1945)).  

Since the figures on the huehuetl dance and cry around a large Nahui Olin sign, Romero 

Quiroz (1980: 155, 160) suggested they may represent the eagle and jaguar warriors to be 

sacrificed in this rite (see pp. 108-112).  However, I have found no evidence to link this 

specific ritual to Malinalco, and it derives largely from García Payón‘s warrior 

interpretation, which I challenge in chapter four of this volume.  Also, as archaeologist 

José Hernández Rivera (1993) noted, Aztec human sacrifices generally took place on a 

temple‘s porch, in full view of spectators.  A hole in the floor of Structure I‘s porch 

matches the dimensions of a sacrificial stone Hernández Rivera (1993: 37) found at 

Malinalco, and confirms that human sacrifices would have taken place before the 

temple‘s façade.  Finally, the central eagle upon which Romero Quiroz proposed that 

men were sacrificed is concave and would have been an impractical surface for heart 

extraction (Hernández Rivera 1993: 38).   

Romero Quiroz‘s (1990) also offered an astrological interpretation of Structure I.  

Since the door of Structure I faces south, Romero Quiroz (1990:78) proposed that the 

opening was aligned with the zenith of the winter solstice.  In his view, on the winter 

solstice sunlight would enter the temple along a straight line, starting at the center of the 

façade‘s bifurcated tongue and continuing along this roughly north-south axis to the 

central eagle and jaguar pelts (Romero Quiroz 1990:80).  However, since sunlight moves 

across the earth‘s surface from east to west, a beam of sunlight entering the temple would 
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travel from the eagle‘s east to left west, across its shoulders.  It would not follow the line 

of the tongue, as he proposed.  Furthermore, the winter solstice sun would not reach the 

eagle‘s shoulders at all if the temple had a roof like the ones that appear on illustrations 

of temples in the codices (Galindo Trejo 1990: S25; see Fig 4.29).  Although this 

interpretation does not work with the physical reality of Structure I, it reflects Romero 

Quiroz‘s strong command of the ethnohistorical sources.  He connected the symbolic 

death and rebirth of Huitzilopochtli each winter solstice to the solar symbolism he sees in 

the central eagle pelt, and he proposed that when the sun touched this central eagle pelt, 

Huitzilopochtli-the-sun was re-entering his temple after having been reborn.  Romero 

Quiroz‘s discussion of Mexica-Aztec mythology reminds one of the potentially complex 

ties between physical artifacts and Mexica religious belief. 

Romero Quiroz‘s publications about the history of Malinalco are by far his 

greatest contribution to scholarly literature about the town‘s pre-Hispanic, colonial, and 

modern history.  His essays contain comprehensive analytical charts, in which 

Malinalco‘s history is organized around dates, events and (sometimes) sources.  His 

works are seminal texts for anyone looking to understand Malinalco‘s history.  My only 

critique of his historical analyses is that they seem to assume the reader shares his 

knowledge of the primary sources, which are often not fully cited.  His texts also explore 

the Malinalca‘s mytho-historical relationship to descendants of the Toltecs and he was 

the first scholar to note that we have no record of Tenochtitlan‘s conquest of Malinalco, 

assuming such a conquest ever took place.  While I do not accept his interpretation of 
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Malinalco‘s archaeological site, Romero Quiroz‘s explorations of the town‘s history 

provide a good sense of the site‘s historical and mythological contexts. 

 

Jesus Galindo Trejo 

Like Javier Romero Quiroz, archaeoastronomer Jesus Galindo Trejo (1990:S19-

S21) examined Malinalco‘s possible solar alignments.  The corpus of Aztec architecture 

has few buildings that face south, and according to Galindo Trejo (1990:S21) most that 

do are associated with the sun‘s annual descent to its nadir, seen along the southern 

horizon.  To test Romero Quiroz‘s hypothesis that the winter solstice sun would 

illuminate Structure I‘s central eagle figure, Galindo Trejo positioned a pipe in the 

modern roof of the temple (Galindo Trejo 1990:S32).  He found that a beam of light 

illuminated the eagle‘s head shortly after noon on the winter solstice and estimated that 

the temple door needed to be at least 2.91 meters tall for the sunlight to enter the temple 

(Galindo Trejo 1990:S23).57  The upper borderline of the façade‘s serpent face indicates 

that the maximum height of the door is less than 3.32 meters (Galindo Trejo 1990:S25).  

Galindo Trejo‘s model of the door at a height of 2.91 meters is problematic, because the 

curve preserved on the left side of the door suggests that the door would begin its arched 

curve earlier than he projects, and therefore would be shorter than necessary to let in 

midday winter solstice sunlight.  However, if the snake‘s mouth were in a quatrefoil 

                                                 
57 The uppermost part of the façade is lost, and the height of the door must be estimated based on the 

available dimensions of the door and on an extension of the uppermost line of the serpent image carved into 

the façade. 
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shape (as I shall propose later), the door may have been tall enough to let in the light, 

though it remains unclear if the uppermost portion of the quatrefoil would have been 

wide enough for the proposed alignment.   

Galindo Trejo (1990: S 25) also examined Structure IV, the building García 

Payón (1974: 32) called a ―Solar Temple‖ for its eastern orientation.  With the 

overlapping roofs and mural proposed by García Payón (1974: 32-33) now lost (if they 

ever existed), Galindo Trejo (1990:S25) focused instead on a step shape marking the 

cliffs along the horizon opposite the building. Galindo Trejo‘s examination of this step 

formation did not reveal whether it is natural or man-made, and a brief archaeological 

exploration of the area revealed no artifacts (Galindo Trejo 1990:S32 note 3, S34-35). 

When viewed from the center point of Structure IV‘s façade, the sun rises within this 

stepped crevice on October 29
th

 and 30
th

 and on February 12
th

 and 13
th

 (Galindo Trejo 

1990:S26-S27).  He proposed that two events would have been particularly interesting to 

the Aztecs:  the appearance of the sun as a pinprick of light on February 13
th

 and October 

29
th

, and when the sun rises directly over the horizontal portion of the step on February 

12
th

 and October 30
th

.   

The latter two dates may have direct calendrical significance, as they are 260/105 

days apart, and the Aztec sacred ritual calendar, the Tonalpohualli, consisted of 260 days 

(Galindo Trejo 1990: S31).  Furthermore, the first day of the Aztec solar calendar aligns 

with February 12
th

 in the Gregorian calendar and therefore coincides with the sun event at 

Malinalco (Galindo Trejo 1990:S26-S27).  February 12
th

 and October 30
th

 are also evenly 

spaced around the winter solstice with either 52/53 or 53/52 days between each date and 
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the solstice.  Beyond the symmetry of this arrangement, for the Aztecs the number 52 

marked the number of years in their sacred calendar round and the frequency with which 

they celebrated the New Fire Ceremony (Galindo Trejo 1990: S30). 

After examining solar alignments at Malinalco over several years, Galindo Trejo 

(1990:S31- S32) found that alignments shift every few years, and he noted that the 

Aztecs would have had to adjust their calendars to maintain the alignments he discusses 

here.  He proposed that the Aztecs may have used the alignments at Malinalco to 

determine the modifications needed in the calendar, though he provides no evidence that 

such modifications took place (Galindo Trejo 1990:S31).   

Galindo Trejo built a circumstantial case for solar alignments at Malinalco‘s 

Structure IV, and he balanced primary sources and astronomical data well.  However, his 

position is highly theoretical, as his ideas only work if we reconstruct certain lost portions 

of the site in a very specific manner.  For example, the solar alignments in the monolithic 

temple require the door to be taller than its shape suggests and the roof to be truncated 

over the façade to let in maximum light.  This roof design differs from roofs illustrated in 

the codices, and may have left the monolithic sculptures on the porch exposed to the 

elements.  In addition, if the mountains around Malinalco had denser vegetation 500 

years ago, the step formation he examined on the mountain opposite Structure IV may 

have been invisible.  Since the proposed alignments shift every few years, any alignments 

that occur on a given ritual date will not recur for years.  Galindo Trejo‘s ideas are 

interesting, because they fit well within our understanding of how the Aztecs viewed time 

and the natural world, and they place Malinalco within a larger sacred landscape.  While 
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the astronomical alignments he proposed are not convincing, his approach to the site as a 

sacred space, and his balance between primary source material, ethnohistory, and details 

from the site, informs the direction of the present study. 

 

Ruben G. Mendoza 

 In 1977, archaeologist Ruben G. Mendoza explored Malinalco‘s cosmological 

symbolism in his article, ―World view and the Monolithic Temples of Malinalco, 

Mexico: Iconography and Analogy in Precolumbian Architecture.‖  Mendoza used 

central Mexican iconography, early colonial sources about Aztec belief systems, and late 

Postclassic Aztec monuments to place Malinalco within its iconographic and religious 

contexts.  Accepting García Payón‘s contention that Structure I was a Cuauhcalli, or 

eagle house, Mendoza exhibited the link between warfare and cosmology, thus ensuring 

that his argument of cosmological iconography did not directly contradict the warrior 

paradigm established by García Payón.  After analyzing the significance of the 

occurrence of the numbers 13 and 52 at Malinalco, Mendoza suggests that Structure I‘s 

façade represents Tlaltecuhtli, an earth goddess, and that the eagle and jaguar pelts within 

the monument were nahuals.  

 Mendoza (1977: 69) noted that Structure I‘s 13 steps echo the thirteen levels of 

the celestial realms, and so as one climbs the stairs to the temple, one ascends the levels 
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of the cosmos.58  The 13 stairs tie Malinalco to other Aztec monuments, notably the 

temple at Cempoala, Veracruz and the Teocalli of Sacred Warfare, which also have 

thirteen steps (Mendoza 1977: 63-64, 69).  Since the Teocalli is believed to have been the 

throne of Moctezuma II and is a monument redolent with imperial symbolism, Structure 

I‘s thirteen stairs may also link this building to rulership, a theme I explore in greater 

detail in chapter four.   

Mendoza (1977: 70) also argued that the stairs to the east of Structure I are 

divided into three groups of thirteen, with a fourth, uppermost section too eroded to 

count.  Since four cycles of thirteen equal a total of fifty-two steps, he proposed that the 

stairs in this sequence allude to the 52 years it takes for the ritual tonalpohalli and the 

solar xiuhpohualli calendars to realign with one another at their start dates (Mendoza 

1977: 70).  The number 52 had powerful resonance with the Aztecs and would fit 

logically within Malinalco‘s sculptural program, though I have not been able to confirm 

Mendoza‘s findings as the upper levels of stairs are today heavily eroded.  The recurrence 

of the numbers thirteen and 52 at Malinalco and on other Aztec temples is intriguing and 

certainly alludes to the celestial and calendrical associations Mendoza proposed.  Since 

these numerically-meaningful stairs are carved into Malinalco‘s bedrock, I wonder if 

these sacred numbers increased the spiritual potency of Malinalco‘s sacred landscape.  

Just as the number 13 created a parallel between climbing the stairs and ascending the 

                                                 
58 The number thirteen also occurs in the Tonalpohualli, as thirteen gods rule over the thirteen week days 

in the constant cycle of the Aztec 260-day ritual calendar.  An Aztec week consisted of thirteen days, 

represented by a numerical coefficient between one and thirteen, paired with one of twenty possible day 

names.  Two-hundred-and-sixty days pass before the same number-day name combination recurs. 
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celestial levels of the cosmos, the 52 stairs carved into Malinalco‘s bedrock incorporated 

this space into the sacred, cyclical time of the Aztec calendars.  

 Mendoza (1977: 72) also contended that the façade of Structure I conveyed a 

likeness of Tlaltecuhtli in her reptilian guise, with an open mouth and exposed teeth.  He 

argued that her mouth was a cave, a womb-like place of creation similar to Chicomoztoc, 

the Mexica cave of emergence (Mendoza1977: 72, citing Heyden 1975:134).  Rather than 

analyzing the symbolic significance of this human-made cave further, Mendoza (1977) 

focused instead on the possible identification of the sculptures within it as nahuals.  

Nahuals were people who could magically transform into animals, and Mendoza 

(1977:73) proposed that nahuals lived in caves and that the eagle and jaguar pelts in 

Structure I were effigy nahuals.  It is unclear why Mendoza believed nahuals lived in 

caves, and since he produced no primary source documents to support his proposition, 

this idea is one of his weaker points.  Furthermore, the flat nature of the eagle and jaguar 

sculptures suggests they were specially carved seats rather than representative of nahuals. 

 Like García Payón and Romero Quiroz, Mendoza viewed Structure I as a sun 

temple.  Each night Tlaltecuhtli was believed to swallow the sun, and each dawn to 

regurgitate it (Nicholson 1971: 406; Klein 1976:4).  Mendoza contended that the interior 

of Structure I, as the cave-mouth of Tlaltecuhtli, was symbolic of the sun‘s daily transit.  

He proposed that the eagle pelts alluded to the eagles that accompany the sun through its 

celestial transit, while the jaguar pelt represented the animal spirits that helped the sun on 

its nightly, terrestrial journey (Mendoza 1977: 74-75).  Further support for this 

interpretation is that the weapon of the sun-god and Mexica tutelary deity, 
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Huitzilopochtli, was a fire-serpent, and this very creature appears to the right of the 

temple door.  Its south-facing façade may also allude to Huitzilopochtli, whose name 

suggests southern ties (Mendoza 1977: 75).  However, since the Huitzilopochtli temple in 

Tenochtitlan faced west towards the setting sun, it seems unlikely that a southern-facing 

building would also be dedicated to this god.  Mendoza (1977: 66) noted that eagle and 

jaguar warriors were allotted their own house in Tenochtitlan in which they performed 

rituals to the sun/Huitzilopochtli, and he proposed that Malinalco served a similar 

function.  I disagree with this interpretation in two respects.  First, the only physical 

evidence tying Huitzilopochtli to Structure I is the fire-serpent to the right of the door.  

While the fire serpent was Huitzilopochtli‘s emblematic weapon, at Malinalco it may 

simply be a declaration of the Mexica-ness of this site, especially since no other 

references to Huitzilopochtli have been found at the site.  Also, Huitzilopochtli is more 

commonly depicted as a hummingbird (e.g., see Figs. 2.1, 4.7, 4.9) than as an eagle.  

Although both eagles and Huitzilopochtli could be representations of the sun, it does not 

necessarily follow that eagles were representations of Huitzilopochtli-as-the-sun.   

 Mendoza‘s best contribution to the study of Malinalco was his methodology, 

which combined interpretations of Mexica myths with a close analysis of the iconography 

of the site.  I agree with his assertion that the groups of 13 stairs at Malinalco may be 

significant and perhaps link the site to the cosmic levels and to the sacred ritual calendar.  

His discussion of Tlaltecuhtli‘s relationship to the sun bridges the underworld and 

celestial symbolism he noted, and I build upon these ideas in chapter five, where I argue 

that Malinalco is a cosmic axis.  Mendoza‘s article posited many possibilities for the 
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significance of Malinalco, and while I disagree with some of his proposals, I appreciate 

his effort to move away from warfare-dominated interpretations of the site. 

 

Richard Townsend 

 In contrast to earlier interpretations, Richard Townsend‘s 1982 article, ―Malinalco 

and the Lords of Tenochtitlan,‖ offers a convincing political interpretation of Malinalco‘s 

monolithic temple.  Through an examination of early colonial documents and royal 

sculptures from Tenochtitlan, Townsend (1982:130-132) placed Malinalco within the 

context of accession rituals and revived García Payón‘s contention that the jaguar and 

two eagle pelts on the bench inside the temple were thrones.  Townsend noted that 

Tezozomoc (1878: 529) described Ahuitzotl‘s visit to Malinalco, and noted that the huey 

tlatoani sat ―upon a chair of tiger hide.‖  Fray Bernardino de Sahagún (ca. 1499-1590) 

(1950-1982, 8:31) also mentioned that rulers sat on chairs made of ocelot-skin, wolf-skin, 

mountain lion mats, etc.59  In addition, Townsend (1982: 131-132) noted that the Nahuatl 

                                                 
59 Sahagún was a Franciscan friar most famous for writing Primeros Memoriales and the Florentine Codex, 

a multivolume guide to the religious beliefs, peoples and natural environment of the New World written in 

Spanish and Nahuatl and modeled after medieval encyclopedias (Robertson 1959: 168-171).  He arrived in 

Mexico in 1529, taught at the Franciscan school in Tlaltelolco, and lived in a number of cities in central 

Mexico (Robertson 1959: 168).  Sahagún compiled Primeros Memoriales in Tepeapulco in the mid 16
th

 

century, and the artists who created its illustrations seem to blend European and Indigenous conventions 

and to reflect the manuscript style more common in Mexico City than in Tepeapulco (Robertson 1959: 

172).  Sahagún probably wrote the Florentine Codex between 1566 and 1585, and the illustrations reflect 

many artists‘ hands (Robertson 1959: 173-178; see also Baird 1988).  Sahagún began meticulously 

compiling data for both books around 1547 in Tepeapulco, Mexico City and Tlatelolco (León-Portilla 

1990: 185).  He interviewed indigenous elders, and cross checked the information they provided with other 

elders and in other Aztec cities (León-Portilla 1990: 185-186).  Like Durán, Sahagún ostensibly wrote his 

texts as guides to help priests convert the Americans, but the documents themselves reflect an 

anthropologist-like fascination with indigenous culture, beliefs and history.  While Sahagún was an outsider 
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term cuauhcipalli signified both ―eagle chair‖ and ―seat of a ruler,‖ supporting his 

contention that rulers may have sat upon these effigy pelts.  Townsend (1982:132-133) 

cited Alonso de Zorita‘s (1512 - ca. 1585) Breve sumaria relación de los señores de 

Nueva España (ca. 1585) to establish that the Matlatzinca communities in this area 

traditionally had a tripartite administrative structure, with a central leader (tlatoani) 

assisted by two men (possibly the tlacochcatl and the tlacatecatl).60  The Mexica often 

kept existing government structures in place upon their conquest of a community, and 

local leaders would either retain their positions in renewed subservience to the empire or, 

less often, would be replaced with leaders from Tenochtitlan (Hassig 1988: 17-18). 

Townsend (1982:132-133) posited that the two eagle pelts on the balustrade were the 

seats of the assistants, while the central jaguar pelt was the seat of Malinalco‘s tlatoani.  

Townsend (1982:133) acknowledged that the eagle pelt on the floor presents a slight 

problem to this interpretation, and he suggested that this pelt was used as a place to set 

offerings to the government officials or as a platform upon which the rulers could place 

ritual objects. 

Next, Townsend (1982) examined the primary sources and imperial art to 

understand why rulers would perform administrative and ritual acts within a symbolic 

                                                                                                                                                 
with a Christian and European perspective, his careful vetting of information makes his texts especially 

valuable for modern scholars. 
60 Zorita was descended from a noble family in Córdoba, Spain and became a judge in the New World 

(Vigil 1976: 501, 503).   He became increasingly interested in the plight of indigenous Americans (Vigil 

1976: 501).  Zorita traveled to Mexico in 1556, after having lived and worked as a judge in Guatemala and 

Hispanola for nine years (Vigil 1976: 506-508).  Zorita finished writing his Breve sumaria relación upon 

his return to Spain after 1566, and his work builds on the earlier texts of Motolinía, the letters of Cortés and 

some now-lost early colonial documents (Vigil 1976: 513).  This relatively late text is, of course, heavily 

influenced by Zorita‘s Spanish roots and by the biases inherent in his early colonial sources.  Perhaps 

because he was trained to be a lawyer, his chronicle reflects a greater interest in laws, land rights and 

political organization than texts written by friars. 
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cave.  In particular, the Dedication stone of Tizoc and Ahuitzotl (Fig. 2.7) shows the two 

tlatoque offering royal blood from their ears into the open, gaping mouth of the earth 

(Townsend1982:134).  The stone‘s date, 8-Acatl, corresponds to the year of Ahuitzotl‘s 

accession to the throne, and the rulers are identified by their personal pictographs 

(Townsend1982:134).  In this image, feeding the earth with their blood was an essential 

part of the accession ceremony.  Sahagún (1950-69, Bk. 2, 206) noted that oaths were 

sealed by kissing the earth, and Townsend (1982:134) extrapolated that ―by sacrificing to 

the earth, the transference of power from one monarch to the next was sanctified and 

made legal.‖  In descriptions of the accession ceremony provided by Durán (1994: 298) 

and Tezozomoc (1975: 295-349), the final place visited by the new tlatoani was the 

Yopico temple, which Townsend (1982:135) compared to Malinalco.  In an inner 

chamber of the Yopico temple was a sunken hole into which ritual participants placed 

flayed human skins (xipe) during spring regeneration ceremonies.  Like the gaping mouth 

of the earth on the Dedication Stone, this hole connected the earth‘s surface to the 

underworld (Townsend 1982:135).  The hole behind the central eagle in Structure I 

echoes the depository described at Yopico (Townsend 1982:135-136).  Townsend 

(1982:136) concluded, ―Seated upon sculpted animal hides within this antechamber of the 

earth at Malinalco, the delegates of imperial royal authority ritually legitimized 

themselves in a manner similar to that of royal accession rituals at Yopico, in 

Tenochtitlan.‖  As a Mexica-constructed building, the temple is both a sacred space in 

which local officials legitimated their authority and that of their Mexica overlords, as 

well as a method to incorporate Malinalco into the larger ―social-sacred space of the 
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empire‖ (Townsend 1982:136).  I build upon Townsend‘s argument by exploring the 

relationship between eagle and jaguar symbolism and the ideal Mexica political leader, 

who was a devout priest, fierce warrior and wise ruler.   

 

José Hernández Rivero 

 José Hernández Rivero‘s 1993 book Idiológia y Práctica Militar Mexica: El 

Cuauhcalli de Malinalco opens with an excellent analysis of most of the sources 

discussed above, follows with descriptions of artifacts found during his 1987-1988 

excavations at the site, and ends by combining these various sources of information to 

reach the conclusion he found most probable.  He also included never-before-published 

photographs and details from García Payón‘s archaeological reports omitted from his 

1947 and 1974 publications.  His publication provides much-needed updated information 

about Malinalco‘s archaeological past. 

 His excavations of the site, and particularly Structure I, generated much useful 

data.  He found that the earliest artifacts from Malinalco dated from the Epiclassic period 

(ca. 750-900 CE) (Hernández Rivero 1993:35), among them a vase with an image of 

Xipe Totec, and an incense burner. These artifacts suggest that Malinalco was a ritual 

space even before the erection of the Mexica temple complex, especially in light of the 

dearth of evidence for habitation (Hernández Rivero 1993:59, 61).  In later levels of the 

site, he found figurines and ceramics with images of death and dancing, both of which he 

believed supported García Payón‘s military interpretation of the site (Hernández Rivero 
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1993:7).  However, death imagery did not always relate to warfare among the Aztecs, and 

I believe his interpretation of these objects derives more from his acceptance of García 

Payón‘s interpretation than from any quality inherent in the artifacts themselves.    

Hernández Rivero (1993: 7-8) gathered useful data from the periphery of the site.  

He found two Aztec funerary urns on the slopes around Malinalco, and effigies of Tlaloc 

and Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl in a small Aztec-era temple on the crest of Cerro de los Idolos.    

Finally, Malinalco appears to have been within a walled enclosure (Hernández Rivero 

1993: 39-40), which could suggest a demarcation of sacred space, a concern with 

defense, or both.  Perhaps the wall discovered by Hernández Rivero is that described in 

Cortés‘ (2005) letter, which sheltered the Malinalca from a prolonged attack by the 

Spanish. 

 After reviewing earlier studies and archaeological findings, Hernández Rivero 

offered his theory for site use.  His proposed that the interior of Structure I was used for 

bloodletting rituals (Hernández Rivero1993:40).  His contention is supported by the 

relatively small proportions of the cuauhcalli, which is smaller than those used to hold 

hearts, and by the lack of a proper sacrificial stone within the temple (Hernández Rivero 

1993:37-38).  A caretaker cleaning Structure I found a green obsidian blade near the 

façade of the temple, and this object was likely used for bloodletting (Hernández Rivero 

1993:36).  Finally, near Structure II archaeologists found a carved sacrificial stone, and 

its proportions match those of a depression on Structure I‘s porch (Fig. 2.8) (Hernández 

Rivero 1993: 37-38).  I agree with Hernández Rivero (1993: 37, 40) that human sacrifices 

likely took place on the porch of Structure I, especially since the sacrificial stone he 
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discovered fits onto the temple‘s porch.  I also concur that bloodletting rituals would have 

taken place inside the temple.  Hernández Rivero‘s even handed treatment of the earlier 

sources, data about artifacts and their contexts, and his careful analysis of Structure I‘s 

possible functions make this an invaluable source for anyone studying Malinalco.  

However, his analysis suffers from his unquestioning acceptance of García Payón‘s eagle 

and jaguar warrior hypothesis. 

 

Manuel Aguilar-Moreno 

 In his 2009 chapter, ―Malinalco A Place between Heaven and Earth,‖ Manuel 

Aguilar-Moreno examined Malinalco within the context of Aztec religious beliefs and 

sacred landscapes.  In a parallel to points I make in chapter 4, Aguilar-Moreno (2009:57-

58) argued that Malinalco was a place of convergence for the three levels of the 

cosmos—sky, earth and the underworld.  For Aguilar-Moreno (2009:57), this cosmic 

intersection reflected the dual nature of Aztec religion.  When the Mexica left 

Chicomoztoc, their nomadic lifestyle fostered a religion that focused on celestial gods.  

Upon their arrival in central Mexico and their adaptation of an agricultural economy, the 

Mexica incorporated ancient Mesoamerican terrestrial gods into their pantheon (Aguilar-

Moreno 2009: 57).  Since Malinalco has elements of all three levels of the cosmos, it was 

an embodiment of this religious adaptation and a powerful space in which the cycle of 

life, war, sacrifice/death, and rebirth took place. 
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Like most analyses of Malinalco (including the present study), Aguilar-Moreno 

focused on the iconography and meaning of Structure I.  His description of the temple 

was at times misleading, as he described an eagle and jaguar warrior ―sitting‖ on either 

side of the entranceway, when in fact the remains of their feet suggest they were 

standing, and the scant remains of these sculptures makes it impossible to identify them 

with certainty (Aguilar-Moreno 2009:66).  He also accepted the questionable 

astronomical interpretations of Romero-Quiroz and Galindo-Trejo and relied on their 

proposed winter solstice solar alignment to support his interpretation of the site (Aguilar-

Moreno 2009:66).   

In agreement with Romero Quiroz, Aguilar-Moreno (2009:63-4) suggested that 

the face on the façade is that of the earth goddess Coatlicue, mother of Huitzilopochtli.  

Coatlicue is often associated with snakes, since her name means ―serpents her skirt‖ or 

―she of the serpent skirt‖ (Miller and Taube 1993:64).  In the Museo Nacional de 

Antropología e Historia (MNAH), Coatlicue appears not only with a serpent skirt, but 

with a body fully composed of snakes.  Although many of Aguilar-Moreno‘s 

interpretations hinged on this identification, it was iconographically unconvincing.  The 

façade carving most closely resembles the pictograph for cave and the face of the generic 

earth monster, as I will demonstrate in chapter five (see pp.184-186 and Figs. 5.9, 5.10, 

5.11     ).  

Despite these problems, Aguilar-Moreno‘s article is important for introducing a 

new way of looking at Malinalco—as a religious site within a sacred landscape.  He is the 

first scholar to begin chipping away at the largest question remaining about Malinalco: 
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Why was this place sufficiently important to warrant this extraordinary building project?  

He is also the first person to place Malinalco within the larger context of central Mexican 

religion.  That Malinalco reflects both the astral and terrestrial realms becomes even more 

significant when one remembers that the Mexica claim to have stopped at Malinalco 

during their migration to central Mexico.  Their time at Malinalco brought them closer to 

their final destination, and thus closer to the new religious syncretism they would adopt. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The trajectory of research at Malinalco was largely determined in the 1940s, when 

García Payón first published his interpretation of the site as a ritual haven for the warriors 

of the sun.  Many scholars accepted García Payón‘s early interpretation and used his 

ideas as supporting evidence for their conclusions (e.g. Hernández Rivero 1993; Romero 

Quiroz 1980, 1990).  Other scholars examined different qualities of Malinalco—such as 

its astronomical alignments, numerical iconography and sacred landscape features.  

While these studies did not rely on García Payón‘s assertions as support for their own 

ideas, they did not question the warrior hypothesis.  Using early colonial documents and 

late Postclassic visual evidence, Richard Townsend is the only scholar to offer a reading 

of Malinalco fully divorced from García Payón‘s interpretation.  While he did not orient 

his argument in opposition to earlier studies, Townsend successfully established that the 

eagle and jaguar pelts were the seats of elite political figures. 

I believe the wholesale acceptance of García Payón‘s interpretation has resulted in 

sometimes-myopic scholarship that seeks to build on his ideas rather than look for 



 108 

alternatives.  Given the inherent weaknesses in García Payón‘s understanding of the site, 

subsequent interpretations based on his work can be misleading.  I hope to demonstrate 

that Malinalco offers a wealth of interpretive possibilities if one relinquishes the idea that 

warriors were the principal ritual performers at Malinalco.  Townsend and Aguilar-

Moreno‘s studies bring refreshingly modern and multivalent readings to Malinalco, and I 

agree with many of their larger points.  I rely on García Payón, Romero-Quiroz and 

Hernández Rivero more for their valuable data than for their interpretations, but any 

analysis of Malinalco must begin with these scholars.  In the chapters that follow, I do not 

arrive at a single, concise answer about the site, its occupants, or even the deities it was 

built to honor.  Rather, I examine visual and textual evidence to demonstrate that 

Malinalco was a temple complex that embodied broadly sacred and ancient principles.  

Monolithic only in its construction, the Malinalco that emerges in this study reflects the 

nuanced relationship and symbiosis among the rites and responsibilities of all three 

groups of elite Aztec males—warriors, priests and rulers.   
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Chapter 4: Eagle and Jaguar Thrones in Malinalco’s Structure I: A 

reanalysis of eagle and jaguar iconography in late post-Classic Mexico 

 

 José García Payón (1954, 1974) and José Hernández Rivera (1993) posited that 

Malinalco served as a military outpost and ritual center for Aztec eagle and jaguar 

warriors and cited the eagle and jaguar seats in Structure I, the warrior procession mural, 

and the possible effigy warriors flanking Structure I‘s entrance in support.  García Payón 

(1974: 42-44) suggested more specifically that Structure I housed eagle and jaguar 

warrior initiation ceremonies, though he provided only a description of the ritual from 

Durán (1971: 186-193) as evidence.  Noting the small scale of Structure I‘s cuauhxicalli, 

which is more akin to bloodletting receptacles than containers for sacrificed hearts, 

Hernández Rivera (1993) concluded that autosacrifice took place within the temple.  

While Hernández Rivera‘s analysis neither confirmed nor disproved García Payón‘s 

theory, he was convinced that eagle and jaguar warriors were the principal people to use 

Malinalco‘s ceremonial center. 

In contrast, I contend that Structure I was a complex and multivalent facility, 

more closely tied to politico-religious rites than to military ritual.61  I analyze eagle and 

jaguar iconography in late Postclassic central Mexico, and trace the occurrence of eagle 

and jaguar seats, like the ones in Structure I, throughout early colonial pictorial sources 

and the Spanish chronicles, in order to elucidate the meanings and functions of Structure 

                                                 
61 As will become apparent as the analysis continues, the line between military, political and religious 

power was almost non-existent.  Aztec kings in particular had to embody all three categories, and the 

captives they secured as military leaders became the sacrificial victims whose blood was believed to help 

fuel the cosmos. 
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I.  I argue that Malinalco‘s monolithic temple was a sacred space whose multifunctional 

character echoed the multidimensional nature of Aztec ritual.  Structure I‘s eagle and 

jaguar iconography labels it not simply as a martial structure, but also as a Mexica 

building designed to house the rites that safeguarded the empire.  The sacred landscape at 

Malinalco, discussed in the next chapter, would have imbued those rituals with greater 

significance.  These rites would have involved all three groups of upper class men: elite 

warriors, high priests and local and imperial rulers.  Elite men in general—and the 

tlatoani in particular—embodied all three of these categories.  I believe that the Mexica 

co-opted the ancient Mesoamerican eagle and jaguar symbols for ferocity, bravery and 

military prowess and transformed them into emblems of their ideal leaders and, at 

Malinalco, into thrones for rulers and/or for effigies of gods. 

EAGLE AND JAGUAR SYMBOLISM IN LATE POSTCLASSIC CENTRAL MEXICO 

Rulers 

 The connection between eagles, jaguars, and political power is especially apparent 

in the Spanish sources and suggests that the eagle and jaguar pelts within Structure I may 

have alluded to local and imperial leaders more than to a specific warrior order 

(Townsend 1982, passim).  A story from Diego Durán‘s (1994) Historia implies that 

eagles and jaguars were the natural counterparts of kings.  When Ahuitzotl sent assassins 

to kill the king of Coyoacan, Tzutzumatzin, the king is said to have transformed first into 
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an eagle and then into a jaguar (Durán 1993: 364; Tezozomoc 1878: 559-560)62.  

Although the story must be mythical or allegorical, that Durán‘s informants claimed 

Tzutzumatzin became these specific animals suggests that they considered eagles and 

jaguars to be fitting nahuals for a king.  The story implies that this king embodied the 

essence of these animals, that they were somehow a part of his being.  The king‘s 

transformation may be a metaphor for his ferocity when faced with his assassins, as 

eagles and jaguars are powerful, top-of-the-food chain predators.  In the version recorded 

by Tezozomoc (1878: 559-560), a descendant of the upper echelons of pre-Conquest 

Nahua society, Ahuitzotl‘s assassins grew increasingly agitated as Tzutzumatzin adopted 

each additional form, with his jaguar nahual being more frightening than the eagle, and 

with his final animal-transformation into a smoke-breathing snake presenting his most 

feared dimension.  Ahuitzotl‘s men could not kill Tzutzumatzin until he returned to his 

human form, when he had exhausted his eagle, jaguar and serpent essences (Durán 1993: 

364-5).   

 Eagle and jaguars also figured into a tlatoani‘s celebration of military victories.  

After a series of successful battles, Ahuitzotl let blood with a jaguar bone before an 

image of Huitzilopochtli and with an eagle bone before an effigy of Tezcatlipoca (Durán 

1993: 356, 358).  Huitzilopochtli was an ancestral deity for the Mexica and a powerful 

                                                 
62 Ahuitzotl ordered the assassination of Tzutzumatzin because, in his capacity as the ruler of Coyoacan, 

Tzutzumatzin offered Ahuitzotl unsolicited advice.  Ahuitzotl wanted to build an aqueduct from the spring 

in Coyoacan to Tenochtitlan, but Tzutzumatzin warned Ahuitzotl that the spring‘s waters were 

unpredictable and difficult to control.  Ahuitzotl killed the leader, built his aqueduct, and subsequently 

flooded Tenochtitlan (Durán 1993: 362-365, 367-373; Tezozomoc 1878: 559-560). 
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sun god.  Since eagles were solar symbols,63 one would expect Ahuitzotl to use an eagle 

bone bloodletter before a Huitzilopochtli effigy.64  In a parallel fashion, one of the forms 

of Tezcatlipoca is Tepeyollotl, a deity that appears in jaguar form and reigns over caves 

(Boone 2008: 41).  Yet Ahuitzotl used an eagle bone before Tezcatlipoca‘s effigy.  

Perhaps in using a bloodletter associated with caves/underworld with a god of the 

celestial realm, and a bone linked to the sky before a god with underworld association, 

Ahuitzotl enacts the ancient Mesoamerican belief that kings could become cosmic axes, 

potent points where the upper, middle and underworlds meet (Schele and Freidel 1990).  I 

do not mean to suggest that Ahuitzotl was a shaman, but rather that the creation of 

symbolic links between the three cosmic realms continued to be an important part of 

Mexica-Aztec religious symbolism in the Late Postclassic.  Through the performance of a 

ritual that symbolically joined the upper, middle, and underworlds, Ahuitzotl employed 

ancient Mesoamerican symbols as he used his blood to feed the gods and to safeguard his 

empire. 

That Ahuitzotl was said to have used these specific animal bones for bloodletting 

further supports the close relationship between eagles, jaguars and leaders.  Ahuitzotl‘s 

choice of bloodletting implements may indicate that he identified with these animals and 

regarded their bones as a natural choice for royal autosacrifice.  As suggested by the 

                                                 
63 I discuss this point in greater detail below.  Alfonso Caso (1947: 11-12) was among the earliest scholars 

to recognize that in Aztec mythology eagles were often metaphors for the sun.  He noted that the morning 

sun was called cuauhtlehuanitz, ascending eagle, and the afternoon sun was called cuauhtémoc, descending 

eagle (Caso 1947: 11).  He argued that the eagle that lands on the cactus in Tenochca foundation mythology 

represents Huitzilopochtli, the Mexica sun god who was in a constant battle with his sister the moon and 

the evil stars (Caso 1947: 11-12) 
64 It is possible that Durán may have made a mistake here, and that the eagle bone bloodletter was used 

before the effigy of Huitzilopochtli. 
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Tzutzumatzin narrative, eagles and jaguars may have been part of a king‘s makeup, and, 

in a sense, their bones belonged in his body.  They pierce his skin not as foreign objects, 

but as an inherent part of a king‘s identity.  Eagle and jaguar bones were especially 

appropriate bloodletters after a successful battle, as the king had just fought alongside 

eagle and jaguar knights.  As I demonstrate below, as the commander-in-chief of the 

army, the emperor was the highest-ranking eagle-jaguar warrior.  Like his bravest 

soldiers, the king adopted characteristics of jaguars and eagles in battle. 

 More publicly, wearing jaguar pelts was an expression of royal power.  After 

Tizoc presented captives for sacrifice at his coronation, he donned ―jaguar-skin sandals… 

handsomely adorned with gold‖ (Durán 1993: 297). 65  In a culture that displayed social 

difference through strict sumptuary laws (see, for example, Durán 1971: 199-200, 

Anawalt 1981: 27, 29, 193), wearing such sandals was a declaration of absolute power.  

Kings only gave jaguar pelts to the most elite members of society; even the costumes of 

jaguar warriors were likely made of dyed feathers rather than animal skins (Berdan and 

Anawalt 1997: 185).  Only the elite were permitted to wear sandals within the palace, and 

Sahagún (1997: 227) lists jaguar skin sandals among the attributes of kings. 

At the dedication of the Templo Mayor‘s expansion, Ahuitzotl was said to have 

given jaguar pelts to the most elite guests and to enemy leaders who attended in secret 

(Durán 1993: 340).  By giving such valuable and symbol-laden gifts to his enemies, 

Ahuitzotl expressed his dominance over these men, who could neither openly display the 

                                                 
65 Considering that the battles Tizoc led to secure captives for his coronation were largely unsuccessful, he 

may have employed the symbols of kingship especially prominently, as his inaugural conflicts immediately 

prior to his coronation left him with much to prove. 
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pelts nor publically repay such generosity.  In Primeros Memoriales, Sahagún (1997: 

226-227) mentions that jaguar, wolf and lion skins were the ―rightful due‖ of rulers, who 

used these skins to cover their beds and their chairs.  Anyone who wore jaguar skins 

without permission was killed (Sahagún 1997: 228).  According to Tezozomoc (1878: 

350), at the foot of Moctezuma‘s brightly painted wooden throne was a jaguar pelt rug.  

The head and skull were still attached to the pelt, and the jaguar had visible fangs and 

glass eyes.  The pelt sculptures at Malinalco are modeled after this type of rug, as the 

bodies are flattened while the heads are still three-dimensional. 

 In his description of Moctezuma II‘s portrait at Chapultepec, Tezozomoc (1878:  

667; Durán 1994: 242-243) describes ―tiger‖-pelt cuffs on the ruler‘s right wrist and 

ankle (Fig. 4.1).  In this text, Tezozomoc used tigre in reference to jaguars, as is evinced 

in his descriptions of águila-tigre warriors.66  Tezozomoc also claimed that in the image 

Moctezuma II was sitting on a jaguar-pelted throne with a high back.  Though badly 

damaged, the remnants of Moctezuma II‘s sculpture reveal a standing figure, perhaps 

indicating that Tezozomoc had never seen this portrait or that it was already heavily 

damaged when he was writing.  Though his comments about the portrait are inaccurate, 

his descriptions indicate that he clearly believed jaguar ornaments and thrones would 

appear in an imperial portrait.  As the grandson of Moctezuma II, Tezozomoc probably 

would have been familiar with pre-Conquest imperial iconography.  His belief that a 

portrait of his ancestor included a jaguar-skin throne may accurately reflect the 

                                                 
66 A number of early Spanish chronicles make this error.  Another frequent source of confusion is the 

translation of the Nahuatl word ocelotl.  Ocelotl was the Nahuatl term for jaguar, but often scholars 

translate it as ―ocelot‖, a different species of small, wildcat and an example of a Nahuatl term entering 

English as a false cognate. 
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prominence of jaguar imagery in Moctezuma II‘s iconography, even though no throne is 

in this relief (Pasztory 1983:170). 

 When one examines the text and images in Sahagún‘s Primeros Memoriales in 

concert, the early rulers of Texcoco also appear to wear jaguar skins.  Sahagún‘s (1993: 

fol. 52 r) indigenous artists illustrated the rulers of Texcoco wearing spotted, animal skin 

capes, with black spots on a tan background (Fig. 4.2).  The gloss describes these capes 

as ―ymaçayevatilma‖ and ―imaçayevatilma,‖ which Sullivan et al (Sahagún 1997:194) 

translated as ―deerskin cape.‖  On folio 53r of the Primeros Memoriales, the rulers of 

Huexotla wear capes with black variegated stripes, which are also glossed as 

―ymaçayevatilma‖ (Sahagún 1993: fol. 53 r, 1997: 190, 194).  The same term appears in 

reference to two markedly different animal skins, neither of which resembles actual 

deerskin.  Since deerskin is usually a solid light brown or, in the case of fawns, white 

spots on a brown background, they would never incorporate the dark spots on the 

Texcoco rulers‘ capes.  I believe Sahagún‘s glosses in this section are inaccurate, and that 

the royal Texcoco robes with black spots on a brown backing are actually jaguar skin 

robes.  If this interpretation is correct, it furthers my argument that jaguar pelts were part 

of royal iconography. 

 While the chronicles describe jaguar skins as markers of rulership, none of the 

sources ever mentions anyone wearing eagle pelts, and eagle feathers are seldom 

referenced.67  Durán (1994: 195, 200) asserts that only the elite were allowed to wear 

                                                 
67 While the sculptures at Malinalco clearly represent flattened eagles, they may not be representations of 

actual eagle ―pelts.‖ I have found no evidence that the Aztecs could skin and tan an eagle without its 

feathers detaching.  Perhaps these are eagle pillows.  The eagle pillows in Structure I were created as a foil 
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feathers, and that as soldiers increased in rank they could earn the right to wear elaborate 

feathered costumes, such as those depicted in the Codex Mendoza (see folios  64r, 65r) 

(Figs. 4.3, 4.4).  Only noblemen and rulers were allowed to wear capes with eagle 

imagery, such as a flying eagle, a ball court eagle, or an eagle head (Sahagún 1997: 204).  

In the Codex Ixtlilxochitl (pl. 2), the leader of Texcoco, Nezahualcoyotl, wears a brightly 

colored, feathered costume, further supporting the association between feathered 

costumes and political figures (Fig. 6.9).  Pre-Hispanic artifacts also incorporate feathers 

into elite regalia.  Feathers create elaborate and colorful patterns on round shields, and 

traces of stucco feathers on the terracotta soldiers from the House of the Eagle Warriors 

in Tenochtitlan indicate that these figures were once covered in plumage (Pasztory 1983: 

278-280, color plates 65, 66, 67). 

 This analysis suggests that the eagle and jaguar pelts in Structure I may have 

marked the temple as a space for rulers, with the singular jaguar pelt being reserved for 

the tlatoani.  In the Primeros Memoriales (Sahagún 1997:209) jaguar seats and jaguar 

mats were listed among items found inside counsel houses, thus lending further credence 

to the possibility that one of Malinalco‘s functions was political.  However, I do not 

believe that Malinalco‘s Structure I was a counsel house, as it seems too small to be a 

practical space for political meetings, and I have found no images of jaguar mats within 

counsel houses.68  Rather, Sahagún‘s mention of jaguar pelts within such structures 

                                                                                                                                                 
to the central jaguar pelt, which certainly seems to have been an important component of royal 

iconography.  This may explain why eagle pelts are never depicted in the codices or described in the 

chronicles. 
68 As I discuss below (see pp.  146-163), in the pictorial sources jaguar pelted seats appear almost 

exclusively in religious contexts. The only exceptions are two thrones in the Codex Azcatitlan.  In the 



 117 

further associates the pelts with persons having political power.  To late Postclassic 

central Mexicans, eagles and jaguars would have evoked images of powerful kings, the 

men who wore jaguar pelts, pierced their bodies with jaguar and eagle bones, and 

transformed into these predators when threatened.  The jaguars flanking Structure I‘s 

stairs were reminders of imperial power and the tlatoani‘s royal authority.  The eagle and 

jaguar warrior effigies that might have stood on either side of Structure I‘s entrance can 

be read as symbolic guards standing in eternal sentinel in their sacred duty to serve and 

protect the king.   

 

Warriors and Warfare 

 Like kings, members of the elite eagle and jaguar military orders embodied the 

ferocity of predators, and sometimes dressed as eagles and jaguars.  Although it is logical 

to associate warriors with top-of-the-food-chain predators, I believe eagles and jaguars 

symbolized more than ferocity to the people of central Mexico and that their complex 

symbolism reveals much about the Aztec perception of warfare and warriors. 

Understanding why the Mexica believed eagles and jaguars were ideal emblems for their 

most elite warriors will enable us to develop a more complete understanding of the eagle 

and jaguar effigy pelts at Malinalco.  The Mexica employed eagles, jaguars, eagle 

                                                                                                                                                 
Azcatitlan, certain tlatoque sit on thrones upholstered in jaguar fur, but these thrones are not in any sort of 

architectural context and represent the status and power of the king rather than providing an illustration of a 

particular king‘s throne.  In fact, these thrones are clearly in a renaissance European style and do not 

resemble seats illustrated in pre-Hispanic documents.  Considering the frequent incorporation of jaguar 

imagery into royal iconography, it is logical that the official of highest status within a counsel house would 

sit upon a jaguar seat.  However, more evidence is needed to substantiate Sahagún‘s assertion.   



 118 

warriors and jaguar warriors as political, cosmic and religious symbols that legitimated 

their authority and their military aggression.  That elite warriors are frequently 

represented without eagle and jaguar iconography further supports my contention that 

jaguars and eagles were also imperial symbols. 

As relatively late immigrants to central Mexico, the Mexica used warrior imagery 

from Tula to express their integration into local society and in reference to the alleged 

Toltec ancestors of their tlatoque (Klein 1987, Gillespie 1989).  Since the people of 

central Mexico regarded the Toltecs as their ideal civilized leaders, Toltec heritage 

legitimized the power of the Mexica tlatoque (Davies 1980, Gillespie 1989).  In 

Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center, the House of the Eagles includes copies of warrior 

procession scenes from Tula (Fig. 2.8, 4.5) (Klein 1987).69  In both the original reliefs 

from Tula and in the Aztec replicas, warriors march in a line, carrying their shields, 

atlatls and a cluster of spears.  A feathered serpent undulates above the soldiers. Despite 

the warriors‘ distinct regalia and elaborate feathered headdresses, none is dressed as an 

eagle or jaguar warrior.  In copying this earlier relief, the Mexica presented their army as 

the inheritors of the Toltec warriors.70  On the House of the Eagles bench reliefs, the 

tlatoani Itzcoatl (r. ca. 1427-1440) offers blood over a grass ball of sacrifice (Klein 1987: 

301-302, see also Beyer 1955).  Chroniclers such as Durán (1971:186-188) describe 

members of the eagle and jaguar orders as especially elite warriors and imply they could 

                                                 
69 Although the Mexica are known to have taken artifacts from ancient cities like Tula and Teotihuacan, 

these reliefs are believed to be Tenochca-manufactured copies of reliefs from Tula. 
70 A similar message is conveyed by the lost mural from Malinalco, which was a painted version of these 

sorts of bench reliefs.  At Malinalco, however, it‘s is difficult to know if the mural alluded to the alleged 

Toltec heritage of the Mexica, the Malinalca, or both.  I analyze this mural in the first chapter of this 

volume (see pp.  82-88). 
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be identified by their distinctive animal regalia (see also Hassig 1988: 37-47).  Yet the 

warriors who appear with the king in this image do not wear the distinctive eagle and 

jaguar costumes.  This suggests at least four possibilities: 1) eagle and jaguar warriors did 

not always dress as eagles and jaguars; 2) the elite warriors in these reliefs are not eagle 

and jaguar warriors; or 3) conveying their warriors‘ inheritance of the great Toltec 

tradition surpassed the need to illustrate contemporary warriors in their finest regalia.  Of 

course, it is also always possible that this bench relief is allegorical its patrons or artists 

never intended it to show the physical reality of fierce Mexican warriors. 

Although the warriors in the Tula prototypes of these procession scenes also do 

not wear eagle and jaguar regalia, we know eagles and jaguars were important symbols at 

Tula and may have represented a class of eagle and jaguar warriors in that ancient city.  

Tula‘s Pyramid B features carved relief registers with marching jaguars, coyotes, and 

eagles, in a marked parallel to the procession of warriors on the nearby Palace of 

Quemado (Fig. 4.6).  Here, jaguars, eagles and coyotes represent fierce warriors, and the 

hearts on which the eagles feed bear witness to the success of their most recent battle 

(Diehl 1983: 63).  The Mexica would have been sensitive to the thematic parallels of the 

predator procession and the warrior reliefs on these two Tula structures.  Archaeologists 

found no similar predator reliefs in the Tenochtitlan House of the Eagles.  Since most 

pre-Hispanic Mexica images of elite warriors do not depict warriors in eagle and jaguar 

regalia, the iconography of elite Aztec warriors was likely more complex than a direct 

equivalency between warriors and eagles and jaguars.  In turn, eagle and jaguar 
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symbolism signified more than warrior or warfare—they come to signify the bravery and 

ferocity of Mexica kings. 

 Describing all high-status Mexica soldiers as ―eagle and jaguar warriors‖ creates 

an inaccurate impression of invariability within the group.  While there is no doubt that 

such an order existed in Tenochtitlan, its membership included different ranks and types 

of soldiers.  To join this order, one had to seize at least four captives for sacrifice, 

preferably some from the Tlaxcala area (Hassig 1988: 45; Berdan and Anawalt 1997, vol. 

2:184-185; Sahagún 1950-1982, bk. 8:77).71  Eagle and jaguar warriors were of 

equivalent rank, trained together, and were so closely associated with one another that 

they were sometimes called cuauhtlocelotl, ―eagle-jaguar‖ (Sahagún 1950-1982, bk 8: 73 

and bk 12: 106; Hassig 1988: 45).  No early colonial sources distinguish between these 

warriors and when they are mentioned they almost always appear together, as if two 

halves of a whole.72  As warriors within the order seized additional captives, their status 

and their access to sumptuary goods increased (see Berdan and Anawalt 1997, vol. 2: 

183-185, 194-195; Codex Mendoza folios 64r, 65v).   Durán (1971:197), Sahagún (1950-

1982, bk.12: 40-41) and the Codex Mendoza (fols. 64r, 65r) describe warriors of higher 

rank than eagle and jaguar warriors, such as the Quachic, Otonti, and, the highest 

                                                 
71 Captives from groups known to be fierce warriors were more valued than captives from easily conquered 

peoples, and thus the particular captives taken influenced one‘s rank (Hassig 1988: 28, 39; Sahagún 1950-

1982, bk. 8: 77). 
72 Considering how frequently powerful dualities appear in Mexica religious thought, the possible duality 

of eagles and jaguars seems clear. 
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position, Tlacatecatl.73  According to Sahagún (1950-1982 8:88), the Quachic were 

members of the House of the Eagles.  This suggests that once a soldier became a member 

of the eagle and jaguar order, he remained within the order even as his rank increased.  

When chronicles describe eagle and jaguar warriors as the most elite Mexica soldiers, 

they reference an entire range of accomplished warriors that included commanders with 

years of military experience and younger soldiers who had secured the minimum four 

captives.   

As we saw on the bench reliefs, elite Mexica warriors did not dress exclusively as 

eagles and jaguars.  Some donned costumes that incorporated the iconography of 

conquered city-states or of peoples renowned as mighty warriors (Berdan and Anawalt 

1997, vol. 2: 185,194-195; Codex Mendoza folios 64r, 65r) (Figs. 4.3, 4.4).  For example, 

in the Codex Mendoza (folio 64r), a four-captive warrior wears a jaguar costume, while a 

higher-ranking soldier to the left of the lowest register wears the regalia of an Otomi 

warrior and carries a Huaxtec shield (Berdan and Anawalt 1997, vol. 2: 189).  Some 

warriors dressed as other predators, such as coyotes and wolves, or as enlivened skeletons 

with exposed jaws and disemboweled livers protruding from beneath their ribs.  On the 

Mendoza‘s folio 65r, the highest-ranking warrior-priest has seized six captives and wears 

a coyote costume.  High-ranking soldiers had individual regalia, which were destroyed 

when they died (Hassig 1988: 41, 42).  The eagle and jaguar order should not be 

imagined as a battalion of men dressed as their nominative animals, but rather as an elite 

                                                 
73 The Tlacatecatl was a military commander, who planned, organized and supervised battles and may 

have served as an advisor to the king.  It seems likely that only a few men could ever ascend to this position 

at any one time, and it is possible that this rank was limited to a single individual. 
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military group whose members‘ regalia reflected their personal experiences, 

accomplishments in battle and the individual characteristics they displayed on the 

battlefield. 

While the Mendoza illustrates elite Mexica warriors in panoply of warrior attire, 

most images of warriors do not depict the warriors‘ elaborate costumes, but rather show 

them wearing more practical padded cotton armor or hip cloths (Fig. 4.7).  Tizoc, dressed 

as a victorious warrior on the side of the Stone of Tizoc, wears a Toltec-style butterfly 

breastplate, hip cloths, sandals, and feathered headdresses (see image in Matos 

Moctezuma and Solis 2004: Fig. 67).74 I believe elaborate, feathered costumes were 

likely worn during rituals, staged, gladiatorial battles and perhaps in pre-arranged, 

ceremonial ―Flowery Wars‖ (see Durán 1994: 274-275; Hassig 1988; Hicks 1979; Isaac 

1983).  Since members of the eagle and jaguar order did not exclusively wear eagle and 

jaguar costumes, it follows that eagles and jaguars may not always index warriors.  In 

fact, the visual evidence in the Mendoza (fols. 64r, 65r) suggests that elite soldiers may 

have worn other feathered costumes more often than the eagle and jaguar suits.  The 

prominence of the eagle and jaguar warrior institution in the chronicles creates a false 

sense of invariability within the order, but the Mexica were likely more sensitive to the 

diversity of ranks and warrior-types within this order than early colonial writers.  As I 

continue to demonstrate below, eagles and jaguars were symbols that would have 

                                                 
74 Tizoc also wears the hummingbird headdress of Huitzilopochtli and has the smoking-mirror foot of 

Tezcatlipoca. 
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triggered a number of political, religious and cosmological associations for the Mexica, 

and elite warrior‘s may not have been principal referents of these signs. 

Cosmological and Religious Meanings 

Eagles and jaguars may have derived much of their political and military 

symbolism from their cosmological associations.  Alfonso Caso (1947) was among the 

earliest scholars to recognize that eagles were solar symbols.  He interpreted the central 

image in Tenochtitlan‘s foundation myth, an eagle on a cactus, in cosmic terms. 

The eagle on the nopal signifies that the Sun is poised on the spot where he will 

receive his sustenance.  The nopal, the spiny tree that produces the red tuna fruit, 

is the tree of sacrifice.  According to mythology, only human sacrifice could feed 

the sun; only through the offer of red tuna fruit, could the eagle continue its flight 

(Caso 1947: 12, his emphasis). 

 

Nahuatl metaphorical terms for the sun lend further credence to his interpretation.  The 

morning sun was called cuauhtlehuanitl, ascending eagle, and the afternoon sun was 

called cuauhtemoc, descending eagle (de la Fuente 2006: 328).  A sacrificed human heart, 

the food of the sun, was a cuauhnochtli, a ―cactus fruit of the eagle‖ (Townsend 1979: 

66).  The solar symbolism of eagles thus permeated both Mexica mythology and 

language, and likely expanded to eagle warriors themselves, who as emissaries of the 

king captured the men whose hearts would feed the sun. 

 If eagles sometimes represented the solar imperative for war, then jaguars may 

have represented war‘s terrestrial imperative.  As I discuss at length in Chapter 5, the 

Mexica believed the earth was created from the body of Tlaltecuhtli, who would only 



 124 

continue to produce food if humanity supplied her with regular meals of human hearts 

and blood (Garibay 1965: 108).  Caves were ideal places in which to present sacrificial 

offerings to the earth monster, and one cave god, Tepeyollotl, often appears as a jaguar or 

in a jaguar costume in the codices (Fig. 4.8).  Jaguar warriors, therefore, may have served 

as reminders that captives must also be fed to the earth monster.  In this sense eagle and 

jaguar warriors balance one another, with one representing the upper world and the 

ravenous sun, and the other representing the underworld and the appetite of the earth 

monster.  Though Sahagún (1950-1982, Bk. 6:15) and Durán (1971: 194) describe eagle 

and jaguar warriors as soldiers of the sun, they were also soldiers of the earth.   

The cosmic symbolism of eagles and jaguars offers yet another explanation for 

their association with Mexica tlatoque.  The Mexica believed that the world had already 

been destroyed and recreated four times,75 and that the present creation would end with a 

massive earthquake during which the sun would crash to the earth‘s surface (Leyenda de 

los Soles 1975: 121).  In a different myth, the Mexica‘s tutelary deity, Huitzilopochtli, 

was an embattled sun.  Each night Huitzilopochtli fought his evil lunar sister and his 

countless (400) brothers, the stars.  Every sunrise was a victory for Huitzilopochtli, who 

needed human hearts to fuel his nightly battles.  In both myths, the sun‘s existence is 

finite, and the Mexica needed to supply the sun with nourishment to ensure its continued 

existence.  As a semi-divine ruler, the tlatoani had a special responsibility not only to lead 

battles and secure captives, but also to give his own blood as a sacred offering to the earth 

                                                 
75 This legend is recorded in a number of sources: Sahagún 1950-1982, 7: 3-9; Leyenda de los Soles 1975: 

119-121; Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas (Olmos 1965); Anales de Cuauhtitlan 1945, among 

others.   
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and sun.  In a similar fashion, the tlatoani was also responsible for feeding the earth 

monster.  The tlatoani and his army believed that they must keep the eagle-sun and the 

jaguar-earth in balance with one another to prevent apocalypse. 

The Teocalli of Sacred Warfare (Fig. 4.9) vividly illustrates the tlatoani‘s cosmic 

responsibilities.  The Teocalli is a miniature temple that Emily Umberger (1981:172-92) 

identified as a royal throne.  Narrow stairs lead up the front of the monument to the 

king‘s chair.  His seat is emblazoned with an earth monster, flanked on either side by 

shields and arrows (Fig. 4.10).  The backrest illustrates Moctezuma II, dressed as 

Tepeyollotl or as a jaguar warrior, with jaguar claws directly below his knees (Umberger 

1981: 176).  Facing Moctezuma is Huitzilopochtli in a hummingbird headdress, and one 

of his feet has transformed into the smoking mirror motif of Tezcatlipoca (Umberger 

1981: 175).76  Both figures flank a solar disk with the Nahui Olin (4 Movement) sign of 

the present creation at its center (Fig. 4.11).77  Moctezuma holds a bloodletter in one 

hand, and on the upper surface of the backrest bloodletters are woven into a grass ball of 

sacrifice in testament to the king‘s earlier sacrifices to this Nahui Olin sun (Fig. 4.12).  

When the king sat upon this throne, his body provided a physical barrier between the sun 

and the ravenous earth monster (Umberger 1981: 172-192).  His physique became part of 

the iconography of the sculpture, conveying that his position on the throne protected his 

peoples from the insatiable appetites of the sun and earth.   

                                                 
76 As Emily Umberger (1981: 175-176) pointed out, on the Stone of Tizoc, Tizoc also pairs Huitzilopochtli 

and Tezcatlipoca symbolism, as he wears a hummingbird headdress and has the transformed foot of 

Tezcatlipoca. 
77 For a more thorough discussion of this symbol, see my discussion of Malinalco‘s drum in chapter 5. 
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 On the balustrades to either side of the Teocalli’s effigy stairs, two cuauhxicalli 

clarify how eagle and jaguar imagery may have been incorporated into ritual contexts 

(Figs. 4.13, 4.14) (Umberger 1981:174).  The leftmost receptacle is marked with uneven 

jaguar spots, and in light of the jaguar‘s cave and underworld symbolism, it may 

represent a receptacle for offerings to the earth.  Similarly, eagle feathers decorate the 

opposite cuauhxicalli, and it may have held offerings for the sun.  That they appear in 

conjunction on this monument once again reflects the complementary and, perhaps, 

interdependent nature of these symbols.  When the upper world eagle appears with the 

underworld jaguar, an axis mundi is created, connecting the earth to the vertical levels of 

the cosmos.  These symbols also connect humankind to the two entities the Mexica 

believed most likely to destroy human existence.  Moctezuma II, possibly an axis mundi 

himself, sat between these two offering bowls, mediating and controlling humanity‘s 

interaction with the earth and sun.  A jaguar and an eagle cuauhxicalli (in the MNAH and 

Templo Mayor Museum, respectively. See images in Matos Moctezuma 1989: figs. 57, 

58)78 and Motolinía‘s (1950: 56) observation that ―very commonly one sees idols of an 

eagle and a tiger [in temples],‖ further confirm that the jaguar and eagle cuauhxicalli on 

the Teocalli are not exceptional, but rather may represent a common pairing of offering 

receptacle types. 

For the Mexica, eagles and jaguars did not simply refer to the military order, but 

rather had an array of symbolic referents determined largely by their context.  Eagles and 

                                                 
78 The careful, volumetric carving style of these two monuments places them towards the end of the pre-

Hispanic period, and both were discovered in the ceremonial center near the Templo Mayor.  I believe that 

these cuauhxicalli may have been in the same temple.  If they were not part of the same ritual complex, I 

believe the jaguar vessel would have been paired with an eagle, and vice versa.   
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jaguars signified elite status as part of the iconography of kings.  The military order 

employed these ancient Mesoamerican symbols to allude to and perhaps to reinforce 

Mexica claims of an elite Toltec heritage, to the religious imperative for warfare, and to 

the ferocity of Mexica-Aztec warriors.  Eagles and jaguars were also religious symbols, 

at times symbolizing the very sun and earth that the warriors battled to preserve.  In 

concert, eagles and jaguars symbolized the celestial and underworld realms and the two 

powerful animate natural forces—the sun and the earth—that had the power to destroy 

the present creation.  I do not believe that most images of eagle and jaguars—even when 

they appear together—are exclusively meant to represent warriors.  Rather, they are 

markers of elite status and kingship, the sacred power of the cosmic levels, and indicative 

of the Mexica‘s efforts to employ traditional Mesoamerican and Toltec iconography to 

establish that they belong in and are a part of central Mexican culture.   

JAGUAR AND EAGLE SEATS 

 In the alphabetic chronicles, only kings sit upon eagle and jaguar seats.  When 

Ahuitzotl traveled to Tecuantepec to avenge the town‘s recent mistreatment at the hands 

of the Xolotla, Xoconocho and the Mazatecas, the townspeople are said to have happily 

greeted the Mexica king and carried him into town on a jaguar-skin-covered litter (Durán 

1993:377).  In this context, the jaguar litter signified Ahuitzotl‘s status and asserted the 

gratitude of the Tecuantepecos.  In a parallel fashion, Ahuitzotl was said to have sat upon 

a jaguar-pelted bench when he visited Malinalco (Tezozomoc 1878: 529).  Though 

Tezozomoc (1878: 529) offers no date for this imperial visit, it is very tempting to 
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suggest that Ahuitzotl‘s jaguar bench was the one in Structure I.  Conversely, it is 

possible that Ahuitzotl‘s visit to Malinalco inspired him to commission the site and a 

new, permanent jaguar throne within a monolithic temple.  Sahagún (1997: 226-227) 

remarked that kings covered their thrones and beds with jaguar pelts, so rituals in which 

the king is presented with a jaguar seat or carried on a pelted litter may have been a 

standard acknowledgement of his power and status. 

 Eagle and Jaguar mats served as a metaphor for power in a speech recorded by 

Sahagún (1950-1982, bk. 3: 49-50).  In this dialogue, parents entrust their son to a 

warrior-training school, and beseech both the teachers and the gods to protect their child 

and make him worthy of honors.   

There [in the school] people all use their hands upon our Lord‘s belly and throat, 

and there he recognizes people, there he continually gives things to people, there 

he looks at people with compassion, and he gives the eagle mat and the jaguar mat 

to those who weep and those who are sad (Sahagún 1950-1982, bk. 3: 49-50). 

 

This passage reflects the inherent metaphorical quality of Nahuatl.  Using ―their hands 

upon our lord‘s belly and throat‖ alludes to worship, and the faithful are compensated for 

their efforts by being noticed and rewarded by the gods (Sahagún 1950-1982, bk. 3: 49-

50).  Here, the eagle and jaguar mats are rewarded to ―those who weep and those who are 

sad,‖ presumably men who suffer extensive autosacrifice or other deprivation in honor of 

the gods (Sahagún 1950-1982, bk. 3:49-50).  In the context of a paragraph about a 

warrior-training school, this statement indicates that warriors could earn the right to sit 
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upon eagle and jaguar mats.  However, this option is never illustrated or described in the 

central Mexican codices and chronicles. 

 I only encountered one reference to an eagle throne in the colonial sources, and 

even here eagle feathers are paired with jaguar skins.  Diego Durán (1994: 297) described 

a litter used by Tizoc during his coronation. 

The king of Tezcoco then took him [Tizoc] by the hand and led him to a throne 

called Cuauhicapalli, ―Eagle seat,‖ also called ―Jaguar Seat‖ [Oceloicpalli].  It 

was called thus because it was decorated with eagle feathers and jaguar skins.  

The other chieftains placed him on their shoulders and carried him in the ―Eagle-

Jaguar‖ seat to the summit o the pyramid-temple, where they sat him down next 

to the image of the god Huitzilopochtli.  They placed in Tizoc‘s hand a sharp 

jaguar bone adorned with gold and with this he let blood from the ears, shinbone, 

and calves… (Durán 1994: 297). 

 

Here, Tizoc‘s litter is decorated with a combination of eagle feathers and jaguar pelts, 

alluding to his new status as the king of Tenochtitlan and to the (dubious) prowess 

demonstrated during his inaugural battles.79  They also serve to legitimate Tizoc‘s newly 

acquired position, placing him among symbols of power.  A task normally relegated to 

servants, carrying Tizoc on a litter was an assertion of subservience on the part of the 

king of Texcoco and ―the other chieftains,‖ presumably other Triple Alliance or local 

leaders.  Triple Alliance leaders were nominally equal, though the Mexica state 

eventually grew sufficiently powerful to conquer these allies, had they chosen to end the 

alliance (Hassig 1988:148).  Although this is the only mention of an eagle-feather 

                                                 
79 Tizoc‘s reign was so unsuccessful that his successor, Ahuitzotl, had to work to reassert Mexica authority 

in the first years of his reign, and Tizoc may have been poisoned by his own unhappy noblemen  (Durán 

1993: 324, 307). 
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covered seat I found in the chronicles, it makes since that such seats may have been part 

of other Tenochca coronation rites. 

 In search of visual evidence of eagle and jaguar seats, I examined 21 central 

Mexican codices: Azcatitlan, Azoyu, Borbonicus, Borgia, Cospi, Cozcatzin, Fejéváry-

Mayer, Ixtlilxochitl, Laud, Magliabechiano, Mendoza, Osuna, Primeros Memoriales, 

Rios/Vaticanus A, Seldon,  Telleriano Remensis, Tepechpan, Tlaltelolco, Tonalamatl 

Aubin, Tudela, and the Vaticanus B.  While eagle-feathered thrones were completely 

absent from this corpus, I found a total of 88 jaguar seats in seven codices.  The only 

manuscript to feature jaguar thrones in a historical context was the Azcatitlan (ca. m. 16
th

 

cen. to mid. 17
th

 cen.), a colonial document on European paper that was probably created 

in Mexico City.  All of the other codices were tonalamatls, divinatory calendars, from 

various regions of central Mexico.   

Four of the seven codices with jaguar seats are part of the Borgia Group and are 

pre-Columbian screen-fold manuscripts.  The Codex Borgia was likely created in Cholula 

or in the Puebla-Tlaxcala province (Boone 2007: 227).  The Fejéváry-Mayer and Laud 

may have been created in the Gulf Coast cities of Teotitlan del Camino or Tochtepec, and 

are likely the work of a single artist (Boone 2007: 229).  The Codex Vaticanus B 

combines elements of Mixtec and Nahua codices, and Boone (2007: 229) believes it was 

created in a Nahua community on the outskirts of the Mixteca region.   

The remaining codices may have been created closer to Tenochtitlan.  The Codex 

Borbonicus is a bark paper, screen-fold manuscript probably from either the 

Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco area or from one of the cities to the south of the lake system, such 



 131 

as Ixtapalapan or Culhuacan (Boone 2007: 212).  Opinions are divided about whether the 

Borbonicus was created before or after the conquest (see, e.g. Robertson 1959: 86-93, 

Nowotny 1974: 11, Brown 1977, Batalla Rosado 1991-1994).  Like the Borbonicus, the 

Tonalamatl Aubin is classified as an Aztec document, though it probably originates from 

a pocket of Otomí speakers in the eastern region of the Tlaxcalla provenance and is likely 

post-Conquest (Boone 2007: 212-213, 5). 

 As these sources derive from varied places, it is unsurprising that jaguar seats 

appear in a variety of styles in the codices.  Some are reduced to the barest suggestion of 

a jaguar pelt, with a light brown background and black spots (Fig. 4.15).  Even these 

highly abstracted pelts represent jaguar skins, as is evinced by the jaguar, probably the 

god Tepeyollotl, on page 22 of the Codex Laud (Fig. 4.16).  Some jaguar benches have 

appended tails, which further confirm that even brown seats with geometrically-precise 

dots and red fringe were jaguar-pelted (Figs. 4.17, 4.18).  Also included in this study are 

wooden chairs that are draped with jaguar pelts, particularly common in the Borgia (Fig. 

4.19). 

The Codex Azcatitlan is the only document to illustrate political figures on jaguar 

thrones.  Two jaguar skin thrones support Mexica emperors Acamapichtli (r. 1376-1395) 

and Axayacatl (r. 1469-1481) (Figs.4.20, 4.21).  The chairs are clearly European in style, 

with an architectural quality and curving arms and sides reminiscent of Renaissance 

images of the enthroned Virgin Mary.  Sufficient indigenous stylistic elements are 

present, however, to suggest that the artist was trained in both the native pictographic and 

renaissance styles of representation, and was likely a native of central Mexico (see 
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Herren 2004: 9; Castañeda de la Paz 2008).  For example, towns are named in the Nahua 

manner, with toponyms placed atop a mountain symbol, and personal names appear to 

float above their subjects.  The human body is rendered in the European style, and a 

western attention to depth is apparent in the use of overlap.  The artists chose to place 

Mexica tlatoani on thrones of a style usually reserved for the Virgin Mary, perhaps 

reflecting their belief in the king‘s semi-divine nature.  That two of the thrones are 

covered with jaguar pelts further indicates the enduring associations between Mexica 

rulers and jaguar iconography.  The thrones of the other Mexica emperors are drawn in 

outlines, as if the artist simply did not finish filling them in (Fig. 4.22).  I believe these 

thrones would have been painted with jaguar spots as well. 

            Most jaguar thrones in the codices appear in tonalamatls and are the seats of gods 

(Figs. 4.23, 4.24, 4.25).  Deities are identifiable by their face and body paint and by 

layers of iconographic signifiers appended to their headdresses, necklaces, and clothes 

(Boone 2007: 40).  Gods in tonalamatls often sponsor a particular unit of time, be it a day 

name, a number, a series of nights, a series of days, or a particular 13 day week (trecena), 

or they might be Lords of the Night or Day (Boone 2007: 39-48).  Their link to a 

particular unit of time tends to be consistent throughout different codices, suggesting 

fixed associations (Boone 2007:43).  A number of gods appear on jaguar thrones: Tlaloc, 

Chalchicuitli, Tlazolteotl, Mictlantecuhtli, Xiuhtecuhtli, Mixcoatl, Tezcatlipoca, Ehecatl, 

Quetzalcoatl, Xipe Totec, Tonatiuh, and Xochiquetzal (e.g. Figs. 4.23, 4.19).  Specific 

deities are not consistently associated with jaguar thrones, as a deity on such a bench in 

one tonalamatl may not be on one in another tonalamatl.  At times, the occurrence of a 
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particular god on a jaguar throne varies within the same document.  These seats are not 

consistently associated with a particular type of god (e.g. earth, underworld, tutelary), nor 

with trecena patrons, day patrons, or Lords of the Night.  Sometimes they are inside or in 

front of temples, while other times they are in scenes with no architectural context.  In the 

codices, the only pattern evident in jaguar seat distribution is that they almost exclusively 

appear in ritual contexts 

            Only the Codex Borgia distinguishes the types of jaguar seats used in different 

settings.  Tripedal thrones with a high stepped back, low seats, and gold and green spots 

are exclusively for deities, and appear predominately in images of day sign and trecena 

patrons (Fig. 4.25).  These deities are largely inactive, sitting with one foot before the 

other, their hands reaching out in one of several formalized gestures (Boone 2007: 50-

51).  The only exception to this pattern is in Borgia‘s birth almanac, in which two nursing 

goddesses sit upon this style throne (Figs. 4.26).  In the birth and marriage almanacs, 

deities and human god impersonators appear to share semi-rectangular jaguar-pelted 

ottoman-like pillows or low stools (Figs. 4.26, 4.27).  On these seats, gods or god 

impersonators hold out miniature versions of themselves in presentation, prepare to cut 

the umbilicus, or poke a baby‘s eye with a bone awl to symbolize the pain of childbirth 

(Boone 2008: 141-142).  The only figures to sit on jaguar seats without the overt 

iconography of gods appear in the marriage almanac.  Just as the birth almanac predicted 

the first few moments of a baby‘s life, the marriage almanac helped divine the character 

and fecundity of a proposed marriage.  The more formal chairs of the day and trecena 

patrons may signify the supernatural character of these scenes.  In contrast, the low 
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jaguar-pelted stools in the birth and marriage almanacs are on a smaller, more human 

scale, perhaps reflecting the earthly, personal concerns addressed in this part of the 

codex. 

 Deities on jaguar thrones appear in similar contexts in other painted calendars.  

For example, trecena patrons sit on jaguar stools in the Tonalamatl Aubin and Codex 

Borbonicus (Figs. 4.28, 4.29).  Gods and god impersonators sit on jaguar-pelted thrones 

in marriage almanacs in the Codices Laud, Fejéváry-Mayer, and Vaticanus B, and in birth 

almanacs in the Fejéváry-Mayer and Vaticanus B.  While the vast majority of jaguar seats 

in the painted sources are from codices in the Borgia group, the Mixtec codices Egerton, 

Vindobonensis Mexicanus I, Becker I/II and Zouche-Nuttall also include jaguar stools.  

The only calendrical codex from the Mexica heartland to have a jaguar throne is the 

Codex Borbonicus, and it has only a single example (Fig. 4.29).   

 Although the Borgia group originated from the Puebla-Tlaxcalla and Gulf Coast 

regions quite distant from Malinalco (Boone 2007: 222-227), Malinalco‘s famous 

tlaquilo (painter-scribes) were likely quite familiar with the iconographic conventions of 

the Borgia Group.  While in other parts of central Mexico the significance of jaguar seats 

might have seemed obscure, the imagery of sacred calendars shaped the days of prophet-

scribes in Malinalco.  It seems impossible that they would have been unaware of the 

frequent pairing of gods and jaguar seats in the tonalamatls.  Malinalco‘s huehuetl, 

discussed at length in a later chapter, is also suggestive of their familiarity with 
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tonalamatl iconographic conventions, since the figures on the drum are nearly identical to 

eagle and jaguars that appear in the Codex Borbonicus.80   

 Notably, none of the figures on jaguar thrones have any of the attributes of 

warriors.  Traditionally, warriors can be identified in the codices by their round shields, 

spears, obsidian swords, and back devices.81  The only weapon-like objects ever held by 

the figures on the jaguar thrones in these codices are sharpened blood-letters (Fig. 4.17, 

4.23, 4.27).  This problematizes earlier interpretations of Structure I as a temple for eagle 

and jaguar warriors, because only Sahagún (1950-1982, bk 3: 49-50) references warriors 

sitting on eagle and jaguar mats, and his language itself is largely metaphoric (see p. 

147).  As I have mentioned, eagles and jaguars are symbolic of the sun and caves, 

respectively, as well as serving as models for the courage and ferocity of political leaders.  

In the codices, 86 of the 88 images of jaguar seats supported gods, god-impersonators, or 

appear in some other ritual context.  The symbolism of these animals is too multivalent, 

and the association of jaguar seats with gods too prevalent, to conclude that eagle and 

jaguar seats—and thus Structure I—were the property of warriors. 

 The lack of eagle thrones in the written and pictorial sources presents a problem 

for the interpretation of Malinalco, because Structure I has three carved eagle pelts but 

only one jaguar pelt (Fig. 3.12).  Seats with eagle feathers are mentioned only two times 

                                                 
80 Although the Borbonicus was probably created after Malinalco‘s drum, their similarity stems not from 

the Borbonicus‘ artists‘ prior knowledge of the drum.   Rather, both objects draw from the same 

pictographic traditions, and the marked similarities of these two monuments reinforces our sense of the 

consistency within Mexica pictographic writing systems. 
81 A man dressed in a jaguar costume sits on a jaguar-pelted stool in the marriage almanac on Borgia verso 

60, but he is Tepeyollotl, the jaguar manifestation of Tezcatlipoca (Boone 2007:41).  As one would expect 

in an image of Tepeyollotl, the figure has no warrior attributes and has a bone bloodletting awl in his 

headdress. 
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in the alphabetic sources: in the speech Sahagún (1950-1982 bk. 3: 49-53) recorded, 

above (see pp. 147), and in Durán‘s (1994: 297) description of Tizoc‘s coronation. In the 

latter case the feathers were appended to a jaguar throne.  Eagle seats are entirely absent 

from the pictorial sources.  At Malinalco, the single jaguar seat would have distinguished 

its occupant from anyone else sitting in the temple, and it was likely reserved for the most 

important person in the temple.  As solar, upperworld symbols, eagles were the natural 

counterparts to terrestrial, underworld-linked jaguars.  However, the unequal distribution 

of eagle and jaguar seats suggests that the temple designers did not choose eagle seats 

because they balanced the symbolism of the jaguar seat, but rather that the eagle seats 

were an important part of the iconography of whomever sat upon them. 

In contrast to the dearth of evidence for eagle seats, the presence of jaguar stools 

in a variety of ritual contexts suggests several interpretive possibilities for Malinalco‘s 

monolithic temple.  Although jaguar stools are common in birth and marriage almanacs, 

it is unlikely that Structure I was associated with these rites.  Childbirth occurred in 

homes or in neighborhood sweat baths, and the events depicted in the birth almanacs 

likely had a domestic context (Clendinnen 1991:176).82  In the marriage almanacs, 

couples sit facing one another (Fig. 4.30).  Yet the configuration of seats in Structure I 

would not facilitate sitting eye-to-eye as illustrated in the marriage scenes.  Although the 

birth and marriage almanac scenes appear to take place in a human (as opposed to a 

divine) context, the figures on the jaguar stools in these vignettes have deity iconography.  

Considering the prognostic function of these documents, they probably depict patrons of 

                                                 
82 An image of a sweat baths appears in the Magliabechiano (page 155). 
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different aspects of birth and marriage.  It is left to the diviner to interpret these gods, 

their attributes, and their significations in different contexts.  

            In light of the strong iconographic association between gods, kings and jaguar 

seats, I propose two possible functions for Malinalco‘s stone jaguar pelt: it was either a 

seat for a ruler or a platform for a god‘s effigy.  I will first discuss the ruler hypothesis. 

Evidence for royal jaguar thrones appears in Sahagún (1997: 226-227), Durán (1994: 

297) and Tezozomoc (1878: 438, 529), and visual evidence appears in the Codex 

Azcatitlan.83  In the Primeros Memoriales, Sahagún (1997: 209) mentions that jaguar 

seats were common items in council houses, which further associates them with political 

leaders.84  This interpretation is in line with Townsend‘s (1982: 133) suggestion that the 

local tlatoani sat on the jaguar pelt, and his two assistants occupied the eagle seats.  Since 

Malinalco‘s iconography and the style of its major surviving monuments derive from 

Tenochtitlan, I believe that it is even more likely that the Mexica tlatoani sat on the 

jaguar stool, with his assistant the cihuacoatl on one eagle seat and the local ruler, who 

represented Mexica power in the region, on the other (Townsend 1982: 133).  If the 

jaguar seat was used by the Mexica tlatoani, it seems unlikely that anyone else would 

have ever been allowed to occupy that seat.85   

                                                 
83 While the creators of the Azcatitlan lived after the collapse of pre-Hispanic central Mexican society, and 

therefore likely never saw a tlatoani, their placement of rulers upon jaguar thrones reflects a social memory 

of elite Mexica iconography. 
84 However, as I mention above, I do not believe Malinalco‘s Structure I was a counsel house, but rather a 

temple. 
85 Jaguar thrones were also incorporated into the iconography of Maya kings, as seen on Maya vases (e.g. 

Kerr numbers 413, 1439 and 8926, among others) and in the royal iconography of Palenque, Uxmal, 

Chichen Itza, and other sites. 
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It is impossible to separate a tlatoani‘s political and religious activities, and it is 

likely that the rites the tlatoani may have performed in this temple would have reinforced 

his political authority by demonstrating his piety.  The tlatoani was the supreme priest of 

his people and responsible for making regular blood sacrifices, as is evinced in 

monuments such as the Dedication Stone (Fig. 2.7) and the Teocalli of Sacred Warfare 

(Figs. 4.9, 4.10, 4.11, 4.13, 4.14).  The deep hole carved into the floor before the jaguar 

(and behind the central eagle) is a cuauhxicalli, into which sacred blood offerings would 

have been deposited, and a caretaker at Malinalco found a bloodletter in the temple 

(Hernández Rivero 1993:36).  Since Structure I is a symbolic cave (see pp. 177-178, 184-

185), the tlatoani may have offered his blood to the earth monster to ensure the 

agricultural fecundity of his empire.  Several of the rites described by Durán (1971: 156-

171; 1993: 356, 358), such as the Huey Tozoztli ritual86 performed to summon the rains 

at the end of the dry season, and Ahuitzotl‘s thanksgiving pilgrimage after a successful 

military campaign, involve travel to several sacred locations and temples across the 

central Mexican landscape.  Although Malinalco is not mentioned specifically in any 

descriptions of rituals, I believe that Ahuitzotl may have commissioned this temple 

complex with the intention of incorporating its sacred spaces into one or more of the 

royal pilgrimage rites.  Since it was never completed, Malinalco may have never actually 

been used as the tlatoani intended. 

While the chronicles provide many descriptions of kings on jaguar thrones, in the 

pictorial sources gods are the principal occupants of jaguar seats, which brings us to the 

                                                 
86 I describe this ritual in detail in chapter five (see pp.  168-170). 
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second possible interpretation for Malinalco‘s jaguar pelt:  that the jaguar pelt was a 

pedestal for divine effigies.87  In this interpretation, the jaguar seat would distinguish the 

principal god‘s seat from either lesser effigies, such as those described in the temple at 

Mt. Tlaloc, or from the seats of priests and supplicants (see Durán 1971: 156-159).88  

While the tonalamatls include many images of gods sitting upon thrones, I have found no 

images that explicitly depict effigies.  Even when Durán (1971: 98, 330 and Plate 8) 

claims to be illustrating an effigy, the figure rendered is a human being in costume (Fig. 

4.31).  Since pictographic documents should not be read as illustrations of reality, but 

rather as a group of symbols that convey ideas, I believe that the animated gods in the 

codices may convey the idea that a living god was in the temple.  In reality, the gods 

illustrated in the codices were probably embodied by inanimate effigies, in which the 

Mexica believed resided the spirit of the god.  While more research is needed to fully 

understand the use of effigies in Mexica religion, we know that priests fed, dressed and 

spoke to effigies as if they were the living gods (see Durán 1971: 157-159; Motolinía 

1950: 77).  Durán (1971: 212-213) noted that one reason the Mexica created deity-

impersonators was that a god‘s effigy was too sacred to be touched by anyone except 

elite priests and rulers.  Motolinía (1950: 77, 74) reported that priests could not turn their 

backs to effigies, and some effigies required constant vigil, further supporting the idea 

that these effigies were conceptually alive.   

                                                 
87 Having examined the colonial literature about Aztec god impersonators, I could find no evidence that 

they ever took the physical place of the god in the temple.  While they do enter temples in some accounts 

(see for example Durán1971: 175), they are never recorded as sitting upon the effigy‘s pedestal, throne or 

altar. 
88 I describe this temple in detail in the next chapter (see pp.  168-169 ). 
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While most of the effigies described by Durán (1971) and Motolinía (1950) sat 

upon altars within their temples, others rested upon pedestals or thrones.  In some 

regions, the effigy of Tezcatlipoca was on a pedestal placed over his altar, while the 

priests of Tenochtitlan and Texcoco placed their sculptures of Tezcatlipoca and 

Huitzilopochtli on wooden benches (Durán 1971: 100, 109, 72).  Clearly, effigies in 

temples rested upon a raised surface of some kind.  Although not recorded in the 

alphabetical sources, the frequent occurrence of gods on jaguar-pelted seats in the 

tonalamatls suggests that at least some of these pedestals were covered with jaguar skins.  

Durán‘s (1971:436) description of an effigy in the Huey Tecuilhuitl festival indirectly 

contributes further evidence.  He notes that the unnamed effigy ―was decorated with a 

golden diadem on its head and sat upon the sort of throne that the lords and kings used‖ 

(Durán 1971:436).  Considering the prevalence of jaguar imagery in royal iconography, it 

is likely that this throne was covered with a jaguar skin.   

Within the corpus of Aztec sculpture are a number of portable images of gods 

which may have served as the sorts of effigies described in the chronicles.  Significantly, 

many of these effigies sit in the same positions as the gods in the pictorial sources.  For 

example, a seated, partly-skeletal god in the British Museum (Fig. 4.32) sits with his 

knees drawn to his chest and his arms crossed over his knees.  This pose is identical to 

the position of a figure in the Codex Vaticanus B (fol. 18r), who also rests upon a jaguar 

seat (Fig. 4.18).  In a direct parallel to images of goddesses in the codices, goddess 

effigies are often in a kneeling pose (Figs. 4.33, 4.34).  These sculptures may have 
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originally been placed upon jaguar-pelt-covered seats within temples, though the present 

evidence is insufficient to support or refute this possibility.    

I have found only one example of a pedestal that was clearly intended to support 

one of these effigies.  A rectangular cube in the MNAH appears to be a stone image of a 

platform on which an idol might have rested (Fig. 4.35).  Two supports appear on each 

vertical side of the stone, with a stepped support carved between them.  The central 

support is identical to the legs on Malinalco‘s huehuetl (see chapter 5) and to the central 

supports on seats illustrated in the Codices Vaticanus B (fol. 54v) and Borgia (fol. 54v) 

(4.36, 4.37).  In the Borbonicus (fol. 4r), a musician plays a huehuetl while sitting on a 

chair with similarly spiraled supports.  Although this platform was not found with an 

effigy, Pasztory‘s (1983: 212-213) illustration of the platform supporting a stone deity 

demonstrates its most probable function.  I suspect that the seats illustrated in the codices 

were made of wood and did not survive into the present era.  The jaguar covered pillows 

on which some gods appear to sit in the codices may have rested upon stone benches, like 

the one lining the walls in the Tepotzlan temple.  This stone platform—and indeed the 

jaguar pelt in Structure I—may represent an effort to make these pedestals in a less 

ephemeral medium than wood.  

If Malinalco‘s jaguar pelt was designed to support a divine effigy, it is possible 

that it was a pedestal for a number of different gods, as opposed to being a temple with a 

single function, especially since images of Tlaloc, Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl, Mixcoatl, and 

corn goddesses have been found in or near the site.  In this case, effigies might be cycled 

through the temple as the annual ritual cycle celebrated different deities.  It was not 
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uncommon in Mexica rites for an idol to be taken from its shrine to another sacred space.  

During a rite to honor Huitzilopochtli, the god was carried from his temple on a litter to 

various sites outside Tenochtitlan, where he was worshipped (Sahagún 1950-1982, 2: 

161-162).  While Huitzilopochtli‘s principal temple likely remained effigy-free during 

this pilgrimage, it seems likely that the temples Huitzilopochtli visited may have housed 

different effigies during other rites.  On the feast day of the mountain goddess 

Iztaccihuatl, priests relocated her effigy to a sacred cave, where small effigies of nearby 

hills circumscribed the goddess in a miniaturization of the surrounding sacred landscape 

(Durán 1971: 248-249).  The town of Huetzotzingo lent the effigy of their patron god, 

Camaxtli, to the allied town of Coatepec (Durán 1971: 142).  This suggests that some 

effigies may have cycled among the temples of small towns, allowing communities to 

celebrate the festivals of deities for whom they were unable to erect an individual temple.  

While large cities built temples for all their major gods, smaller towns may have had one 

temple for their patron deity and another temple for other, visiting deities.  Motolinía 

(1950:55) notes that some towns had buildings to house multiple idols.  Since he also 

mentions that the size of a town was directly proportionate to the number of its temples, 

small communities with few temples may have kept their holy sculptures in a sanctioned 

storage space (Motolinía 1950: 55).  

Structure I at Malinalco may have supported the worship of a variety of local and 

imperial gods.  The Mexica surely erected this temple complex for their own benefit, so 

gods important to Tenochtitlan likely joined traditional local deities from Malinalco.  The 

archaeological record at Malinalco supports this theory, as local residents (and the 
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occasional archaeologist) collected effigies of Mixcoatl (3), the corn goddess 

Chicomecoatl (3), Tlaloc (2) and Ehecatl (1) in proximity to the site, through the exact 

provenances of only four objects are known.  García Payón (1974: 34) found two 

Mixcoatl effigies between Structures 1 and 2, and archaeologists discovered the Ehecatl 

and Tlaloc on top of Cerro de los Idolos (Hernández Rivero 1993: 8). 

The Ehecatl is the largest and best-preserved portable sculpture from Malinalco 

(Fig. 4.38).  While its buccal mask and forearms are lost, remnants of plaster suggest the 

effigy was once painted red, and traces of a loin cloth are visible.  Its elaborate headdress 

extends broadly to either side of its face, and the top of the headdress is conical and 

decorated with a circular motif divided horizontally by a wavy line.  Since Ehecatl 

traditionally occupied round temples, some scholars have suggested that he might have 

been worshipped in Structure I (García Payón 1974: 35).   

Malinalco‘s Structure I is similar to a Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl temple Motolinía 

(1950: 52) described in Tenochtitlan. 

They also had certain round houses or temples of the devil, some large and some 

smaller, according to the size of the town.  The entrances were made like the 

mouth of hell, and painted with the mouth of a fearful serpent with terrible teeth 

and fangs.  In some cases the fangs were represented in relief, so that to see this 

sight and then go in filled one with fear and horror, especially in the ‗hell‘ that 

stood in Mexico, which seemed to be a copy of hell itself.  In these places 

perpetual fire burned night and day.  The houses or ‗hells‘ that I am talking about 

were round and low and had their floors on a level with the ground so that one did 

not go up steps to them as one did to the other temples, of which there were also 

many round ones.  These temples, however, were high and had altars, and one 

went up to them by long flights of steps.  These round temples were dedicated to 

the god of the wind, who was called Quetzalcoatl (Motolinía 1950: 52). 
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Although Structure I is round and its façade features the type of snake Motolinía 

described, I do not think we can rely on this source as proof that the temple was dedicated 

to Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl.  Structure I has no evidence of housing a perpetual fire, and 

unlike the Ehecatl temples, it is located on a pedestal.  (Of course, since it is monolithic, 

Structure I could be said to be at ground level like Ehecatl‘s temples, despite its stairs.)  

A temple with a snake façade in the Codex Borgia suggests that such temples were not 

unique to the Mexica area (Fig. 4.39).  Additionally, Malinalco‘s Ehecatl was found on 

top of Cerro de los Idolos, in remains of what may have been a round temple (INAH 

2011b).  I believe it more likely that the Mexica and the Malinalca used Structure I for a 

variety of religious rites, rather than as a temple dedicated exclusively to Ehecatl. 

 In addition to being supported by entirely circumstantial evidence, the scale of the 

eagle and jaguar pelts in Structure I presents a problem for the effigy interpretation.  

Carved on a human scale, their slightly concave backs are better suited to support a 

sitting person than a statue.  Since most of the effigies found in and around Malinalco are 

rather small, the three dimensional heads of the pelts might partially block or even 

completely dwarf the effigies, and the portable sculptures are so heavily eroded that it is 

unclear whether they would have been able to rest upright.  While I believe that the 

possibility of effigy platforms at Malinalco is intriguing, I think it is more likely that the 

jaguar stone pelt was a seat for the Mexica tlatoani.  The frequent conjunction of gods 

and jaguar pelts in the codices further underscores the semi-divine nature of the tlatoani.  

Since effigies and/or gods never appear on eagle seats in the codices, it seems unlikely 

effigies would have been placed on the eagle pelts in Structure I. 



 145 

CONCLUSIONS 

 This analysis has shown that for the Mexica eagles and jaguars were not mono-

referential symbols, but rather complex, multivalent icons of the cosmic realms, kingship, 

gods, and warfare.  We can no longer regard the eagle and jaguar pelts within Structure I 

simply as evidence for the presence of eagle and jaguar warriors at Malinalco.  Eagles 

and jaguars were not so much symbols of warriors, as they were symbols that generations 

of warriors adopted to convey both their martial ferocity and their religious justification 

for warfare.  No early colonial sources provide evidence that warriors ever sat upon eagle 

or jaguar pelts, and the images and texts I describe above suggest that Malinalco‘s single 

jaguar pelt was used either by the Mexica tlatoani or as a platform for deity effigies.  

When the iconography of eagles and jaguars is considered within the context of 

Malinalco‘s sacred landscape, these symbols seem far more religious than martial.  As 

markers of the upper and underworlds, the eagle and jaguar pelts further emphasize that 

Structure I bridged the celestial and terrestrial realms, and as such was an ideal location 

for the Mexica emperor to perform the rites and make the sacrifices that kept the 

Mesoamerican world in order. 

While much of this chapter is dedicated to the refutation of the long-popular 

belief that eagle and jaguar warriors occupied Structure I, I did not set out to prove a 

negative.  It seems likely that warriors—along with priests and rulers—would have been 

present at Malinalco.  Warriors, priests and rulers had symbiotic responsibilities in 

Mesoamerica.  Kings embodied the ferocity of warriors and the piety of priests, and 

depended upon both for the completion of their ritual obligations.  Without warriors, 
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priests would have insufficient sacrificial victims to satiate the gods, and the king‘s 

intermediary position between gods and men would lose efficacy.  Without priests, kings 

would falter in their responsibility to maintain the cosmos.  All Aztec ritual spaces likely 

had a blend of these three classes of Aztec males, and I believe that Malinalco was no 

exception.  My discussions of warriors and sacred landscape features (see chapter four) at 

Malinalco aim to refute one-dimensional interpretations of the site.  Just as eagle and 

jaguars have multiple significations among the Aztecs, Malinalco‘s Structure I emerges 

as a sacred temple with images that reference the levels of the cosmos, the power of 

political leaders, the intimidation of warriors (in their effigies flanking the entrance), and 

the sacred nature of the gods.  This temple likely housed a variety of politico-religious 

rituals, and its jaguar pelt provided a seat for a tlatoani or, less likely, a sacred effigy.  

The temple may be monolithic, but its function was not. 
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Chapter 5: Cave, Spring, Mountain: Malinalco as a Sacred Landscape 

 

 Centuries before the Mexica came to central Mexico, the peoples of Mesoamerica 

created sacred landscapes as part of their ritual life, wherein the mundane human realm 

and the supernatural dominion intersected.  On a mountainside, and incorporating a 

human-made cave and two springs, Malinalco fits into the larger Mesoamerican paradigm 

of supernaturally-charged places.  The only other scholar to analyze Malinalco as a 

sacred landscape is Manuel Aguilar-Moreno (2009), and his analyses have already 

proven fruitful. We are united in our perspective that Malinalco was a ritual space that 

incorporated sacred landscape features, offering an enhanced connection to the 

supernatural world.  In combining naturally-occurring and manmade landscape features, 

Malinalco continues an ancient Mesoamerican tradition in which human movements 

transform sacred landscape elements.  In this chapter my discussion of the sacred 

landscape features at Malinalco will seek to understand what caves, springs, mountains, 

and manmade landscapes signified to the Aztecs and to explain how Malinalco‘s 

landscape forms a united symbolic network that represents the cosmic levels.  Although I 

discuss the concept of an axis mundi, a point at which the upper world, middle realm and 

underworld intersect, I am arguing that the Mexica performed shamanistic rituals.  

Rather, I am drawing on their belief in a three tiered cosmos to understand landscape 

symbolism at Malinalco.  I will draw heavily from early colonial sources about Aztec 

rituals and myths, and from Aztec art and iconography, to reconstruct the meanings and 
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ritual functions of caves, springs and mountains in late Postclassic central Mexico.  While 

Malinalco‘s archaeological site is nearly absent from early colonial sources, this analysis 

will expand our understanding of Malinalco by placing it in its ritual context. 89   

SACRED LANDSCAPE AND THE RITE OF HUEY TOZOZOTLI 

 In order to illustrate Mexica conceptions of landscapes and their incorporation of 

rituals into their natural environment, I will periodically refer to the Huey Tozozotli 

ritual, in which the people of central Mexico petitioned for rain and for an end to the dry 

season.  I do not believe this ritual was practiced in Malinalco—in fact, there is ample 

evidence that it was practiced elsewhere.  However, this ritual places mountains, springs 

and caves into the religious and political context of Tenochtitlan, and in so doing 

demonstrates that long-standing Mesoamerican ideas about landscape flourished in the 

Aztec empire.  I rely primarily on Durán‘s (1971) account of this ritual, because his 

description is the most sensitive to the movement of ritual practitioners through the 

landscape.  Sahagún (1950-1982, Bk. 2:7-8, 59-63) chronicles this ritual at the household 

level, and the practices he describes do not clearly relate to the acts performed by the 

kings of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlacopan and Xochimilco described by Durán.  Later 

writers, such as Juan de Tovar (2001 [1582-1587]), José de Acosta90 (ca. b. 1540-1600) 

(2002) and Hernando Alvarado Tezozomoc (18 78) do not describe Aztec rites in much 

                                                 
89 Manuel Aguilar-Moreno (2009) recently examined Malinalco as a sacred landscape, and this perspective 

has proven to be a valuable avenue of inquiry for us both.  For a more complete summary of his analysis, 

please see chapter 3 (pp. 124--125). 
90 José de Acosta led the Jesuits in Mexico, and wrote Natural and Moral History of the Indies.  His work 

draws heavily on that of his predecessor, Tovar (Parry 1977: 317). 



 149 

detail, as they were sensitive to the political environment of the Inquisition, which 

discouraged the documentation of non-Christian practices (Parry 1977).  This ritual has 

been analyzed and described in excellent texts by Richard Townsend (1992) and Johanna 

Broda (1991).  In addition, Townsend has made the difficult hike to the remains of the 

temple at the top of Mt. Tlaloc, an important location in the Huey Tozoztli ritual, and has 

written cogent descriptions and analyses of this largely unexcavated temple (Townsend 

1991, 1992). 

The ritual began each year at the peak of the dry season, when the rulers of 

Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlacopan, and Xochimilco climbed for two days to the top of 

Mount Tlaloc to petition for rain (Durán 1971:156).  Noblemen and priests carried 

provisions, offerings, and a young male sacrifice, hidden from view within a litter (Durán 

1971: 157).  Upon reaching the mountaintop, the rulers encountered a temple with an 

elongated, narrow entrance and tall walls (Fig. 5.1).  In a plaza before the temple, they 

saw boulders carefully arranged to echo the positions of the idols hidden from view 

inside Tlaloc‘s sanctuary (Townsend 1992:178).  Before the rulers entered the shrine, 

Tlaloc‘s priests sacrificed the boy and collected his blood (Durán 1971:157).  In 

descending order of rank, each ruler passed into the cavernous temple interior, where he 

found a central Tlaloc effigy surrounded by figures of his assistants, the Tlaloque.  The 

Tlaloque represented the surrounding mountains and hills, while the dominant Tlaloc 

effigy embodied Mount Tlaloc itself (Townsend 1992: 174-175).91  Each ruler dressed 

                                                 
91 Since the boulders outside the temple echoed the positions of these Tlaloque, they too created a 

cosmogram, and the redundancy with which this landscape is represented speaks to its sacred nature. 
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the effigies in luxuriant garments and jewels and offered them a feast of rich foods in 

brand new containers (Townsend 1992, Durán 1971: 158).  Once the rulers completed 

their offerings, the priests processed into the temple and scattered the boy‘s blood 

throughout, saturating the food and smearing blood onto the effigies‘ faces (Durán 1971: 

158-9).  If the blood proved insufficient, they sacrificed additional children, their tears 

and blood paralleling the sacred liquid that would end the dry season (Durán 1971: 159). 

             The ritual extended into Tenochtitlan, where ritual practitioners constructed an 

artificial forest—complete with rocks, hills, bushes, and trees—before the temple of 

Tlaloc.92 At the center of this forest they placed a large tree culled from the hill of 

Colhuacan to represent the ―god of the woods, forests, and waters‖ (Durán 1971: 160-

162). Called Tota, or ―Our Father,‖ this tree was the tallest in the manmade forest, and it 

was anchored to four other trees in a quincunx arrangement (Durán 1971: 164).  

Physically in the center of the manmade forest, Tota‘s location in the center of a 

quincunx also marked the center of the earthly sphere, symbolized here by the forest.  As 

they waited for the rulers to complete their descent from Mt. Tlaloc, people gathered in 

the forest and chanted around a litter that enclosed a young girl who, like her male 

counterpart on Mt. Tlaloc, would soon be sacrificed (Durán 1971:164). 

 When they heard that the rulers had reached the shore of Lake Texcoco, the 

celebrants loaded Tota and the young girl onto decorated canoes and traveled with them 

to a mysterious point in Lake Texcoco.  Called Pantitlan, some people believed this place 

was a spring, while others thought it was a whirlpool (Durán 1971:164).  When the kings‘ 

                                                 
92 This would be the Templo Mayor, a double temple to Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. 
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parties and the celebrants from the manmade forest arrived, Tota was pushed into the 

mud at the center of Pantitlan, and priests slit the young girl‘s throat, blood pouring from 

her neck into Pantitlan in a sacred petition for water (Durán 1971: 164-165).  Then, as 

they had done at Tlaloc‘s mountaintop temple, the rulers placed sacred, rich offerings 

into the whirlpool-spring (Durán 1971: 164-165).  With this final offering, the ritual was 

complete, and the rulers returned to Tenochtitlan in silence.  The festivities for 

commoners continued, but the kings had completed their ritual obligations.   

MESOAMERICAN COSMOLOGY AND SACRED LANDSCAPES 

 Our contemporary understanding of natural landscapes developed in Europe in the 

16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries (Wilson 1992:14; Knapp and Ashmore 1999: 19-20).  In the west, 

we view landscape as something that can be manipulated, controlled and fully understood 

(Wilson 1992: 14).  We view ourselves as separate from the landscape, and we use the 

environment to fulfill our needs for food, housing, and other resources without seeing 

ourselves as part of the larger whole.  Our paradigm differs significantly from the 

worldview of the Mexica, who viewed the earth (and the sun) as a living entity dependent 

upon humans for its sustenance of hearts and blood (Taube 2004: 170; Caso 1947: 13-14, 

see also Garibay 1965: 108).  Carole Crumley‘s (1994:6) definition of landscape as ―the 

material manifestation of the relationship between humans and the environment‖ is 

usefully broad, but rests on the assumption that humans are separate from their 

environment.  More useful for the present study is the idea of archaeologists Knapp and 

Ashmore (1999:1) that acknowledges that landscape ―is an entity that exists by virtue of 
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its being perceived, experienced and contextualized by people."  Springs, caves and 

mountains become sacred only when a society views them as such. 

 Vincent Scully (1991) observed that the indigenous peoples of the Americas 

constructed landscapes that reflected their natural environment.  This pattern is apparent 

in Malinalco‘s Structure I, which approximates a natural cave in its bedrock construction 

and location on a mountainside.  The surrounding mountains are dotted with similar, 

small caves.  Yet Malinalco stands to contrast to sites such as Teotihuacan, wherein the 

cityscape copies the surrounding landscape (Scully 1991: 5-6, Tobriner 1972).  

Malinalco‘s builders did not strive to recreate a sacred mountain, but rather to alter and 

enhance it.  Knapp and Ashmore (1999: 9-10) make a distinction between constructed 

landscapes, in which the natural environment has been changed by humans, and 

conceptualized landscapes, in which an area is given meaning by the human actions 

within that space.  Since the foundations of an earlier temple were found beneath 

Structure III, the Aztec masons who set to work at Malinalco were already operating 

within a partially constructed landscape.  However, Malinalco‘s mountain was surely 

reverenced before the erection of the Matlatzinca temple (otherwise, why build a temple 

here?), and so the mountain was likely a conceptualized landscape before the earlier 

temple transformed it into a constructed one.  The builders that Ahuitzotl sent changed 

the mountain even further.  In altering the shape of the mountain by cutting into its 

bedrock, they changed a natural sacred landscape feature into part of the constructed 

landscape.  
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 Ancient Mesoamerican landscapes were intimately linked to cosmology.93  The 

people of ancient Mesoamerica believed that the universe consisted of three sections: 

multilayered upper and underworlds and a central, terrestrial realm (Molina 1944: 119, 

Durán 1994: 391, Kingsborough 1964-7, III, Láms. I and II; León-Portilla1990: 48-49).  

The Codex Vaticanus A (fols. 1v and 2r) illustrates the nine celestial levels and the three 

layers of the underworld (Figs. 5.2, 5.3) (Heyden 1981:6-7; Matos Moctezuma 1989b: 

118-120; see also Códice Chimalpopoca: Annals of Cuauhtitlán fol. 4 (Anon. 1945)).  

Deities and sacred ancestors lived in the upper world and the underworld, while humanity 

lived on a broad, flat expanse of land that was envisioned as a caiman floating on the 

primordial sea (Redfield and Villa Rojas 1934, Taube 1988, Bassie-Sweet 1996; Historia 

de los Mexicanos (Garibay 1965)).  The earthly domain was divided into the four cardinal 

directions and center, at which point stood a magnificent world tree (or, in some cases, a 

cave or a temple) bridging the upper world with its branches and the underworld with its 

roots (León-Portilla 1990: 46-48; Matos Moctezuma 1989: 115-116, also see Eliade 

1969).  Mountains provided access points to the celestial realm, and caves and springs 

were conduits to the underworld. 

Mexica cosmology is apparent in the Huey Tozoztli ritual described above.  The 

ceremony began on a mountain top, a symbol of the upper world.  The manmade forest 

represented the terrestrial realm, and Pantitlan was a portal to the watery underworld.  At 

                                                 
93 A number of excellent edited volumes have explored this connection: Townsend (1992c), Benson 

(1981), Ashmore and Knapp (1999), Reese-Taylor, Koontz and Headrick (2001), and Kowalski (1999).  

Carrasco (1991) edited a compilation that provides an excellent analysis of sacred landscape among the 

Mexica.  The publications of Johanna Broda (1983, 1987, 1991, 1996, 2001) explore the ties between 

sacred landscape, Aztec ceremonial architecture, and ritual, and her analyses have greatly influenced the 

present study (see also Townsend 1982b, 1992, 1992b, 1992c). 
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the center of the earthly forest, Tota assumed the position of the world tree, and the four 

trees to which it was anchored represented the four cardinal directions.  Like the cosmic 

axes imagined by the Mexica, Tota‘s branches stretched to the heavens and its trunk 

represented the earthly domain.  Tota likely lost its underworld-accessing roots when it 

was moved to the temporary forest, and so it was carried to Pantitlan and plunged into the 

mud to create a connection with the underworld. 

  Mesoamerican ceremonial centers could be cosmograms as well.94  Pyramids 

often symbolized mountains, and at Maya sites like Uaxatun and Tikal their facades are 

emblazoned with the witz monster, an animated version of the Maya glyph for mountain 

(for illustration see Schele and Freidel 1990: Fig. 4:7) (Vogt and Stuart 2005: 155-156, 

Townsend 1982b).  At Teotihuacan, the position and shape of the Pyramid of the Moon 

echoes that of the mountain rising behind it (Fig. 5.4).  As one progresses down the Street 

of the Dead, the Moon Pyramid slowly fills the visual field, taking the place of the 

mountain it symbolizes (Tobriner 1972).  In the Aztec era, temple interiors were 

symbolic caves atop pyramidal representations of mountains (Townsend 1982b).  

Landscape elements, like mountains and caves, could be constructed and could serve a 

similar function to their natural counterparts.  However, as we see in the Huey Tozoztli 

ritual, sacred natural features are not replaced by their manmade counterparts.  Tlaloc had 

a pyramid-temple in Tenochtitlan, but when the rulers needed to petition for the end of 

the dry season, they climbed to the temple at Mt. Tlaloc.   Rather, these manmade spaces 

                                                 
94 A number of scholars have discussed (and questioned) the cosmological iconography of Mesoamerican 

ceremonial centers (Scully 1992; Ashmore 1989; Benson (ed.) 1981; Carl et. al. 1990; Elzey 1991; 

Mendoza 1975; Townsend 1992c; Smith 2003a and 2005; among others). 
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provided a space for routine sacred rites and communication with the gods, with their 

perhaps more sacred natural counterparts being visited for special occasions.  Malinalco 

combines natural and manmade landscape features, and thus takes the Mesoamerican 

understanding of landscape to its natural conclusion, in which the symbolic and the 

natural work together as a catalyst for the efficacy of sacred rites. 

 The ancient peoples of central Mexico shared in the larger Mesoamerican 

perception of landscape, and early colonial maps, pictorial histories, Spanish narratives, 

and sacred calendars reveal additional details about how they perceived their world.  For 

the ancient Nahuas of central Mexico, time and history were inseparable from their 

landscapes (Mundy 1996).  The codependence of time, history, and space is especially 

apparent in the Codex Fejéváry-Mayer (Boone 2007: Plate 6).  A quatrefoil-shaped 

cosmogram underlies a 260-day year count.  At the center of the quatrefoil—and thus at 

the center of the universe—is Tezcatlipoca, identifiable by the black and yellow stripes 

across his face.  Starting with east at the top, each of the four directions is marked with its 

associated color, world tree, and sacred bird.  The dots and pictographs on the directional 

frames record the days and months associated with a particular bearing.  In this image, 

time and space are so closely linked as to be nearly equivalent (in an anticipation of 

Einstein‘s Theory of Relativity).  The Codex Boturini (Fig. 4.7) adds history to the space-

time paradigm presented in the Fejéváry-Mayer.  In the Boturini, mytho-historical figures 

travel across a landscape of mountains, caves and lakes, their seemingly linear passage 

flowing beneath a timeline recounting the years of their migration.  The time these early 

Mexica pass on their journey is inseparable from the landscape they traverse and their 
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history.  The passage of time, the movement of man, and the events men perpetuated give 

the Boturini‘s landscape meaning.   

 Among the ancient Nahua, locations were named, remembered, and symbolically 

recreated because of the things that took place there.  As Elizabeth Boone (1991) 

cogently demonstrated, Tenochtitlan was a symbolic recreation of Atzlan, the ―white 

place to the north‖ and the Mexica‘s original island home.  The cyclical nature of the 

Aztec calendar, which began anew every 52 years, perpetuated an expectation that the 

present age should reflect the past.  By imagining their motherland as an island within a 

lake, Tenochtitlan becomes more than simply the capital of the Aztec empire; it becomes 

the Mexica‘s destined homeland.  The Nahua measured the distance between two places 

in cenecehuilli, the number of times a person would need to rest en route (Mundy 

1996:102).  Distances were imagined in fully human terms, and journeys through space 

were recorded on maps with the footprints of travelers.  On a continent bereft of pack 

animals, every journey was made by foot and every mountain climbed without the 

assistance of animal or machine.  The Nahua‘s humanistic view of the landscape reflected 

their lived experience, in which even the travels of their divinely-aided mytho-historical 

ancestors were recorded in very human footsteps, a stylized rendering of an historical 

passage with deep roots in Mesoamerican visual tradition.  The Aztecs also gave a 

landscape meaning through naming it, and when they conquered a town without a 

Nahuatl name, they changed its name as an assertion of dominance (Mundy 1996: 112, 

141, 144). 
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 While I examine Malinalco from a number of different perspectives in this 

dissertation, looking at the site as a landscape is particularly useful.  This point of view 

sensitizes one to what existed at Malinalco before Aztec construction, and further 

emphasizes how Aztec masons changed the shape of the mountain in building this 

complex.   Landscape is linked to a culture‘s social memory and identity (Knapp and 

Ashmore 1999:14-15, Schama 1995).  Shared rituals create shared memories of a space, 

and the accumulation of those memories serves to make a space more sacred over time 

(see Preston 1992).  Collective memories and activities create identity, and social identity 

becomes tied to the spaces of those rites and recollections.  By carving into living rock on 

the side of the mountain, Mexica masons irreversibly changed a landscape that was 

already a sacred space replete with a temple (García Payón 1974:21, Hernández Rivera 

1993:37).  In this way, the Mexica constructed a new reality for the inhabitants of 

Malinalco.  When they re-imagined the shape of Cerro de los Idolos, they forever 

changed this space from a place of local ritual importance to an imperial temple complex.  

Was this alteration meant to convey Mexica dominance in a subjugated village in a 

parallel to their practice of imprisoning the effigies of deities from conquered territories?  

Since we have no record of a conquest of Malinalco, another possibility is that this 

temple complex was a gift to the people of Malinalco, rewarding them for voluntarily 

entering the empire.  The preponderance of Mexica iconography at Malinalco, however, 

favors the first interpretation.  The Aztecs were known to co-opt the sacred spaces of 

conquered provinces and to add Aztec gods to local pantheons (Durán 1994: 431; Hassig 

1988: 121, Smith 2003b: 230).  The eagle-jaguar iconography, the mural of Toltec 
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warriors, and the style of permanent monuments at Malinalco are markedly similar to 

artworks from Tenochtitlan, and make Malinalco seem more like an imperial site than a 

temple complex offered to a local community.95 

CAVES 

Malinalco lies in a valley nestled between rolling green mountains with stark, 

dark brown cliff faces. Scrubby bushes and evergreens grow on top of these cliffs, and 

vertical and horizontal crags appear to dot the cliffs with tiny, black caves.96  These 

mountains have many small caves, some of which have evidence of pre-Hispanic rituals, 

infant burials and rock or cave paintings (Galván Villegas 1984: 39, 59, 139).  This begs 

the question: why go to the expense to build a cave when local mountains abound with 

caverns?  Perhaps the temple complex at Malinalco was perceived to be lacking a cave, 

and Structure I was cut into the bedrock to complete the site‘s sacred landscape—adding 

a cave to its natural springs and mountain.  The pictograph for cave stretches across the 

façade, redoubling the symbolism inherent in its bedrock-cutting construction.  In this 

section, I will examine Structure I as a cave-temple, and explore what this association 

tells us about Malinalco and the rites that may have been performed there.  I briefly 

review the history of animated cave entrances and symbolism in Mesoamerica, before 

demonstrating that, in addition to being the sign for cave, the façade image represents the 

                                                 
95 Further complicating the issue of Mexica-Tenochca style at Malinalco is that Malinalco was known for 

its manuscript painters.  Aztec pictographic writing system strongly informed Aztec art, as I demonstrate in 

my discussion of Malinalco‘s drum.  The people of Malinalco were well versed in the iconography of 

Tenochtitlan and this very-Tenochca monument may not have appeared foreign to them. 
96 These unusual erosion patterns may derive from the high lead content of the mountains (Galván Villegas 

1984: 17).   
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mouth of a generic earth monster, rather than a specific deity.97  A survey of Mexica cave 

ritual will support the idea that caves were the mouths of the earth monster, and powerful 

places to make sacrificial offerings. 

To enter Malinalco‘s cave, one walked along a forked tongue, beneath bared 

fangs, and into the shadowy interior of an earth monster‘s mouth.  This short journey 

from the earth‘s surface to the underworld recess of a cave and the dark interior of the 

earth‘s maw had been traveled in various forms in Mesoamerica since the pre-Classic. 

Among the earliest examples is the Olmec-painted cave in Guerrero, Mexico called 

Oxtotitlan.  This cave is most famous for a monumental mural directly above one of its 

entrances (Fig. 5.6).  In this painting, a man wears a bird mask and sits upon an Olmec 

throne, and the uppermost edge of the throne incorporates the eyes and fangs of an earth 

monster.  When an Olmec ruler sat upon such thrones, he rested above the earth 

monster‘s open maw, represented by a shadowed niche beneath the table-top-like throne 

seat.  At Oxtotitlan, the cave entrance replaces this niche, creating a powerful visual 

parallel in which the earth monster‘s mouth is equivalent to the cave entrance (Grove 

1970:8-11).  Nearly 2000 years before Mexica mason‘s created a cave at Malinalco, the 

                                                 
97 Mesoamerican scholars have generated an extensive literature about sacred caves.  Doris Heyden (1975, 

1976, 1989, 2000) and Manzanilla (1974, 1999) have published extensively about the cave under the 

Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan.  James Brady has written much about caves among ancient and 

contemporary Maya communities (see Brady 1988, 1989, 1991, 1997, 2001, 2002, 2005; Brady and Adams 

2005; Brady and Scott 2005).  Karen Bassie-Sweet published two books about ancient Maya caves (1996, 

2008).  Andrea Stone (1995) analyzed the paintings, glyphs and Maya archaeological remains inside Naj 

Tunich in southern Petén, Guatemala and provided an analysis of the links between caves and quatrefoils. 

Two anthologies discuss caves in Mesoamerica: In the Maw of the Earth Monster: Mesoamerican Ritual 

Cave Use (Ed. J. Brady and K. Prufer 2005); Stone Houses and Earth Lords: Maya Religion in the Cave 

Context (Ed. J. Brady and K. Prufer 2005). David Stuart and Evon Vogt (2005) co-wrote a chapter about 

ancient and contemporary Maya cave use.  Holley Moyes (2000) discussed Maya cave cosmograms.   
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Olmec celebrated the sacred nature of caves, and acknowledged their connection to the 

earth monster and their power as points of transition between realms. 

Farther north, in the state of Morelos, the Olmec site Chalcatzingo‘s (ca. 900 

BCE) Structure 9 features an open, four-lobed mouth in the shape of a quatrefoil, 

demarcating a portal between human and supernatural worlds (Grove 2000 (Fig. 5.7).  

Heavily lidded eyes and flared brows near the top of the sculpture animate the mouth, and 

are emblematic of the earth monster.  The quatrefoil-shaped portal-mouth marks both the 

mouth of the earth monster and entrances to the underworld.98  Wear on the base of 

Structure 9 indicates that people crawled through this sculpture as they would a low 

entranceway, and this monument may have rested before a cave entrance (Grove and 

Angulo V 1987:125).  The quatrefoil functions both as a symbolic transition point and, in 

a practical sense, as an actual portal from one physical space to another.  Passing through 

this mouth, ritual practitioners were symbolically eaten by the earth monster, offering 

themselves in symbolic sacrifice so the earth would continue to allow men to thrive on 

her bounty.  Ritual participants entering Malinalco‘s Structure I may have been making a 

similar symbolic self-sacrifice. 

 While Malinalco‘s man-made cave fits neatly within the larger Mesoamerican 

sacred cave tradition, it also may derive meaning from the prominence of caves within 

                                                 
98 Julia Guernsey (2010) cogently discusses the political and cosmological meanings of quatrefoils in 

Preclassic Mesoamerica, and her extensive bibliography is a valuable resource for those wishing to read 

more about Mesoamerican quatrefoils and their origins.   
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Aztec and Central Mexican mythology and mytho-history. 99  Most ethnic groups in 

central Mexico claimed to have originally lived as untamed Chichimecs in Chicomoztoc, 

the ―seven cave place,‖ envisaged as a seven-lobed cave in the Historia Tolteca 

Chichimeca (Fig.5.8).  The Mexica were the last to leave this cave, and as late-comers to 

the Valley of Mexico they were the group with the closest ties to their Chichimec 

heritage.  Their chichimecness enabled them to thrive in difficult environs, such as the 

swampy island they transformed into Tenochtitlan, while strategic marriages to elite, 

Toltec-descended women legitimized their transformation into the supreme power in 

central Mexico.  The Mexica claimed to derive their power from this potent combination 

of feral, fierce Chichimec heritage with civilized, refined Toltec blood (Davies 1980, 

Gillespie 1989).100 

 Although Chicomoztoc is the only cave in Aztec mythology that is central to the 

narrative, other myths offer clues about how the Aztecs perceived caves.  In Historie de 

Mechique, Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl descend upon the goddess Tlaltecuhtli and rip 

her asunder, using part of her body to create the sky and part to render the earth (Garibay 

1965: 108).  Embarrassed at the behavior of these two gods, all the other goddesses 

descended to Tlaltecuhtli and, in recompense for the actions of Quetzalcoatl and 

                                                 
99 Mundy (1996:105-106) notes that all altepetl developed distinct origin stories as a part of their 

community identity, and this may account for the preservation of and variety within so many different 

origin narratives from central Mexico. 
100 As Gillespie (1989:77-78) noted, the marriages to Toltec-descended women ended in the death of the 

woman and/or her descendants, and thus the early Mexica failed to incorporate Toltec heritage into their 

ruling families (until Acamapichtli).  This did not stop the Mexica from claiming Toltec heritage in their 

politico-religious monuments or from using that fictional heritage to legitimate their power.  
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Tezcatlipoca, promised her that she alone would provide sustenance to mankind.  They 

transformed her body into a fruitful earth: 

And in order to do this, they made trees and flowers and herbs from her hair; tiny 

flowers and herbs from her skin; whirlpools, fountains and small caves from her 

eyes; rivers and large caverns from her mouth; [and] valleys and mountains from 

her nose (Garibay 1965: 108, my translation). 

 

In this myth, caves are direct portals into the earth, and the earth is a living entity with the 

power to sustain or end human life.  Tlaltecuhtli was not fully appeased by the actions of 

the goddesses, and she continued to cry out for the hearts and blood of humans.  The 

Aztecs sacrificed prisoners and offered their own blood to reciprocate for the sustenance 

she provided (see also Henderson 2007: 16 and Taube 2004: 170).  While I demonstrate 

below that the façade of Malinalco‘s Structure I represents a generic cave symbol that is 

an earth monster‘s maw, this myth confirms that Mexica images of cave-mouths alluded 

to this goddess to some extent and to the sustenance she provided.  Caves like the one at 

Malinalco brought humanity into the mouth of the earth monster, and offerings made 

therein were placed directly into the mouth of the earth.101  When rulers entered these 

caves, their power may have been supplemented by their position inside the body of the 

earth. 

 The identification of Malinalco‘s Structure I as a cave fits into the larger central 

Mexican understanding of temples, because the Aztecs envisioned the interiors of at least 

some of their temples as tight, dark caves.  Describing rites performed by young priests, 

                                                 
101 Tlaltecuhtli is only one of several goddesses associated with the earth monster, and there seems to be a 

link between patrons of earthly and female fecundity. 
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Diego Durán (1971: 114-115) characterized temples as ―dark and fearsome caves where 

the idols were kept.‖  Durán‘s comment confirms that the metaphor linking temple rooms 

to caves persisted into the colonial era, long after most such temples had been destroyed 

and memories of the rituals therein deliberately obliterated.  Small and dark, the temples 

were the homes of idols and only ritual specialists and political leaders ventured within, 

often to bloodlet.102  If we accept the premise that some pyramids were symbolic 

mountains (see Townsend 1982b) supporting temple-caves, the mountainous location of 

Malinalco‘s temple complex echoes this arrangement on a cosmic scale.   

 Although pre-Aztec rituals can only be known through archaeological 

excavations, early colonial writers generated excellent descriptions of Aztec cave rituals.  

Largely recorded by Spanish priests and monks wishing to educate their colleagues about 

pagan rites that might hinder evangelism, these accounts often celebrate the alien quality 

of the rituals.  Although they claimed to write for the good of Christianity, Diego Durán, 

Sahagún and Motolinía seem to have delighted in the indigenous culture of central 

Mexico and to rejoice in all its strange particulars, recording rituals associated with the 

sacred calendar, daily life, and rites of passage.   

 Durán (1964:3) reports that during the Mexica journey from Aztlan to the Valley 

of Mexico, ―They made sacrifices in the mountains, and under shaded trees, in the caves 

and caverns of the dark and gloomy earth.‖  Caves are linked to their place of emergence, 

                                                 
102 Aztec human sacrifices took place on the porch directly outside of the temple, in full view of anyone in 

the plaza below the pyramid.   
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Chicomoztoc, and to the rituals they performed while in search of their promised land.  

Motolinía (1950: 68) described a ritual performed after a four-year drought: 

When the corn was knee high they levied an assessment for a certain day.  With 

this they brought four slave children, five or six years old, and sacrificed them to 

Tlaloc, the god of water.  They put them into a cave and shut it up until the next 

year, when they did the same thing again (Motolinía 1950: 68). 

 

The children‘s blood was an offering of sacred liquid, a parallel to the rain the Aztecs 

hoped to receive from Tlaloc.  Significantly, by placing the children inside a cave, they 

were feeding Tlaloc directly.  The Aztecs believed that Tlaloc and the Tlaloque lived 

inside mountains and stored water in mountains during the dry season (Torquemada 

1975, Vol. 3: 364; Sahagún 1988: 800; Broda 1991: 84; Broda 1971; Broda 1982).  In a 

parallel fashion, by placing the children in a cave—a mouth of the earth monster—they 

were directly feeding the earth.  Just as Tlaloc needed sacred liquid to provide rain, so too 

the earth needed to be fed in order to feed humanity.   

 Temples with snake-like facades, like the one decorating Malinalco‘s Structure I 

façade, may have been common in the Aztec architectural corpus.  Motolinía (1950: 52) 

described a number of these temple types, though it is unclear whether he was describing 

buildings he had seen or recording a narrative from an indigenous informant. 

They also had certain round houses or temples of the devil, some large and some 

smaller, according to the size of the town.  The entrances were made like the 

mouth of hell, and painted with the mouth of a fearful serpent with terrible teeth 

and fangs.  In some cases the fangs were represented in relief, so that to see this 

sight and then go in filled one with fear and horror, especially in the 'hell' that 

stood in Mexico, which seemed to be a copy of hell itself.  In these places 

perpetual fire burned night and day.  The houses or 'hells' that I am talking about 
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were round and low and had their floors on a level with the ground, so that one 

did not go up steps to them…  (Motolinía 1950: 52). 

 

The temple at Malinalco differs from this description in a few respects.  Like most 

preserved Aztec temples, this building is accessed via stairs, so its doorway is not 

flush to the earth.  I have found no evidence of a perpetual fire burning in this 

temple, and none of the excavation reports discuss heavy soot deposits.  Although 

Structure I does not have all of the characteristics of the temples Motolinía 

described, it is the only extant Aztec monument with a serpent-like creature on its 

façade.  Motolinía discusses no specific rites performed within these temples, but 

he implies that their facades were deliberately frightening.  Like images of the 

Last Judgment above the entrances of medieval cathedrals, the Mexica serpent 

façades would ensure that anyone who entered the temple did so with appropriate 

reverence.   

 In addition to having a cave-like, rock-cut construction, the image across 

Structure I‘s façade is the Aztec pictograph for ―cave,‖ (Fig. 5.9, 5.10, 5.11).  Although 

partially damaged, the relief on the temple at Malinalco depicts an anterior view of a 

serpent-like face, its open mouth framing the temple‘s door and its outstretched, forked 

tongue placed like a ceremonial carpet bridging the transition between the temple‘s porch 

and interior.  Its heavy eyebrows, prominent fangs and smooth, broad lips parallel 

pictographs for oxtotl (oztotl), the Nahuatl word for cave, in the Codex Mendoza (Figs. 

5.10, 5.11).  The first of these pictographs, like the Malinalco façade, is a frontal view, 

with the fangs extending below the creature‘s lips in an exaggerated fashion.  The other 
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two pictographs are in profile and repeat the heavily flared eyebrows and exaggerated 

dentition of the anterior pictograph.  The designer(s) of this temple made it abundantly 

clear that they had built a cave, as their placement of a monumental cave glyph across the 

façade brokered no misunderstanding. 

 In the Mendoza examples, the mouths of the cave signs are in the shape of 

quatrefoils, in a parallel to the iconography of Chalcatzingo‘s Structure 9.  Before the 

upper portion of the façade disintegrated, Structure I‘s door likely echoed the quatrefoil-

shape of the pictographs.  The façade‘s face stretches lengthwise, creating an eerie smile, 

and the doorway provides the vertical arm of the quatrefoil.  Inside the temple, the 

mouths of the eagle and jaguar pelts mimic the partial quatrefoil shape, curving sharply 

upward in their center and stretching sideways into elongated smiles (Fig.5.12).  Since 

quatrefoils were portals to the supernatural realm, this would literally mark the entrance 

to the temple as an access point to the cave-underworld.   

 In addition to marking the temple as a cave, placing this pictograph on the façade 

of a temple removes the sign from its traditional place within a writing system.  This type 

of visual-linguistic punning is also found in the codices, when a pictograph is inserted 

into an illustration and functions as a drawing of the concept it usually represents.  For 

example, in the Codex Borbonicus a deer-like animal climbs into a cave-pictograph on 

the side of a hill (Fig. 5.13).  The pictograph acts both as a sign for cave and as an 

illustration of a cave, into which this creature crawls.  The artists at Malinalco have taken 

this punning a step further.  Here, the pictograph is removed completely from the 

abstract, 2-dimensional realm of codices and placed on the outside of a manmade cave.  
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Because cavern entrances were earth monster mouths, in a sense Malinalco‘s carvers 

revealed a face that was already inherent in the stone.  The sign becomes a life-sized 

portal through which ritual practitioners pass to enter the temple and from which they 

emerge, perhaps transformed by their time within the temple-cave.  While the pictograph 

in the Codex Borbonicus is within an imagined landscape, at Malinalco it is part of a real 

landscape.  No longer simply an abstract symbol for cave, its placement on the exterior of 

this manmade cave animates the pictograph, transforming it into an earth monster‘s 

mouth sufficiently large to consume human prey and their offerings.  

I do not mean to imply that the artists at Malinalco were directly influenced by 

these two documents.  The Mendoza was certainly made after the Spanish Conquest, and 

the Borbonicus was probably created immediately before or shortly after the conquest 

(Boone 2007: 212).  I do believe, however, that the cave pictograph appeared in 

documents (now lost) created before the constriction of Structure I.  The pictograph is a 

logical outgrowth of generations of relatively consistent earth monster iconography in 

Mesoamerica, from the Preclassic to the Postclassic (e.g., see Guernsey 2010: 77, et 

passim; Gillespie 1993; Heyden 1975; Grove 2000).  Since Malinalco was built in the last 

decades of the Postclassic, it certainly post-dates this glyph in particular, and Mexica 

pictographic writing conventions in general.  The concept of placing an earth monster 

maw across the entrance to a sacred cave, however, antedates the Mexica writing system.  

Malinalco‘s Structure I draws on an ancient iconographic trope, but employs a relatively 

modern pictographic symbol to convey this traditional idea. 
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 Malinalco‘s façade pictograph also conveys the idea that caves are frightening, 

liminal spaces.  Artist-scribes had a degree of flexibility in how they wrote pictographic 

signs, including or omitting certain iconographic symbols, placing the sign among other 

pictographs or within an illustration, enlarging or shrinking a sign, and changing the 

perspective from which it is viewed.  At Malinalco, artists increased the psychological 

tension created by the sight of a monumental, frightening face by extending its red, 

forked tongue beyond the temple‘s entrance.  To enter the temple is to transform oneself 

into a human sacrifice, voluntarily stepping onto the red tongue-carpet leading to the dark 

interior of the earth monster‘s maw.  The gaping, open mouth of the earth monster is one 

of its principal iconographic characteristics, and conveys the perpetually ravenous nature 

of the earth, always in need of human sacrifices (Garibay 1965: 108).  The façade‘s 

inherent intimidation may have signaled a warning to the people of late Postclassic 

Mexico that this temple—and perhaps the entire temple complex at Malinalco—was a 

potent and dangerous location.  Malinalco‘s monumental pictograph conveys multiple 

layers of meaning: cave, earth monster, enter at one‘s peril.  

 Malinalco‘s façade also provided a powerful backdrop for ritual performances.  

The majority of human sacrifices took place on the platforms at the top of temple stairs, 

and in front of the temple facade.103   Malinalco is no exception, and a depression on its 

porch originally held a sacrificial stone (Hernández Rivero 1993: 37-38).  Anyone on the 

                                                 
103 For example, see folio 70r of the Codex Magliabechiano, which illustrates either two sacrifices or two 

separate moments in a single sacrifice.  At the top of the stairs, a sacrificial victim is stretched over the 

sacrificial stone as priests remove his heart.  An identical figure is at the base of the temple‘s stairs, having 

been rolled down the pyramid after his sacrifice.  The latter act accounts for the blood stains that some 

conquistadors observed on temple stairs (Smith 2003:222-224).   



 169 

porch at Malinalco is within reach of the mouth of the earth monster, standing in the 

liminal space between this realm and the underworld (Fig. 5.14).  Furthermore, the 

position of the sacrificial stone visually centers the person performing the sacrifice at the 

middle of the façade‘s quatrefoil.  When viewed from the patio before the temple, anyone 

on the temple porch is visually linked to the mountain top behind the temple, and thus to 

the upper world.  Standing on the temple‘s porch, one is simultaneously in the earthly 

realm, at the lip of the underworld, and aligned with the mountain-top/upper world.  

Anyone performing a human sacrifice at Malinalco benefitted from the potency of this 

liminal space, and his offering to the gods was more potent in having been made at a 

place where the boundaries between realms were gossamer thin and by a person whose 

presence seemed to stretch across three cosmic realms.104    

 Although at first glance the creature on Malinalco‘s Structure I façade looks like a 

snake, it is actually a composite creature that, while it seems supernatural to 

contemporary westerners, may have represented a real animal to the Mexica.  Most Aztec 

―snake‖ images combine a serpent‘s angular face, forked tongue and elongated body with 

components of caimans and felines, and we see the same combination in the Malinalco 

image. 105   Artists added a caiman‘s prominent brow ridges over the eyes, likely to make 

them resemble the protuberant eyes of deities in the codices.  Even when it is almost 

completely submerged, a caiman‘s eyes remain above the surface of the water, ever 

                                                 
104 Images of ancient Maya rulers convey a similar notion, by incorporating world tree iconography into 

the costumes of their leaders (Schele and Freidel 1990).  Kent Reilly (1994: 130) pointed out that Olmec 

rulers were also axis mundi-world trees. 
105 The Komodo Dragon has a forked tongue, but lives only on select islands in Indonesia.  In the new 

world, only snakes have forked tongues. 



 170 

watchful for potential prey.  The fangs at the corner of the figure‘s mouth are similar to a 

snake‘s dentition, but their location and length have been altered.  Snakes‘ fangs are 

visible only when striking, and they are folded back into the mouth at all other times.106  

Although the reference is not as clear on Malinalco‘s façade as on serpent-composite 

sculptures in the round, feline detention likely inspired the elongated fangs of 

Malinalco‘s earth monster. Unlike snakes, cats can display their fangs when their mouths 

are closed by raising their upper lip, and the canines of cats with an overbite are visible at 

all times.  Aztec sculptors consistently employ feline-style teeth in snake mouths, and the 

exaggerated prominence of the fangs on Malinalco‘s façade likely draws from this 

tradition.  The combination of a caiman‘s watchful, bulging eyes, a cat‘s fangs, and a 

snake‘s face and forked tongue creates a frightening creature, existing outside of nature 

(or at least outside of the mundane, everyday natural world) and thus posing a greater 

threat than any of its component predators alone.  Just as westerners do not look at a 

dragon and see a lizard, a dinosaur, and a winged bug, I do not believe the Aztecs 

routinely catalogued the component parts of this creature.  Rather, this supernatural being 

was simply the earth monster.   

Although the earth monster on Structure I displays serpentine characteristics, the 

earth is often envisioned as a cipactli, a mythological, caiman-like creature.  In Historia 

de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas the earth is described as a cipactli floating in a 

primordial sea (Phillips, trans 1883: 617-618).  In my view, the cipactli and the serpent-

                                                 
106 Typically, snakes have only one usable fang on each side of its mouth, and folded behind these canines 

are spare teeth that move forward when a fang is lost.  Malinalco‘s creature displays both the primary fangs 

and spare fangs at the corner of its mouth, through both sets are unrealistically long.   
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like façade creature at Malinalco are similar representations of the earth monster, though 

the cipactli’s full set of sharp teeth distinguish it from more serpent-like representations.  

Since both creatures embody the earth monster, one wonders if the earth was imagined as 

reptilian.  Snake‘s periodic molting may have been a metaphor for the earth‘s death in 

winter and rebirth in spring, and likely reinforced the Aztec paradigm that the creation of 

new life was dependent upon the sacrifice of existing life.  Adult caimans grab prey 

roughly in their jaws and thrash about in the water to drown their victims.  Snakes, in 

contrast, open their jaws and swallow prey whole, their bodies stretching to accommodate 

their meal.  Just as a snake‘s body eventually breaks down their prey, the earth consumes 

people and animals buried within her, leaving only their bones behind.  Perhaps the 

cipactli represented the earth monster that floats in the vast ocean of creation, while the 

serpent-like creature on the façade at Malinalco embodied the snake aspect of the earth 

monster, which could swallow sacrifices whole, lead them through elongated, serpentine 

tunnels deep within the earth, and transform them into bones. 

As I have noted above, Malinalco‘s façade represents a generic earth monster and 

not a specific deity, but the association of some earth goddesses with snakes may clarify 

the serpentine iconography of the pictograph on Malinalco‘s façade. A number of Aztec 

deities are associated with the earth and its fertility and are different manifestations of the 

earth monster.  Coatlicue, she of the serpent skirt, is the earth goddess who gave birth to 

the sun, Huitzilopochtli, and to the multitude of stars. The most famous image of 

Coatlicue is in the MNA, and depicts the goddess as almost entirely made of snakes.  

Perhaps the serpents composing her person allude to the snake component of the earth 
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monster.107  Like Coatlicue, Cihuacoatl incorporates serpents into her iconography, and 

the Nahuatl word for snake, coatl, appears in her name.  The earth goddess Tlaltecuhtli is 

less directly associated with serpents, and is more often linked to caimans.  On the Stone 

of Tizoc, Tlaltecuhtli‘s open, ravenous cave-mouth is paired with a caiman-skin pattern, 

creating an equivalency here between Tlaltecuhtli and the primordial caiman (Miller and 

Taube 1993:167; Townsend 1979: 46-47).  Each of these goddesses presides over aspects 

of both human and vegetal fertility, and they share reptilian iconography.  While the earth 

monster at Malinalco is more snake-like than caiman-like, it still strongly alludes to the 

reptilian aspects of these goddesses and of the earth itself. 

 The earth monster/cave pictograph invariably incorporates an open mouth as a 

reminder of the perpetually ravenous nature of the earth and man‘s obligation to 

reciprocate for a fertile planet with hearts and blood.  Of all the goddesses who double as 

earth monsters, this idea is clearest in the iconography of Tlaltecuhtli (Fig. 5.15).108  This 

goddess is consistently shown with her head thrown back, her mouth gaping, and her legs 

spread and bent in a standing childbirth position.  The partial quatrefoil-shape of her 

mouth conveys that her mouth is a portal to inside the earth.  The connection between 

what she devours and what she produces is visually manifest in the balance between her 

open, devouring jaws and her open pelvis, from which new life will spring.  On 

                                                 
107 Manuel Aguilar-Moreno (2010) argued that the face on Malinalco‘s façade is Coatlicue.  He correctly 

noted that the MNA Coatlicue‘s face is made by two snake heads in profile that form a single face with two 

eyes, two nostrils and a long smile.  Although Coatlicue‘s serpent imagery extends to her face, I do not 

believe she is represented by the serpent-like creature on Malinalco‘s façade.  Boone (1999) suggested that 

the MNA sculpture may not represent Coatlicue at all, but rather was one of several tzitzimimeh, 

frightening, skeletal female deities. 
108 The iconography of Tlaltecuhtli is analyzed in detail in the following sources: Henderson 2007; 

Baquedano 1988; Gutiérrez Solana 1990; and Nicholson 1972. 
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Malinalco‘s Structure I, the open mouth and open door of the temple stand as reminders 

of man‘s obligation to perform sacrifices. 

 The Dedication Stone (MNA) further emphasizes the reciprocal relationship 

between man and the earth, and illuminate reveal the function of a small, cylindrical hole 

(31 cm in diameter, 31 cm deep) inside Structure I (Fig. 3.12) (see Townsend 1982).  

Rather than depicting the earth monster as animated and embodied by a particular 

goddess, here the earth monster is accessible only at a small, rectangular (or, if imagined 

in three-dimensions, cylindrical) orifice.  On this monument, Mexica emperors Tizoc and 

Ahuitzotl pierce their ears in autosacrifice, their blood dripping into the gaping mouth of 

the earth monster.  A nostril and eyeball lie to either side of the maw, and small teeth line 

its interior.  Richard Townsend (1982) was the first scholar to link the ritual depicted here 

to a cylindrical hole in Malinalco‘s Structure I that lies between the central jaguar and the 

eagle pelt on the floor.109  This hole is similar to one that Sahagún (1950-1982, Bk. 2:5) 

described at Yopico, a temple and symbolic cave into which Aztec priests placed the 

skins of sacrificial victims during royal accession rituals (Townsend 1982:135). 

According to Sahagún (1950-1982, Bk. 2: 5), Yopico was ―a cave in the pyramid which 

they call Yopico,‖ indicating that the temple was a conceptual cave, like Malinalco. The 

hole that held the flayed skin was called oztoc, ―at the cave,‖ and was thus a cave within a 

cave (Townsend 1982: 135).  Malinalco‘s cylindrical hole, then, was also a cave within a 

cave and, by extension, an earth monster‘s mouth-within-a-mouth.  Placing offerings 

within this receptacle may have been akin to directly pouring nourishment down the 

                                                 
109 A similar hole appears in Malinalco‘s Structure IV. 
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throat of the earth monster.  Since on the Dedication Stone Ahuitzotl and Tizoc clearly 

stand on the surface of the earth, they appear to be situated above an earth monster maw 

much like the one inside Structure I.  A caretaker at Malinalco found bloodletters in 

debris on or near the temple; therefore it is easy to imagine that for important rites, 

political figures and/or priests would go into the earth monster‘s maw, and offer their 

own blood into this powerful orifice (Hernández Rivero 1993:36).  In a sense, the entire 

temple, cut directly into the flesh of the earth monster, parallels the Dedication Stone 

offering hole on a larger scale.  This earth monster‘s maw requires not only blood, but 

rituals and offerings from people unafraid to enter the mouth of a hungry earth. 

  

 At Malinalco, the Mexica-Aztecs created a powerful liminal space.  Taking into 

account the cave symbolism of temples and the mountain symbolism of pyramids, 

Mexica masons created a temple that is not symbolic of a cave on a mountain, but that 

occupies the geography of an actual cave on the slope of an actual mountain.  The 

Mexica took advantage of the multivalent quality of their writing system to convey three 

ideas across Structure I‘s façade, declaring: this building is a cave; these buildings is the 

mouth of the earth monster; and beware, sacred space lies within.  Even if a viewer 

missed the first two connotations, the intimidating combination of fangs and a forked 

tongue cannot be missed.  The redundancy of these associations underscores the sacrality 

of the temple.  Building on a site sacred long before the foundation of Tenochtitlan, the 

Mexica permanently altered the landscape to create a space for ritual transformation.  At 

Malinalco, the Mexica not only co-opted another‘s sacred space, but they also created an 
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ideal stage to legitimate their power in the region and displayed their superior technology 

by permanently altering the face of a sacred mountain.  When their priests or political 

leaders performed sacrifices before the façade of Structure I, they legitimized their power 

by reminding their followers of their position as intermediaries between the human and 

supernatural worlds.  Malinalco‘s Structure I offered both a potent space for 

transformations and a stage upon which the Mexica may have been able to transform 

their public image in this subjugated territory.   

SPRINGS  

 Malinalco‘s pre-Hispanic farmers benefited from abundant water, much of which 

came from local springs.  As late as the 1980s, eighty percent of Malinalco‘s springs 

produced water year-round (Galván Villegas 1984: 19).110  The abundance of these 

springs may have contributed to the perception of Malinalco as a sacred location during 

the Aztec empire because, like caves, springs may have been powerful portals to the 

underworld (Manzanilla 2000: 91).111  At the southern end of Malinalco‘s valley, two 

separate groups of three or more springs provided water for farmers south of the city and 

near the town of Xalmolonco (Galván Villegas 1984: 19).  Beneath the archaeological 

                                                 
110 Malinalco also has three rivers: the Chalma, Colapa and the Malinalco (also called the San Miguel, 

though it is not fueled by the San Miguel spring, but rather by the El Molina and Jalmologna) (Galván 

Villegas 1984: 19).  While the Río Chalma used to provide the city with sufficient water for irrigation, 

today its waters are diverted to fuel a hydroelectric plant (Galván Villegas 1984: 19).  The other two rivers 

are smaller and are not reliable sources of water.  Even before the Chalma was dammed, the people of 

Malinalco relied heavily on their springs (Galván Villegas 1984:17-21). 
111 Springs have not been as extensively researched in Mesoamerica as caves, but many of the cave sources 

listed above also discuss springs.  Stuart and Vogt (2005:160-163) noted that one Mayan sign for cave, 

CH‘EEN, could also connote springs.  Other authors to discuss the watery underworld and springs are 

Reilly 1994, Taube 1995, Ortiz and Rodríguez 1994; Carynyk 1982; Colas et al. 2006, and Perez de Lara 

2005. 



 176 

site and tucked behind the trees that line the lower edge of the path leading to Malinalco, 

is the San Miguel spring.  This is the most abundant water supply in this sector of the 

larger town, providing drinking water to parts of the city and irrigation to local farmers 

(Galván Villegas 1984: 19).  A contemporary Catholic shrine and the foundations of a 

pre-Hispanic temple stand side-by-side next to San Miguel spring in testament to its 

enduring importance to the people of Malinalco and their perception of its spiritual 

potency.  

Archaeologists José Hernández Rivero (personal communication, August 2009) 

and Galvan Villegas (1984:33) contend that the pre-Hispanic remains overlooking the 

San Miguel spring date from the Aztec period (Fig. 5.16).112  Like the monuments in the 

principal temple complex at Malinalco, this structure is partially cut from the bedrock 

immediately west of the spring.  A rock-cut staircase leads to a circular room, and two 

larger, rectilinear, masonry rooms lie directly west of these stairs.  The construction 

technique used to carve the stairs from bedrock is the same employed by the builders of 

Malinalco‘s Structure I, and this is the principal reason Galván Villegas and Hernández 

Rivero believe the temple is late Postclassic (Galván Villegas 1984:33).  Archaeologists 

have not systematically excavated around this temple, though they have dug test pits 

along the course of the stream that flows from this spring (Hernández Rivero personal 

communication, August 2009).  The temple(s) and stairs respond to the location‘s natural 

slope.  The stairs lead up the hill to a natural rise, which masons flattened into a circular 

                                                 
112 José Hernández Rivero is an archaeologist working for the INAH office in Toluca, Estado de Mexico.  

He is currently in charge of the excavation and preservation of Malinalco‘s ceremonial center and its 

immediate surrounds. 
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platform.  The base of this structure is monolithic, and since no walls remain the circular 

area may have been an open platform for ritual performance.  Alternatively, the walls 

may have been masonry and its composite stones may have been reclaimed after the 

Conquest for use in other construction projects.  The area directly west of the circular 

temple is also partially rock cut, and may have served as a staging ground for rituals 

within the building.   

Slightly below the top of the stairs is a rectilinear terrace, possibly another temple 

or an extension of the construction above.  The architects used the slope of the hill to 

partially form the base of this structure, and walls are only visible on the western side, 

where the hill was shaped to resemble the traditional sloping sides of an Aztec pyramid.  

The stairs demarcate the eastern boundary of the building and directly overlook a stream 

that flows from the spring.  While the archaeological remains here are sparse and largely 

unexcavated, the structural similarity between this/these temple(s) and the rock-cut stairs 

at Malinalco suggests that the sites were built under the same auspices and were regarded 

as part of the same construction project.113   

 Like Malinalco‘s sacred cave, the sacrality of this spring derives from long-

standing Mesoamerican beliefs about sacred landscape and cosmology.  The earliest 

demonstrably sacred springs appear in or near pre-Classic Olmec sites. Among the 

earliest springs with evidence of ritual use is El Manatí (rites ca. 1600 BCE) near the 

Olmec settlement San Lorenzo in Veracruz (Hershey 2004: 11; Ortiz and Rodríguez 

                                                 
113 The holiness of this spring continues to be acknowledged today.  It is celebrated on St. Michael‘s saint 

day, and two crosses overlook the spring year round.  A shrine to St. Michel is just west of the pre-

Columbian structure, and always reflects recent ceremonial use. 
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1994).  Early offerings consisted of unused greenstone and food, and between 1200-1000 

BCE the Olmec interred wooden busts, preserved by the anaerobic environment in El 

Manatí‘s silt, along with rubber balls and obsidian knives (Hershey 2004: 11, 17-18; 

Ortiz and Rodríguez 1994).  Archaeologists have found no evidence of habitation at El 

Manatí, and since the residents of San Lorenzo had plenty of water sources within their 

city, it appears that the spring‘s significance was solely religious (Hershey 2004: 13, 43; 

Ortiz and Rodríguez 1994).114   

The Olmec site of Chalcatzingo had difficult access to water, likely increasing the 

importance of its natural spring (Grove 1984: 24, 26).  The bas relief El Rey was carved 

in an area on the side of a mountain that generated heavy runoff during rainstorms, 

potentially damaging crops in the fields below (Grove 1984: 45).  In this monument, a 

man sits within an incomplete quatrefoil, representing a cave.  The open end of the 

quatrefoil is the cave‘s entrance, and the entire scene is in profile, as if the artist removed 

one side of the cave to provide a stage-right, x-ray view inside the cave.  Spirals of mist 

emanate from the cave, their general shape suggestive of the quatrefoil‘s missing 

quadrant.115  Small, abstract clouds outside the cave produce rain drops and the king 

within the cave appears to have called the rain (Grove 1984: 45, 110-111).  Aqueducts 

directed this water away from crops, emphasizing the king‘s powerful manipulation of 

rain.  El Rey not only summoned rain clouds from his underworld-cave position, visible 

                                                 
114 Ten miles from La Venta, another Olmec site in Veracruz, the Arroyo Pesquero site has evidence of 

sacred springs. 
115 Similar to the examples discussed above, this cave is also an earth monster, indicated by its single, 

ovular eye and bushy brow.  Only one eye and brow are visible because the earth monster is viewed from 

the side. 
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around the quatrefoil-shaped cave, but he also directed construction projects that ensured 

the rain did not damage his people‘s crops (Grove 1984: 45, 110-11).116  The small 

aqueducts that collect and direct rain water throughout Malinalco‘s ceremonial center are 

similar to the ones at Chalcatzingo, though their function differs.  Malinalco‘s channels 

are too high on the side of a mountain to have had much impact on farms in the valley, 

but they may have been intended to protect the nearby buildings from erosion.117 

 Springs continued to be important in the Classic period.  The Maya city of 

Palenque had 56 springs, likely the source of its original Mayan name, Lakam Ha, or Big 

Water. Palenque residents built dams, pools, aqueducts, canals and bridges to manage 

their waters (French 2001: 27).  Resting a meter above the current water level, an 

alligator carving (3.44 m long, 1.10 m tall, 86 cm thick) appears at the end of one of 

Palenque‘s aqueducts, and in antiquity this alligator would have appeared to float on top 

of the water, creating a cosmogram of the earthly caiman in the primordial sea (French 

2001:19) (Fig. 5.17).  The Classic period Maya painted cave at Naj Tunich had fissures 

that sprayed water during the rainy season, as if the mountain itself was expelling water 

and contributing to the sacred nature of this site (Stone 1995: 101).  The well-known cave 

under the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan housed a spring, likely regarded as a place 

where the waters of the underworld rose to the earth‘s surface.   

                                                 
116 Even this early, caves were viewed as ideal location to petition for water. 
117 Some of Malinalco‘s aqueducts are so small that they may represent natural erosion paths rather than 

human construction.  This seems an especially likely explanation for the channel that bisects the monolithic 

stairs northeast of Temple 1.  Others, however, are certainly manmade.  During storms, these aqueducts 

quickly fill with water, though they are not sufficient to direct all the runoff from above (Hernández Rivero 

personal communication). 
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Closer in time to Malinalco, on the Codex Selden’s (ca. 1556-1560) page nine  a 

temple rests atop the mountain-like head of the earth monster, whose partial quatrefoil 

mouth releases streams of red and white liquid as if it houses a spring (Fig. 5.18).  In the 

Codex Zouche-Nuttall, a serpent‘s body stretches across page 36, representing the shape 

and major geographical features of the Apoala Valley in Oaxaca (Fig. 5.19) (Mundy 

1996: 102, Jansen 1979).  On the upper left hand corner, the open snake‘s mouth 

represents the earth monster, and in this case stands for the name of a local spring, ―deep 

cave of the serpent,‖ or yahui coo maa in Mixtec.  Naming a spring ―deep cave‖ suggests 

equivalence between these two natural features, perhaps because they provided 

equivalent access points to the underworld. 

Locations in which caves and springs appear in concert may have been viewed as 

ideal places to contact the Mexica water deities, Tlaloc and Chalchiuhtlicue. Tlaloc 

controlled vertical water, which falls from the leaden clouds that gather around the tops 

of mountains (Durán 1971: 154), and in the dry season he was believed to store water in 

mountains (Sahagún 1988: 800; Broda 1991: 84).  His wife and counterpart, 

Chalchiuhtlicue, reigned over the waters of the earth: streams, rivers, lakes, ponds, and 

springs (Durán 1971: 261).  In many respects, Tlaloc and Chalchiuhtlicue balanced one 

another: celestial water versus terrestrial water; man versus woman; husband versus wife; 

above versus below.  The Mexica revered Tlaloc on mountain tops and in caves, and they 

sacrificed children in caves during droughts to encourage Tlaloc to release the water 
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stored in the mountains (Durán 1971: 155-156; Broda 1991, see pp.183).118  They made 

offerings to Chalchiuhtlicue at springs or at the whirlpool-cum-spring at Pantitlan.119  

When spring water bubbled to the earth‘s surface, it appeared to come from the depths of 

the watery underworld.  Like caves, springs were powerful liminal places ideal for 

sending offerings to the underworld and to Chalchiuhtlicue.  Perhaps the Mexica 

regarded caves near springs as powerful points of connection between these two deities, 

places where Chalchiuhtlicue released the water Tlaloc stored in the mountains. 

 Malinalco had another spring, now extinct, higher on the mountain and closer to 

the principal ceremonial center than the San Miguel.  As I discuss above (see pp.81), in a 

letter to the king of Spain, Cortes (2005: 201) remarked that the people of Malinalco 

could stay within a walled enclosure on a mountainside nearly indefinitely, because they 

had plenty of water there.  The soldier leading the attack, Andrés de Tapía (ca. 1498-

1561), chose not to pursue the Malinalca up the hill, because it was too steep for the 

horses.  While we cannot be certain the area described in this letter was the ceremonial 

center, we know the main body of the ceremonial center was walled, had a water source, 

and rests above a steep slope (Hernández Rivero 1993: 7).  If the people of Malinalco 

were under siege in the ceremonial center, the aqueducts also would have helped them 

harvest rain water.  Although the walls around the site have not been systematically 

                                                 
118 For a description of children sacrificed to Tlaloc in Tlatelolco, see Isabel De La Cruz, et. al (2008).  
119 Descriptions of Pantitlan in early colonial documents are confusing, and it is hard to determine if it was 

a spring or a whirlpool.  Johanna Broda (1991) describes rites that took place at Pantitlan and provides the 

clearest descriptions of the site.  Although a subway stop in Mexico City is named Pantitlan, it does not 

mark the location of this former landscape feature. 
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mapped, it seems likely that the San Miguel spring at the base of the mountain was 

outside these walls. 

 Like caves, springs play an important role in Aztec mythology.  Springs have a 

prominent role in Diego Durán‘s account of the founding of Tenochtitlan (1964: 28-29).  

After years of searching, the Mexica finally begin to see signs that they have reached 

their promised home. 

Wandering among the reeds and the rushes, they came upon a beautiful spring and 

saw wondrous things in the waters.  These things had been predicted to the Aztecs 

by the priests, through the command of Huitzilopochtli, their god. The first thing 

they beheld was a juniper tree, all white and very beautiful, and the spring came 

forth from the foot of this tree.  The second thing they saw was a group of willows 

around the spring, all white, without a single green leaf.  The reeds were white, 

also, and so were the rushes surrounding the water.  White frogs and fish came 

out of the water.  There were water snakes, too, shiny and white.  The spring 

flowed out from between two large rocks, the water so clear and limpid that it was 

pleasing to behold (Durán 1964:28-29). 

 

The fertility of this stream, overflowing with plant and animal life, foreshadows the 

riches from Lake Texcoco that the Aztecs would soon exploit.120  The white juniper tree, 

willow, reed, frogs and fish may be an allusion to the Mexica‘s original home in Aztlan, 

―white place in the north.‖  Aztlan was imagined as an island in the middle of a lake, and 

Tenochtitlan‘s island location recreates this mythical motherland (Boone 1991: 122).  

Tenochtitlan is also a cosmogram of the cipactli-earth monster floating in the primordial 

sea (Broda 1983: 232).  In the myth recounted by Durán, Huitzilopochtli uses the spring 

as a means to communicate to his people that they will soon see the sign they seek, an 

eagle sitting atop a prickly pear cactus.  Upon their return to the spring the following day, 

                                                 
120 For a description of the foods the Mexica took from Lake Texcoco, see Sophie Coe (1994). 
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the water is divided into two streams, one blood red and the other blue (Durán 1993: 31).  

These two colored streams later become emblematic of the Mexica state, conveying the 

interdependence of war/sacrifice and fertility (Seler 2002).  In this myth alone, a spring 

serves as a medium of divine communication, a symbol of the Aztec state, and a source 

of life.121   

 Springs were part of the sacred landscape in Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial precinct.  

Sahagún (1950-1982, Bk. 2: 167, 168, 171, 174, 178) lists four springs in Tenochtitlan‘s 

ceremonial center, though they have not been located archaeologically.  Alvarado 

Tezozomoc (1975: 63) described two caves beneath the Templo Mayor, and said that the 

two springs the Mexica described in their foundation histories streamed from these 

caverns.  In this way, the Templo Mayor continued a tradition that dates at least to 

Teotihuacan, where the Pyramid of the Sun rests over a multi-lobed cave (Broda 1983: 

232, see also Heyden 1975, 1976 and 2000).  Archaeologists have not been able to 

determine if caves were actually under the Templo Mayor, because ground water levels 

in Mexico are too high to allow excavation beneath the earliest levels of the temple 

(Broda 1983: 232).122  In so far as pyramids are symbolic mountains (see Scully 1962 and 

Townsend 1982b), Malinalco echoes this configuration, with temples resting on a sacred 

mountain with a spring bubbling at its base.  The ceremonial centers at Malinalco and 

Tenochtitlan harvested the power inherent in caves, springs and mountains by combining 

                                                 
121 Durán (1971:266-267) insists that the Aztecs regarded water as purifying.  This is an idea shared by 

many cultures and could be true for the Aztecs, but it could just as easily be a manifestation of Durán‘s 

western heritage, which contends that baptism washes one free of sin. 
122 The excavation and restoration of the Templo Mayor in the late 1970‘s and early 1980‘s is well 

published (see especially Matos Moctezuma 1983, 1987, 1992, 1999; Broda et al. 1987).  
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manmade and natural features into a constructed, symbolic landscape.123  As a symbolic 

mountain believed to rest over a cave-spring, the Templo Mayor was a point at which the 

levels of the cosmos intersected (Eliade 1969).  With its naturally-occurring mountain 

and spring, and its manmade cave, Malinalco repeated the symbolism of the capital and, 

indeed, of hundreds of Mesoamerica sites. 

 Motolinía (1950:55) records that springs were often surrounded by four altars 

arranged in a cross shape.  The spring‘s position at the center of this quincunx conveys its 

liminality.  As springs are manifestations of the waters of the underworld seeping onto 

the earth‘s surface, the quincunx design seems especially apt.  Malinalco‘s spring does 

not conform to Motolinía‘s description, and I found no illustrations of ritual springs in the 

codices.  I did locate a handful of springs in the Relaciones Geograficas, but none with 

the configuration Motolinía described.124  The map from Cempoala features a spring 

surrounded on four sides by walls, each with an opening allowing access to the spring 

(Fig. 5.20).  Similarly, the Relaciones Geograficas from Guaxtepec features a spring 

surrounded on three sides by walls and trees, as if it is the centerpiece of a walled garden 

(Fig. 5.21).  However, in both cases the walls look like colonial constructions.  The 

quadripartite composition described by Motolinía fully conforms to what we know about 

Mesoamerican ideas about springs, and it seems likely that his description was accurate 

for some springs.  The San Miguel spring abuts a steep hill, and it would have been 

                                                 
123 Vincent Scully (1962) discusses the re-construction of landscape features in the pre-Columbian 

Americas, and Victor Turner (1964) describes how naturally liminal spaces, such as caves (or, in 

Mesoamerica, springs) can inspire ritual. 
124 Barbara Mundy (1996) and Robertson (1959, 1972) provide good introductions to the Relaciones 

Geograficas. 
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difficult to arrange altars on four sides of this spring.  The center of a quincunx marks the 

center of the horizontal plane.  At Malinalco, the spring may not have been labeled as a 

center point, because it was only one part of the larger cosmic axis created by the 

confluence of a cave, mountain and spring.  The San Miguel spring was a single element 

in a larger sacred landscape, and this landscape with powerful natural and manmade 

features was spiritually primed for connection to the upper and under worlds.  

 For the Mexica, water sources were essential to a community‘s survival, and early 

colonial sources indicate that the Mexica treated water sources with reverence.  Durán‘s 

Gods and Rites (1971: 211-216) describes the ceremonies performed to initiate a new 

spring-fed aqueduct running from a spring in Coyoacan to Tenochtitlan.  Commissioned 

by Ahuitzotl, the aqueduct was designed to provide a reliable source of water to 

Tenochtitlan, since this island metropolis was surrounded by brackish, undrinkable water. 

Upon the opening of the aqueduct, a man in the guise of Chalchiuhtlicue, wearing a blue, 

jewel-encrusted blouse, deposited offerings of blue corn flour and frog-shaped rattles at 

key points along the aqueduct (Durán 1971: 211-212).  Sporting a blue forehead, legs and 

shoes, the goddess-impersonator called the newly arriving water, ―precious lady,‖ as if it 

carried the essence of Chalchiuhtlicue.  Priests poured quails‘ blood and liquid rubber 

into the flowing water, and old men dumped fish, snakes, and other marine creatures into 

the aqueduct in the hope that they would swim to Tenochtitlan and reproduce (Durán 

1971:212).  At one of the aqueduct‘s water collection stations, four six-year-old boys 

were sacrificed, their hearts and blood joining the flow of water.  When the water reached 
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Tenochtitlan, Ahuitzotl welcomed the waters with offerings of fish-and-frog-shaped 

golden jewels and stones (Durán 1971: 215). 

 Within days, the water level in Tenochtitlan rose dangerously, and the city‘s 

chinampas, buildings, and temples were damaged or destroyed (Durán 1971: 215-216).  

Too late, Ahuitzotl ordered the closing of the aqueduct and sent priests to make offerings 

and perform rites at the Coyoacan spring (Durán 1971: 215-216).  The priests sacrificed 

children and quail at the spring, and divers buried feathers, jewels, stones and an effigy of 

Chalchiuhtlicue at its base (Durán 1971:216).  The aqueduct was removed, the spring was 

allowed to return to its former course, and the offerings and sacrifices were believed to 

have calmed the wrath of Chalchiuhtlicue. 

 Durán‘s account of Tenochtitlan‘s devastating flood illustrates the complex 

relationship between the Mexica and their environmental resources, which were governed 

by both natural and supernatural forces.  The temple at Malinalco‘s San Miguel spring 

attests to this relationship and to the rites performed in outlying provinces in attempts to 

ensure the water supply was neither too scarce nor too abundant.  Beyond practical 

considerations and the desire to appease the water gods, springs were also magical places 

that allowed communication with the inhabitants of the underworld.  Like caves, they 

facilitated religious experience by bringing the underworld closer to the earth.  San 

Miguel‘s location at the base of Cerro de los Idolos connects this spring and its temple 

not only to the ceremonial center above, but also to the mountain itself and to a sacred 

geography particular to the Mexica, who called their towns altepemeh (sing. altepetl), 
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water-mountains.  I hope future, systematic excavations of the spring and its immediate 

surroundings will reveal the types of rituals practiced here. 

MOUNTAINS 

 The ceremonial center at Malinalco incorporates three disparate areas of Cerro de 

los Idolos and thereby assimilates the entire mountain into its sacred landscape.  The 

principal temple complex is not, as one might expect, at the top of the mountain, but 

rather on a high ridge that wraps around two sides of the mountain and provides a view of 

a curve in the valley below.  At the top of the mountain, archaeologists found a small, 

Aztec-era temple with remains of Tlaloc and Ehecatl effigies (Hernández Rivero personal 

communication).125  The principal temple complex is between the mountain top temple 

and the San Miguel spring at the base of the mountain.  García Payón (1974 and n.d. A; 

n.d. B) found artifacts on the slopes beneath the principal site, though these objects likely 

came from the site above and do not indicate that the mountain slopes were used in 

rituals.126  The entirety of Cerro de los Idolos becomes a sacred landscape, and may also 

function as a cosmogram recreating the three-tiers of the Mesoamerican worldview.  The 

spring might represent the watery underworld, and the mountain top temple might 

symbolize the upper world.  The principal temple group, then, would embody a charged 

space within the middle, earthly realm that has powerful access to the underworld, 

                                                 
125 This area of the site will be open to the public for the first time in 2012.  Under the direction of José 

Hernández Rivero, INAH is building a path to the temple (INAH 2011b). 
126 García Payón‘s reports are not detailed enough to determine where specific objects were found.  The 

slopes of Cerro de los Idolos are at points quite steep, and it seems likely that rituals took place at the 

temples and perhaps on a path between the three areas of the site. 
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through its cave, and to the upper world via the mountain peak visible behind the 

monolithic temple.  Additional excavations are needed at the base and top of the 

mountain and the original path between these sites needs to be located, to confirm or 

refute this hypothesis. 

 Thanks in large part to early colonial documents, we have much information 

about the Aztec perception of mountains.  On maps the pictograph for mountain formed 

the base of most place names.  As I mention above, the Nahuatl word for town, altepetl, 

incorporates the term for mountain, tepetl.  Ixtlilxochitl (1975, vol 1: 295-296 [ca. 1600-

1608]) noted that ascending a mountain and shooting arrows in the four cardinal 

directions was a traditional component of settlement foundation rituals.  This rite defines 

the new settlement as a mountain at the center of a quincunx, and thus as an axis mundi.  

This idea is also reflected in early colonial maps, wherein the town that produced the map 

places itself in the center of its world (Mundy 1996).   

 Towns were often oriented around a central temple dedicated to their patron god.  

The identity of a town was so tied to this temple that a community was considered 

defeated or captured in battle when their temple had been seized and burned (Hassig 

1988: 105; Durán 1993:  127).  This paradigm is given visible form in the Codex 

Mendoza, wherein defeated towns are illustrated by a burning, falling temple atop their 

toponym.  I imagine the rite described by Ixtlilxochitl could also be performed from a 

symbolic mountain formed by the pyramid-temple at a town‘s center.  In Cholula, central 

Mexicans took this idea even further, and erected a massive hill (over a cave and spring!) 

to support their principal temple (McCafferty 2001).  
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 Mountains also figure into Aztec mythology.  In Historie du Mexique (Garibay 

1965: 108), goddesses sculpt mountains and valleys from Tlalticuhtli‘s nose.  Like all of 

the earth, mountains are a living part of this goddess.  The Mexica‘s tutelary deity, 

Huitzilopochtli, was born on Coatepetl, snake (coatl) mountain (tepetl).  In the myth, 

Coatepetl takes the guise of the earth as Huitzilopochtli-the-sun and his siblings the stars 

orbit this mountain-earth in their cosmic battle.  Huitzilopochtli‘s pyramid in 

Tenochtitlan was covered with tenoned snake heads, and his defeated sister lays 

dismembered at its base, marking the pyramid as Coatepetl and transforming the 

sacrifices performed there into reenactments of this cosmic battle.  The position of 

Malinalco‘s mountain between the underworld-spring at its base and the upper world 

temple at its peak symbolically parallels the place of Coatepec in this myth, in so far as 

both mountains represent the earthly realm. 

When pilgrimage sites are in difficult-to access areas, the ordeal of reaching the 

sacred location legitimizes the worshipper as one who is willing to suffer for the gods 

(Preston 1992: 35-36; Turner 1964).  This is apparent in the Huey Tozoztli ritual, since 

the rulers not only hike for two days, but they also camped two nights on the mountain 

side.127  The Mt. Tlaloc climb takes at least two days today, and even with a modern, well 

maintained path the Tepotzlan temple requires at least 90 minutes of steep ascent 

(Townsend 1991:27).  In contrast, today Malinalco is easy to access.  Cerro de los Idolos 

is not particularly steep, and the main body of the site is carved into two sides of the 

                                                 
127 Suffering is, of course, relative.  The rulers had more luxurious accommodations than their servants, 

certainly, but their quarters were likely significantly less comfortable than their usual homes. 
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mountain, well away from the peak.  However, Malinalco is farther from Tenochtitlan 

than Mt. Tlaloc and Tepotzlan, so reaching the city itself may have been the more 

arduous portion of the pilgrimage.  In addition, the ancient path to the site has not been 

reconstructed, and the modern trail may make the ascent appear easier than it was in 

antiquity.  Unlike the temples at Mt. Tlaloc and Tepotzlan, this complex does not seem to 

celebrate its elevation, or to even emphasize its mountainous locale by requiring a 

difficult climb.  Rather, one gets the sense that this particular part of this mountain was 

sacred.  Malinalco was not built on the mountaintop, because that was not the most 

sacred part of Cerro de los Idolos.  While other Aztec mountain temples celebrate the 

heights of their mountains, something else is being commemorated at Malinalco.    

 Mountain temples have two major advantages.  They provide a vista of 

surrounding environs and are as close as possible to the celestial realm.  Durán‘s (1971: 

257) description of a manmade mountain at Cholula explicitly indicates that 

Mesoamericans viewed mountains as a means to access the heavens.  Durán (1971: 257) 

claims that the hill was built in an earlier creation by giants who wanted to reach the 

heavens, and that in Aztec times people continued to make sacrifices and offerings to this 

mountain.  In a parallel to Malinalco, archaeologists at Cholula have found a spring at the 

base of this manmade hill (McCafferty 2001:285).  Rather than merely symbolizing the 

natural features they strive to represent, at Cholula and Malinalco, Mesoamericans 

created sacred natural features.  Malinalco‘s manmade cave is like a natural cave; its 
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aqueducts are like arroyos, and Cholula‘s manmade mountain approximates an actual 

mountain.128   

CONSTRUCTED LANDSCAPES 

 All landscapes are human constructions in one way or another.  Humans ascribe 

meanings and mythologies to locations that have less to do with the location‘s inherent 

nature than with what people believe about its nature.  In Mesoamerica, caves are sacred 

because they were believed to be access points to the underworld and ideal locations to 

make sacrifices to Tlaloc and the earth monster.  Springs were valued not only because 

their waters appeared to bubble up from the underworld, but also because they were an 

expression of the bounty of Chalchiuhtlicue and provided a resource essential to the 

survival of a community.  Mountaintops brought man as close as possible to celestial 

realm.  Perceiving a landscape or landscape features as sacred is the first step in 

constructing a landscape.  Before anything was built at Malinalco, the site was believed 

special.  Otherwise, no one would have built temples there to begin with.  Over time, a 

site‘s holiness increases in reaction to the aggregation of generations of rituals performed 

there. Malinalco‘s Aztec era buildings stand over the ritual grounds of an earlier people, 

commemorated only with a cached knife, and the later structures benefit from the ritual 

power accumulated at Malinalco over time (García Payón 1974: 23, see also pp. 98-99).    

                                                 
128 Teotihuacan‘s Temple of the Sun rests over a cave, and opinions are divided about whether that cave is 

natural, manmade, or a combination of both (Heyden 1975, Manzanilla 1974, 1999, 2000).  Like 

Malinalco‘s aqueducts, but on a grander scale and constructed hundreds of years earlier, ancient inhabitants 

of Teotihuacan built canals to redirect the flow of the San Juan River through the city.  
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The physical construction of landscapes logically follows the initial perception of 

a site‘s holiness.  Temples acknowledge the spiritual potency of an area, provide a 

location for rituals, and serve as an offering to god(s).  This is especially clear in the 

temples at Tepotzlan and Mt. Tlaloc.  Built in locations that made construction difficult, 

these temples celebrated mountains that were already sacred.  When Olmec, Maya and 

Aztec peoples constructed symbolic landscapes in their cities, they were acknowledging 

the power of sacred landscape features and creating a local landscape in which they may 

access the supernatural realm.  Among the people of Cholula and the Aztecs, we see the 

logical conclusion of this progression.  During the Huey Tozoztli ritual, the Mexica 

brought the forest to swampy Tenochtitlan, covering the plaza before their Templo 

Mayor with full sized trees, hills and bushes (Durán 1971: 161).  Rather than erecting a 

pyramid to symbolize a mountain, the people of Cholula constructed a massive hill.  It is 

no wonder that Durán‘s informants claimed this manmade mountain was the work of 

giants.  When Mexica stone masons carved a cave into bedrock and opened a new mouth 

for the earth monster, they shaped the landscape into what they wanted it to be, 

supplementing a sacred mountain and spring with this cave.  In erecting a cave, the 

Mexica assumed god-like creative powers, transforming the shape of the earth at its 

bedrock core. 

 Aqueducts snaking throughout Malinalco are also a constructed landscape feature, 

approximating arroyos.  The aqueducts directly behind Structure I and on the far eastern 

edge of the site are nearly a foot broad and direct water away from buildings.  The rest of 

the aqueducts are too narrow to conduct the quantities of water drain off during the rainy 
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season (Hernández Rivera, personal communication).  If Mexica masons sent by 

Ahuitzotl and Montezuma wanted to create fully functional channels, they would have 

done so, and it seems likely that these smaller aqueducts were not meant to be practical.  

Rather, they serve as symbolic streams and are another example of how the Aztecs 

worked to leave an indelible stamp on this landscape. 

 Carving directly into bedrock forever alters the landscape and is a symbolic 

declaration of ownership and control.  Not only would this have been highly labor 

intensive (the Aztecs had no hard metal tools), but it also requires that buildings and their 

interiors be completely designed before construction began.  This may have been the 

most difficult building technique employed by the Aztecs, and likely required highly 

specialized workers.  By carving stairs, a temple and aqueducts directly into bedrock, the 

Aztecs permanently changed the landscape at Malinalco.  They left a powerful mark on 

the mountain that even Spanish religious zealots failed to erase.  This was also a political 

statement.  Not only were they co-opting a space sacred to the ancient inhabitants of this 

area, as evidenced by the pre-Aztec temple beneath Structure III, but they also 

permanently changed this sacred space, re-branding this spiritual landscape.  As much as 

it conveys ―cave‖ and ―earth monster,‖ the façade of Structure I also uses Tenochca style 

and iconography to convey that it belongs to the Mexica-Aztecs. 

 The concept of symbolic or constructed landscapes extended to household ritual.  

During the rites of Tepeilhuitl, ―feast of the mountains,‖ in honor of the Volcano 

Popocatzin, people made amaranth and maize dough models of Popocatzin and the 
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mountains and hills surrounding the volcano (Durán 1971: 255-257).129  The mountains 

were animated with a mouth and eyes, offered food, crowned as gods, and dressed 

carefully in painted paper robes (Durán 1971: 256).  In a parallel to the sacrifice of 

human god impersonators, the dough effigies were then sacrificed and eaten.  In this way, 

people could honor gods and sacred natural features at the household level.  They also 

symbolically ate a god, just as the elite members of Aztec society did when they sampled 

the flesh of sacrificed god impersonators (e.g., Durán 1971: 133).  They exhibited 

creative power, making a cosmogram of their surrounding environment within their 

houses and absorbing its power by eating it.  At Malinalco, the construction of a sacred 

landscape echoes this domestic ritual on a larger scale.130   

 Motolinía (1950:101-103) described a 1538131 celebration of Corpus Christi in 

Tlaxcala that had elements of pre-Latino landscape construction.  

They had one very striking thing.  At each of the four corners or turns that the 

road made, there was constructed a mountain and from each mountain there arose 

a cliff [see also Bernal Díaz].  The lower part was made like a meadow, with 

clumps of herbs and flowers and everything else that there is in a fresh field; the 

mountain and the cliff were as natural as if they had grown there.  It was a 

marvelous thing to see, for there were many trees: wild trees, fruit trees, and 

flowering trees, and mushrooms and fungus and the lichen that grows on forest 

trees and rocks.  There were even old broken trees; in one place it was like a thick 

                                                 
129 Durán (1971: 254) records that many attempts to reach the top of Popacatzin failed, but that Moctezuma 

send a group of men to the top of Popocatzin, and the men who survived were surprised to report that there 

was not a mouth at the top of the volcano.  The people performing this rite may have believed that 

Popocatzin had an actual mouth, out of which its waters and lava spewed. 
130 Patricia Plunket and Gabriela Uruñuela (1998) excavated late Preclassic site of Tetimpa, a town on the 

side of Popocatzin that was abandoned after a volcanic eruption around 1 AD.  Their excavations of house 

compounds revealed well preserved remains and domestic rituals tied to volcanic activity.  While we 

cannot posit a direct link between these rituals and the ones Durán described, their finds at Tetimpa confirm 

that Popocatzin has long been a sacred landscape feature in central Mexico. 
131 Torquemada also describes this particular celebration, but he gives the date as 1536.  He may have been 

copying an earlier work of Motolinía (1950:101, footnote). 
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wood and in another it was more open.  On the trees were many birds, both big 

and small: falcons, crows, owls; and in the wood much game; there were stags, 

hares, rabbits, coyotes, and very many snakes... (Motolinía 1950: 101-103). 

 

This ritual is an example of the syncretism among Christian and indigenous religious 

practices.  Juan de Torquemada (ca. 1562-1624) (1969: Vol V, bk 17, ch 7) said that 

Adam, Eve and the serpent were placed on the first mountain, the Temptation on the 

second, St. Jerome on the third and St. Francis on the fourth (Motolinía 1950: 103, 

footnote).132  While these mountains may have provided stages for Christian plays, 

placing the mountains in the four corners creates a quincunx and reinforced indigenous 

cosmology.  They took the creation of this cosmogram further by creating models of 

familiar mountains and filling them with the plants and animals that animate a landscape.  

Just as we saw in the rite to honor Popacatzin, Huey Tozoztli, and at Malinalco, the 

creation of a landscape here mimics the creative power of the gods.  Hunters were hidden 

in the foliage, and Motolinía suggests that their placement conveyed greater naturalism to 

the scene.  Considering the strong association of hunting with the Chichimecs, and 

Motolinía‘s assertion that these hunters spoke a foreign language, one wonders if these 

figures were an allusion to mankind‘s relationship to nature before the advent of large 

cities (Motolinía 1950: 103).   

 It is also interesting that coyotes and snakes, two dangerous wild animals, were 

included in these vignettes, especially since Motolinía (1950:103) says that most of the 

snakes placed on the mountain were poisonous.  While we have already discussed the 

                                                 
132 Juan de Torquemada was a Franciscan friar who was born in Torquemada, Spain, but travelled to the 

New World to study Nahuatl and become a minister.  He wrote a massive history of the Americas, which 

drew from a large number of Spanish chronicles and some indigenous pictorial documents (Cline 1969, 

León-Portilla 1979). 
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important role snakes play in Aztec religion and cosmology, snakes also figure 

prominently in the foundation of Tenochtitlan. When the Mexica had reached the Valley 

of Mexico but were still in search of a homeland, the ruler of Colhuacan offered them a 

parcel of land so infested with snakes and reptiles that the Mexica were sure to be 

exterminated (Durán 1993: 35).  The ever-hardy Mexica thrived in this environment and 

ate so many snakes that they nearly exhausted the serpent population in their lands 

(Durán 1993: 35).  Thus, the consumption and control of snakes was one way in which 

the Chichimec character of the Mexica helped them overcome obstacles in their search 

for a homeland.  Perhaps the placement of poisonous snakes on these artificial mountains 

was an example of the indigenous population asserting control over a ritual at least 

partially co-opted by their Catholic conquerors. 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Malinalco stretches from its mountaintop/upper world temple to the spring/ 

underworld temple at its base, and serves as a cosmic axis.  The blending of sacred 

natural features, such as the mountain and the spring, with a manmade cave and streams, 

is the logical culmination of Mesoamerican landscape reverence.  The tradition of valuing 

specific locations in the environment evolved into creating models of sacred landscapes 

in ceremonial centers.  At Malinalco, the symbolic and natural merge to create a powerful 

axis mundi.  Malinalco‘s cave is particularly remarkable.  Like many Aztec temples, 

Structure I is a symbolic cave.  Yet, this symbolic cave approximates a natural cave as 
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closely as possible by being carved into the bedrock of the earth and thus into the body of 

the earth monster.   

 While we cannot know the exact rites performed at Malinalco, colonial era 

descriptions from writers such as Durán, Motolinía, Torquemada, Bernal Díaz del 

Castillo (1492-1585), and others create an impression of the sorts of rituals prevalent in 

central Mexico.133  The Huey Tozoztli rite described by Durán moves its practitioners 

through the three levels of the cosmos, in a parallel to the arrangement of ritual structures 

at Malinalco.  The construction of an artificial forest before the Templo Mayor 

anticipates the god-like creative powers of the masons who built Malinalco‘s cave.  

Malinalco‘s sacred features are concentrated in a much smaller area than those celebrated 

in Huey Tozoztli.  While the participants of Huey Tozoztli made a pilgrimage up a sacred 

mountain and across Lake Texcoco, at Malinalco the upper world/mountaintop temple, 

the earthly realm, and the cave and spring underworld access points can be reached 

within hours of one another.  Perhaps at Malinalco the challenge was to reach the city 

from Tenochtitlan, rather than scaling a difficult mountain.  One wonders if the close 

proximity of the sacred elements at Malinalco lent the site a particular potency, as if 

having all these sacred access points to other dimensions brought supernatural forces 

closer to the surface here. 

 The Mexica-Aztecs had many sacred caves in which they performed rituals in and 

around Tenochtitlan, and the hills and mountains around Malinalco are filled with caves, 

                                                 
133 Bernal Díaz was a conquistador.  Though he witnessed the defeat of the Aztecs and saw some of their 

cities before they were destroyed, he wrote his accounts many years later, sometime before 1578 (since his 

text was sent to Spain between 1572 and 1578) (Díaz del Castillo and Wagner 1945: 204). 
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some of which have evidence of ritual use (Galvan Villegas 1984: 39, 59, 139).  So, why 

go to the trouble and expense of building a new cave?  Clearly, Malinalco was a sacred 

location before the Mexica entered the area, and perhaps they added a cave to the site to 

correct a perceived omission in the sacred landscape trifecta (spring-mountain-cave).  Yet 

many of their temples were symbolic caves, and it would have been far easier to create a 

masonry building with a serpent façade, like those described by Motolinía, than to carve 

bedrock at Malinalco.  The cave at Malinalco had to be more ―real‖ than symbolic 

temple-caves that were not carved into the flesh of the earth.  It had to reach into the earth 

to fulfill the ritual and political aims of the Mexica (and the religious was never far 

removed from the political).  Ahuitzotl sent Mexica masons to Malinalco to aggressively 

and irrevocably transform a sacred site into a temple complex that would meet imperial 

needs.  Etching a central Mexican pictograph into the side of a mountain sacred to the 

local population may rise to the level of sophisticated graffiti, a bold political ―tag‖ that at 

once marks Malinalco as Mexica and corrects an omission from this sacred landscape.  

While the ancient peoples of central Mexico did not leave texts describing rituals at 

Malinalco, the remains of temples at the site center, on the mountaintop, and above the 

spring place this site within the larger context of Mesoamerican sacred landscapes and 

offer us a window through which we can better understand Malinalco and the people who 

worshipped there.  
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Chapter 6: Malinalco’s Huehuetl: An Imperial Instrument  

 

In this chapter, I seek to contextualize Malinalco‘s huehuetl (Figs. 6.1, 6.2) 

(standing drum) not only within the archaeological site that is the larger focus of this 

dissertation, but also within our knowledge of Aztec drum use.  This broad approach will 

allow us to appreciate the meanings inherent in all huehuetl, and how those meanings 

condition the significations of this particular drum‘s iconography.  Building upon the 

earlier analyses of Eduard Seler (2002; [1902-1923]) and Javier Romero Quiroz (1958), 

my analysis of the drum‘s iconography will focus on the parallels between this drum and 

procession scenes in Tenochtitlan.  I will also examine the Nahui Olin (Four Movement) 

sign in the context of the other monuments on which it appears, the era in which it is 

most common in Mexica art, and what it signifies on Malinalco‘s drum.  I will argue that 

much like Malinalco‘s Structure I, this huehuetl manifests the Mexica ideology of 

domination in a subject state. 

The provenance of this drum is problematic.  We have no records of when or how 

the drum came to Malinalco or if it was originally associated with the archaeological site 

(see p. 47).  Still played in rituals as late as 1894, the Malinalco drum attracted the 

attention of the then-governor of the State of Mexico, who relocated it to the Toluca city 

museum (Matos Moctezuma 2002: 438-439).134  Despite this uncertain provenance, it is 

useful to analyze this drum within the context of Malinalco‘s archaeological site.  As I 

                                                 
134 The drum has never returned to Malinalco, though the Museo Universitario Dr. Luis Mario Schneider in 

Malinalco has a replica. 



 200 

demonstrate in this chapter, the drums iconography reflects the same royal imperial ideas 

and agendas as the symbolism of the larger archaeological site.  Considering the Mexica-

ness of both this drum and this archaeological site, one can easily imagine that a drum 

similar to Malinalco‘s huehuetl may have sounded from this mountainside temple 

complex.   

 Carved in bas relief with pictographic linear precision, Malinalco‘s standing drum 

may be both the most famous musical instrument and best-known wood carving from 

post-Classic central Mexico. Within the corpus of surviving pre-Hispanic huehuetl, 

Malinalco‘s drum is at the larger end of the continuum, measuring 35.43 in (.9m) tall, 

16.54 in (.42m) wide at its top, and 20.47 in (.52m) in diameter at its widest point (Seler 

2002: 131; see also Stevenson 1976: 44).  Like many pre-Hispanic wooden instruments, 

Malinalco‘s drum is carved from the trunk of a species of conifer called ahuehuete 

(Stevenson 1976: 43).  Its hollow, wooden body, three stepped supports, and now-lost 

animal skin drumhead are characteristic of huehuetl.    The drum is divided into three 

registers, with the lowest register spread between the three supports.  A slender, band-like 

middle register divides the top and bottom registers and contains images that are both 

smaller and more tightly condensed than those in the broader registers. 

An undulating image of the atl-tlachinolli symbol, the Mexica water-burning 

symbol for war, fills this central register.  Atl is the Nahuatl word for ―water‖ and ―it is 

water‖ (Andrews 1975: 419). Tlachinolli derives from the root chinoa, ―to burn over 

fields,‖ and tlachinolli is literally ―a burnt-over thing, a burnt field‖ (Andrews 1975: 

431).  Here the atl-tlachinolli pictograph intertwines these two concepts, and as mutually-
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canceling destructive forces they became the Mexica symbol of war.135  Parallel, 

undulating lines and occasional crests mark the water symbol, while thinner bands with 

small U-shapes signify fire.  A woven rope runs beneath the fire band, making the fire-

pictograph comparable to the width of the water sign and balancing this section of the 

composition.  This rope is likely an aztamecatl, a cable used to bind sacrificial victims 

(Seler 2002: 132).  The undulations of the atl-tlachinolli sign here are reminiscent of 

waves of water or of the abstracted movement of serpents, an idea I explore in greater 

detail below.  Five circular shields appear at regular intervals along this register, and are 

marked with seven down balls, likely symbols of sacrifice (Pasztory 1983: 152).  Lying 

in a left-to-right diagonal behind each shield are bundles of spears, further underscoring 

this register‘s martial symbolism.  Also behind the shields, but passing in a right-to-left 

diagonal, is a staff topped by a small flag, known as the pamitl sacrificial banner.136  The 

pamitl appears often in images of sacrificial victims (Seler 2002:132; Boone 2000: 55).  

The clean, spare circles of the shields lead the eye to important sections of the 

composition in the upper register, coinciding with the lower feet of the eagle and jaguar, 

the central arm of the Nahui Olin sign, and the two, spread legs of the frontal figure in the 

eagle costume.  This arrangement confirms that the creator of the huehuetl aimed to 

produce a carefully balanced composition, with all figures occurring in even intervals 

around the drum.    

                                                 
135  For an early analysis of this pictograph, see Seler 2002. 
136 Seler (2002: 132-133) distinguishes between the pamitl the eagles and jaguars hold and the banner 

behind the shields in the atl-tlachinolli band, which he identifies as ―hand banners‖ (Seler 2002:133).  I do 

not agree with this distinction, because I can find no visual evidence that the drum‘s artist tried to 

distinguish between the flags. 
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Two anthropomorphized jaguars and a single eagle dance upon the drum‘s three 

legs in a counterclockwise direction.  This arrangement provides an interesting contrast to 

the one jaguar and three eagle pelts found in Structure I.  The speech scrolls emanating 

from the mouths of the drum figures curl into atl-tlachinolli war songs.  Unlike in the 

central register, these signs are not intertwined and reflect the more common expression 

of this pictograph.  Their bodies also emit the atl-tlachinolli sign, perhaps signaling that 

they are performing a war dance or are in a military procession.  Generous tears fall from 

the jaguars‘ eyes, while the tears of the eagle blend with its feathers and are most 

distinguishable at their ends, where they terminate in a small circle jewel motif or a 

triangular shell emblem (Pasztory 1983: 81, 85, Plate 35).  Each figure carries a pamitl 

banner over its right shoulder and wears a headdress crowned with four long feathers. 

An eagle and jaguar face one another across a central Nahui Olin sign in the top 

register, and they markedly resemble the figures in the bottom register.  Here, they stand 

with raised arms and bent legs before the sacred symbol of the fifth creation and the sun, 

their pinwheel poses similar to the positions of deities in the tonalamatls (Boone 

2007:49).  The Mexica believed that the world had been created and destroyed four times 

before, and that their present creation was destined to end with a massive earthquake.137  

Each creation was named for the date on which it was destroyed, so the Mexica believed 

the apocalypse was more likely on the date 4 Movement, expressed by the Nahui Olin 

sign.  As I have mentioned in earlier chapters, a principal duty of the tlatoani was to keep 

                                                 
137 This legend is recorded in a number of sources: Sahagún 1950-1982, 7: 3-9; Leyenda de los Soles 1975: 

119-121; Historia de los Mexicanos por sus Pinturas 1965; Anales de Cuauhtitlan (Anon 1945).   
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the gods of the sun and earth satiated with human hearts and blood.  The tlatoani had the 

power to temporarily preserve creation, which in turn became a chief principle with 

which a tlatoani could legitimate his power. 

On the opposite side of the drum is a man wearing an eagle costume and hovering 

above the ground.  His face is framed by an eagle beak mask, and his raised arms are 

visible behind spread eagle wings.  The curved lower slopes of his hamstrings appear 

beneath the lower, interior edge of his wings, and his sandaled feet hover above his tail 

feathers, which curve in both directions at the ground line.  Bracelets are tied to his 

wrists, and like the ear flare visible beside his bird mask, convey his elite status.  His left 

hand grips a feather fan, and he holds a flower in his right fist (Seler 2002: 132).  This is 

the only figure that does not emit the atl-tlachinolli sign from his mouth or his body, and 

he lacks the overt martial iconography of the other figures.  The signs flanking his tail 

feathers are difficult to identify, and are discussed in greater detail below. 

 Also from Malinalco is a coyote-shaped teponaztli (Fig. 6.3) in the Museo 

Nacional de Antropología e Historia in Mexico City (MNAH).138  Teponaztli were 

horizontal wooden drums with a two-key drumhead, and they were often played with 

huehuetl (Stevenson 1976:29).  While a full analysis of this drum is beyond the scope of 

this chapter, teponaztli appear frequently with huehuetl in the codices, and this drum may 

have sounded in concert with Malinalco‘s huehuetl.  The drums share several stylistic 

characteristics:  a similarly colored finish, an adroit use of line that creates both precise 

                                                 
138 Romero Quiroz (1964) pointed out that this animal may be an ahuitzotl, a mythical dog that lives in 

water.  This is especially suggested by the curls in its fur.  If he is correct, then Ahuitzotl may have 

commissioned both this temple complex and the drum. 
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details and curving, organic forms, and a raised-relief carving method, in which the 

images stand out from a smooth background.  The teponaztli may also reflect the martial 

iconography of the huehuetl, as some members of the eagle and jaguar warrior order 

dressed as coyotes in battle (see chapter 4, this volume).   Malinalco‘s huehuetl has the 

most complex iconography of all known pre-Conquest central Mexican drums.  

Malinalco‘s teponaztli has more detail than most similar, animal-shaped drums, as it has 

carefully delineated curls of fur, whiskers, claws, musculature, and the shell-like, roughly 

triangular ears that are a hallmark of Aztec canine and feline imagery.  The shared visual 

complexity of these instruments may indicate that they were created in the same 

workshop, either by the famed artists of Malinalco or, like the archaeological site, by 

artisans from Tenochtitlan.  In light of the dearth of surviving pre-Columbian musical 

instruments, that the people of Malinalco preserved these fragile instruments for hundreds 

of years reveals both the town‘s multigenerational efforts to retain its indigenous heritage 

and the primacy of Malinalco as a sacred, ritual space before the conquest.  

HUEHUETL AND MEXICA MUSIC 

Huehuetl predate the Aztecs by hundreds of years and are found across much of 

Mesoamerica.139  The earliest large-scale depiction of a huehuetl is in the Bonampak 

murals (ca. 790 CE), in which a musician with an elaborate white headdress plays a 

chest-high drum while a procession of musicians shake rattles to his left.  Even earlier 

                                                 
139 The best surveys of Aztecs drums and music are Daniel Castañeda and Vicente T. Mendoza (1933) and 

Stevenson (1976).  Good illustrations of Mexica drums are available in Casteñeda and Mendoza (1933) and 

Saville (1925), who illustrates a number of huehuetl and teponaztli that are not published elsewhere. 
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images appear on Maya polychrome vases.  On one vase (Kerr 0206), a musician sounds 

a huehuetl while a prisoner is tortured and sacrificed, while on another vase (Kerr 8947) 

musicians entertain an enthroned king.140  The huehuetl‘s geographic range is also 

confirmed by words for this drum in other Mesoamerican languages.  The Maya word for 

huehuetl is pax, while the Tarascans called it tavenga (Stevenson 1976: 18).141   

While the term huehuetl is generally translated simply as ―drum‖, it refers 

specifically to the sort of standing, cylindrical drum discussed here (Andrews 1975: 438).  

Its root, hue-tl means ―big entity‖ and may indicate that this type of drum was among the 

Mexica‘s largest instruments (Andrews 2003: 328).142  This drum was also sometimes 

called panhuehuetl, to indicate that it was played on its uppermost surface (Romero 

Quiroz 1958: 45).  The Nahuatl place name huehuetitlan, ―place where huehuetl are 

played,‖ evolved to refer to any place where musicians gathered (Stevenson 1976: 43).  

Thus, the huehuetl may have been so central to Mexica music that it became shorthand 

for music in general.  In a parallel fashion, The De la Cruz-Badiano Aztec Herbal of 1552 

describes ahuehuete as the tree that produces the best wood for making musical 

instruments (Gates 1939: xxvii).  Like huehuetitlan, ahuehuete incorporates the hue-tl 

root into a word associated with the creation of musical instruments in general, as 

                                                 
140 Huehuetl also appear on other Maya vases, see Kerr numbers 1208, 1645, 3009, 3040, 3332, 3247, 

6294, 8947.  Justin Kerr‘s photographs are available on the Foundation for the advancement of 

Mesoamerican Studies Institute webpage, www.famsi.org.   
141 The teponaztli appears in even more languages.  In Mayan it is tunkul, in Tarascan cuiringua, in Otomi 

nobiuy, and in Zapotec nueáche (Stevenson 1976: 18). 
142 Stevenson (1976: 41) believed that huehue was the root of huehuetl.  Huehueh means ―old man‖ 

(Karttunen 1983: 84, Andrews 1975: 438) and is sometimes translated as ―venerated old man‖ (see 

Stevenson 1976: 41).  Stevenson adopted this translation from Alonso de Molino‘s 1571 text (folio 5), 

which also discussed how men and women pronounced huehuetl differently.  Women pronounced the word 

with two syllables (way-wait), whereas men pronounced it as oo-ay-oo-aytl, with four syllables (see 

Stevenson 1975: 29-30, and Molina 1571: folio 5). 

http://www.famsi.org/
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opposed to simply the huehuetl.  A similar pattern may appear in Sahagún (1950-1982, 

bk. 2: 213, Fig. 63) in which a single huehuetl player serves as shorthand for the entire 

musical accompaniment to the song of Xipe.   

Almost all huehuetl were made from wood, usually a type of conifer called 

ahuehuete, and this is the wood of Malinalco‘s drum (Stevenson 1976: 43). Drums may 

also be composed of oak or walnut (Stevenson 1976: 43).  While some chronicles and 

Nahuatl songs refer to metal huehuetl, none have survived, and those that are described 

may have been wooden drums covered with metal leaf (Stevenson 1976: 43).143  A clay 

huehuetl in three pieces is stored at the MNA, but it is unclear if it was ever intended to 

be played (Stevenson 1976: 41-42).  It may be an effigy musical instrument, similar to 

stone huehuetl and teponaztli from Tenochtitlan (e.g. Fig. 6.4).  These effigy instruments 

may be akin to the stone reed bundles created to commemorate the New Fire Ceremony 

(e.g. Fig. 6.5); never used, these drums may have preserved the memory of similar drum 

played during a major ritual event.  Most huehuetl have three sloping, stepped legs 

supporting a hollow superstructure made from a tree trunk, and are usually played while 

standing.  Since these drums usually stood on the ground, they were also called 

tlalpanhuehuetl, ground drums.144  

Animal-skin drumheads influenced the sound of the drum and may have 

conferred status on the drum as well.  The drumhead was created with taut animal skins, 

almost always illustrated with the black-dots and brown-ground of jaguar pelts.  For 

                                                 
143 If fully-metal drums existed, they may have been melted for their intrinsic value, but it is possible that 

descriptions of metal drums in Nahuatl songs may have been metaphorical (Stevenson 1976: 43).   
144 Andrews (1975:478) translates tlalpantli as ―land, ground,‖ and when used as an adverb as ―on the 

ground‖.  Tlalpanhuehuetl thus references drums that stood on the ground when played. 
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example, huehuetl with jaguar-skin heads appear in the Codices Magliabechiano, 

Borbonicus, and the Tonalamatl Aubin, among others (Figs. 6.6, 6.7, 6.8).  As I discussed 

in chapter 4, jaguar pelts indexed elite status and politico-religious power, and it makes 

sense that a drum played at a sacred event or for the entertainment of a ruler would be 

made from elite materials.  When the drumhead is taut, the instrument produces two tones 

a fifth apart; the lower tone emanates from the center and the higher tone from near the 

rim (Stevenson 1976:41).145  The tightness of the drumhead and the size of the drum 

determine pitch, and musicians applied heat to the skin of the drumhead to subtly alter 

tone (Stevenson 1976: 20, 44).   

This huehuetl was likely incorporated into the rituals performed at Malinalco‘s 

ceremonial center.  Its music would have been an offering to the gods, and early colonial 

descriptions of huehuetl suggest that the beat of this drum may have travelled far into the 

valley of Malinalco.  At the very least, if sounded in the ceremonial center, its beat would 

have been heard in the town below.146  Malinalco‘s huehuetl and teponaztli may have 

provided the people of Malinalco with an aural link to the ceremonial center, bridging the 

rites of this Mexica-built site with the lives of the Malinalca in the valley below. 

                                                 
145 Robert Stevenson (1976: 41) confirmed this tonal range, and it was also commented upon in some early 

colonial texts, though he does not specify which ones.  Stevenson (1976: 41) found only one exception in 

the drums he tested, an ancient huehuetl that generated tones a fourth apart. 
146 While at the ceremonial center, I was able to clearly discern music played below in Malinalco‘s central 

plaza, so I can confirm firsthand that the drum could have been heard in the town. 
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HUEHUETL IN EARLY COLONIAL TEXTS AND THE PICTORIAL SOURCES 

 Although conquistador Bernal Díaz del Castillo‘s (ca. 1492-1585) True History of 

the Conquest of Mexico (probably written 1550s, published ca. 1632) characterizes 

Mexica music in markedly negative tones, his text reveals much about the military and 

ritual use of huehuetl.  Of a drum in one of the temples in Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial 

precinct, Bernal Díaz (1800: 147) wrote: 

In this place they had a drum of most enormous size, the head of which was made 

of the skins of large serpents: this instrument when struck resounded with a noise 

that could be heard to the distance of two leagues, and so doleful that it deserved 

to be named the music of the infernal regions (Díaz del Castillo 1800:147). 

 

The drum he describes is probably a huehuetl, likely a larger, louder version of the 

Malinalco drum.  No known illustrations depict huehuetl with snakeskin surfaces, and 

one wonders if Díaz exercised creative license here or if the temple interior was so dark 

and blood-splattered that a jaguar skin surface appeared serpentine.  The ―great drum‖ 

also took precedence in his other descriptions of Aztec music. 

Before we arrived at our quarters, and while the enemy was pursuing us, we heard 

their shrill timbales147, and the dismal sound of the great drum, from the top of the 

principal temple of the god of war, which overlooked the whole city.  Its mournful 

noise was such as may be imagined the music of the infernal gods, and it might be 

heard at the distance of almost three leagues.  They were sacrificing the hearts of 

ten of our companions to their idols (Díaz del Castillo 1800: 297). 

 

In this account, we learn that a huehuetl was among the most important and loudest 

instruments in the Templo Mayor.  In Bernal Díaz‘ mind at least, the sound of the 

                                                 
147 I am uncertain what instrument he means by timbales, though he may be referring to tambourines.  The 

timbale of Cuba was likely unknown in central Mexico at this time. 
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huehuetl took precedent over other Aztec instruments.  Later, he recounted that the 

―horrific sound of the great drum, the timbals, horns and trumpets‖ reached him at rest 

after a battle and punctuated the sacrifice of his comrades in arms (Díaz del Castillo 

1800:300).  In all, Diaz (1800: 297, 300, 303) describes three instances in which drum 

music accompanied the sacrifice of Spanish prisoners.  This context clarifies his negative 

bias towards the huehuetl and Mexica music in general. 

Despite this bias, his accounts reveal things about the huehuetl that are not 

apparent in the visual record.  For example, from his descriptions we know that major 

temples housed huehuetl, and that drums were played in sacrificial (and likely other) rites 

and could signal important events from great distances.  While art historians have long 

been familiar with the appearance and iconography of the huehuetl and the mechanics of 

sacrificial rituals, Díaz‘ description incorporates the dimension of sound, and tells us that 

the huehuetl would have signaled to the outer boroughs of Tenochtitlan—and perhaps 

beyond—that prisoners were being sacrificed.  Such announcements heralded the actions 

of the king, warriors and priests as they fulfilled their reciprocal responsibility to the 

universe.  When sounded during sacrifices, the peal of the drum served as a reminder of 

Tenochtitlan‘s power, underscoring the deadly consequences awaiting any faction that 

rebelled against imperial power and reminding Tenochtitlan‘s constituents that their king 

was doing all that was necessary to appease the gods. 

 Díaz del Castillo (1800: 313) also describes drums as a part of Mexica warfare.  

During a battle against the Mexica‘s last emperor, Cuauhtémoc, a huehuetl sounded 
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throughout the battle, until the Spanish seized Cuauhtémoc.148  The silence of the drum 

mirrored the silence of the captured king.  This idea is reflected more explicitly in Diego 

Durán‘s (1964: 352) description of Ahuitzotl‘s battle against Tecuantepec. 

On his back was a gold drum, with which the kings signaled the attack or retreat.  

In this way the king himself represented the drum—or [in his absence] his general 

did, when they gave the attack signal or played the sound for withdrawal of the 

army (Durán 1993:352).  

 

The sound of the drum was the voice of the king in battle, and this tradition may have 

dated to the early years of the Mexica empire.  Durán (1994: 79, 136, 268) contended that 

the emperors Itzcoatl, Axayacatl and the Cihuacoatl Tlacaelel wore golden drums on their 

backs in battle, and an image from the Codex Ixtlilxochitl (Fig. 6.9) illustrates this type of 

huehuetl.  Nezahualcoyotl is depicted as an active, fighting ruler wearing a feathered 

battle costume and armed with an obsidian-studded sword.  Less carefully painted and 

lacking the dimensionality of the rest of the page, a huehuetl stretches across 

Nezahualcoyotl‘s back.  The drum is appended to his costume, as if the artist knew this 

was an essential element of a ruler‘s military ensemble, but lacked any firsthand 

knowledge of how the drum was carried.  It is also possible that the drum appears flat 

because the instrument itself was unfamiliar to the colonial artist of the Ixtlilxochitl, who 

may have copied the drum from an earlier, pictographic representation. 

These golden drums were not always the attributes of kings, as they could also 

function as symbols of authority for military chiefs.  Bernal Díaz (1800: 121) recounts 

that gold drums were carried by a ―general in chief‖, and were sometimes gifts from the 

                                                 
148 In the text, Cuauhtémoc is spelled ―Guatimotzin.‖  
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Mexica ruler to the commanders of his military allies.  Díaz (1800: 121) describes that an 

indigenous woman loyal to the Spanish knew a battle was imminent when her husband 

was given a ―golden drum‖ in a group of presents sent from Tenochtitlan.  The 

importance of drums in battle is further suggested by an image in the Codex Azcatitlan149 

(folio 23v) (Fig. 6.10) in which musicians continue to play the huehuetl and teponaztli 

during the ―Massacre at the feast of Toxcatl‖, despite dead eagle and jaguar warriors at 

their feet.   

While the images from the Codices Azcatitlan and Ixtlilxochitl illustrate the 

drum‘s martial roles, the Borbonicus, Magliabechiano, and Aubin reveal aspects of the 

huehuetl‘s ritual contexts (Figs. 6.7, 6.6, 6.8).  On page 145 of the Codex 

Magliabechiano, two musicians play and sing before a mortuary bundle.  Their music and 

song join a severed arm, pulque, and paper as offerings for the deceased.  In the 

tonalamatls Borbonicus and Aubin, Huehuecoyotl presides over the 4
th

 trecena, and 

musicians playing the huehuetl recall his role as a patron of dance, music and art.   In the 

Borbonicus, the drummer (likely Ixtlilton, see Boone 2007: 91-93) joins Huehuecoyotl in 

song, and one of his speech scrolls is enlarged and becomes part of the offerings to the 

god.  The ilhuitl symbol above his speech scroll signifies the sacred nature of his song 

(Boone 2007:93).  In another page from the Borbonicus, a huehuetl player accompanies 

                                                 
149 The Codex Azcatitlan likely dates from around 1550 and was probably created in the northern reaches 

of the Valley of Mexico (Stevenson 1976: 10).   
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dancers circling the Xolotl Pole during the celebration of the 11
th

 veintena (Miller and 

Taube 1993:178-179) (Fig. 6.11).150 

While this is by no means an exhaustive list of huehuetl in the pictorial sources, 

when viewed in tandem with the early colonial chronicles, it provides useful information 

about drums in ritual.  We know from Diaz‘ accounts that drums were sounded during the 

sacrifice of enemy warriors, and they likely accompanied most human sacrifices in 

Tenochtitlan.  The drums not only provided the music to which the Spanish prisoners 

were required to dance, but their beat also functioned psychologically to undermine the 

confidence of enemies within earshot, who were forced to imagine the fate of their 

comrades with the pulsing of the drum.  Drums were sounded at dusk, midnight, and 

dawn as calls to prayer, and every temple must have had at least one drum (Stevenson 

1976: 8-9).  In the Magliabechiano funeral and the Borbonicus trecena images discussed 

above, drumming and singing are sacred offerings, a means of communicating with 

supernatural beings and deified ancestors.  The cotton clothes and reed mat of the figures 

in the Magliabechiano convey the high status of these musicians.  They appear as serious 

religious figures, akin to images of priests and nobles.151  Conversely, that the god 

Ixtlilton plays the huehuetl in the Borbonicus image conveys status upon the drum itself.  

Confined to the lower left hand corner of the illustration, the musician in the 11
th

 veintena 

                                                 
150 Interestingly, a digital search of the Nahuatl and Spanish versions of Sahagún‘s Florentine Codex 

revealed that the term huehuetl never appears in the text.  In contrast, teponaztli occurs in both ritual (1950-

1982, bk. 2: 19, 98, 135) and political (1950-1982, bk. 8:45) contexts.  He references a ―ground drum‖ (bk. 

2: 96) in the Uei Tecuilhuitl rite, but the parallel Nahuatl text does not use the term tlalpanhuehuetl. 
151 Aztec sartorial decisions were controlled by strict sumptuary laws, which allowed only nobility to wear 

cotton clothing.  Commoners wore clothes spun from maguey fibers.  For a detailed analysis of Prehispanic 

clothes, see Patricia Anawalt (1981). 
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scene from the Borbonicus is secondary to the noble youths, who dance to the beat he 

provides.  Here, music is a complement to other aspects of the ritual—essential to the 

success of the dance, but eclipsed by the larger goal of ascending the Xolotl pole and 

retrieving the dough Xolotl effigy at the top (Miller and Taube 1993: 178-179; Durán 

1971: 203-209).  The drummer‘s headdress mirrors two of the banners hanging from the 

pole, signaling his integration into the larger ritual.   

PREVIOUS STUDIES OF MALINALCO’S HUEHUETL 

 Most analyses of Malinalco‘s huehuetl have conformed to one of two patterns.  

Scholars such as Daniel Casteñeda, Vicente Mendoza, and Robert Stevenson have 

discussed the drum as part of a larger analysis of Mexica drums, Aztec music, or Mexica 

wood carving, respectively.  I build upon their studies in embracing their wider viewpoint 

for the early portion of this chapter.  Understanding that huehuetl were sacred instruments 

used to communicate with the gods, to celebrate sacrifices and other rites, and to cry out 

as the voice of the ruler in battle has prepared me to explore the iconography of this 

huehuetl in detail, as scholars Eduard Seler, Javier Romero-Quiroz and Patrick Hajovsky 

have before me. 

 Eduard Seler (2002, [1902-1923]) was the earliest scholar to examine the 

iconography of the drum in detail, and many of his initial identifications are still accepted 

today.  He argued that the eagles and jaguars represented eagle and jaguar warriors, and 

that their tears signified their impending sacrifice to the sun, represented by the Olin sign 

and its central, half-lidded eye (Seler 2002: 132).  Seler identified the human-bird figure 
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opposite the Nahui Olin as either Macuilxochitl or Xochipilli, gods of music and dance, 

in the guise of a coxcoxtli pheasant (Pauxis galeata, Craz globicera—see Romero-Quiroz 

1958: 37-38) (Seler 2002: 132).  He concluded that this drum was used in warrior dances, 

possibly the mocxipacaz or the motlocatocapacaz celebrated during Moctezuma II‘s 

coronation (Seler 2002: 132).  While I agree with Seler that this drum likely dates from 

Moctezuma‘s reign, he does not present sufficient evidence to connect the drum to a 

specific ritual, especially as he notes ―the sun is always and everywhere connected with 

war and warriors,‖ perhaps inadvertently indicating that the iconography of the drum 

could be linked to any number of military rites (Seler 2002:132).   

 Romero Quiroz (1958) challenged some of Seler‘s iconographic identifications 

and offered a different interpretation.  He argued, and I concur, that the bird-man 

ascending to the sky opposite the Nahui Olin sign is not a coxcoxtli, because he lacks the 

distinctive beak bulge of this creature (Romero-Quiroz 1958: 37-39, 58-59).  He also 

contended that this figure does not have the iconographic attributes of Xochipilli or 

Macuilxochitl (Romero-Quiroz 1958: 58-60).  Rather, he argued that this is an eagle-

man, and as such is representative of the rising sun and of a sun god (Romero-Quiroz 

1958: 58-59, 64).   

Previously misidentified as signs for preciousness (Seler 2002) and flowers 

(Casteñeda and Mendoza 1933), Romero Quiroz (1958:62) identified the two pictographs 

beneath the eagle man as fire serpents with a snake‘s eyes, fangs and jaws (Figs. 6.12, 

6.13) (Romero-Quiroz 1958: 62).  While the figure to the right (Fig. 6.12) clearly has the 

eye, open mouth, teeth (albeit not fangs), and horn of the fire serpent, the motif to the left 
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is much more difficult to identify (Fig. 6.13).  It seems to have the same iconographic 

components of the right figure, but they are organized in a different fashion.  If the motif 

is rotated 180 degrees, it appears to have an eye, fangs, and a flourish over its nose.152  

Because a fire-serpent spear was Huitzilopochtli‘s signature weapon, Romero Quiroz 

(1958: 64) proposed that the ascending eagle-man represented Huitzilopochtli as the 

rising sun.  However, depictions of Huitzilopochtli often portray the deity in a 

hummingbird mask, not in the eagle helmet seen here, and it is thus unlikely that this is 

an image of Huitzilopochtli.   

Drawing on his earlier identification of Malinalco‘s Structure VI as a temalacatl, 

a platform for gladiatorial sacrifice, Romero Quiroz (1958) proposed that this drum 

represented warriors who participated in this rite.  Their tears, he argued, reflected their 

grief at having to sacrifice captives whom, according to Durán, they loved like sons 

(Romero-Quiroz 1958: 52).  Also building on his earlier publications about Malinalco, 

Romero Quiroz (1958: 49) suggested that the Nahui Olin referenced the date on which 

warriors were sacrificed as ―messengers‖ to the sun.  This portion of Romero-Quiroz‘s 

argument relied too heavily on his problematic identification of Malinalco as a location 

of gladiatorial sacrifice, and as a result his conclusions about the meaning of the drum 

were biased towards its use in gladiatorial rites, when in reality Malinalco is an unlikely 

place for such ceremonies.153 

                                                 
152 I am grateful to Julia Guernsey for making this observation. 
153 See pages 108-112 for my critique of this argument. 
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 The most theoretically interesting analysis of Malinalco‘s huehuetl is found in 

Patrick Hajovsky‘s 2007 dissertation about the Nahua conception of fame and its 

manifestation in images of Moctezuma II.  Hajovsky discusses Malinalco‘s drum within 

the larger context of his analysis of speech ―as an increasingly important royal icon as 

both sound and as image, especially in association with the image of Moctezuma as Huey 

tlatoani, the ‗Great Speaker‘‖ (Hajovsky 2007: 139).  He agrees with Romero-Quiroz 

(1958) that the figure opposite the Nahui Olin is an eagle-man, but he believes it to be an 

eagle warrior at the moment of his apotheosis rather than a representation of 

Huitzilopochtli (Hajovsky 2007: 143).  The speech scrolls of the eagle and jaguar 

warriors marching on the drum‘s supports are atl-tlachinolli signs, the symbol of war 

transformed into a speech scroll to convey the war-like nature of their song.  Hajovsky 

(2007: 147) notes that this symbol occurs frequently on monuments from Moctezuma‘s 

reign, notably his portrait at Chapultepec and the Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada.  Speech 

scrolls visualize voice, spoken word and song.  For Hajovsky (2007: 139, 148), the 

Nahua concept of tenyotl embodies both the emperor‘s fame and his voice.  Here, the atl-

tlachinolli speech scrolls represent both the voices of the eagle and jaguar warriors and 

the sound of the drum.  As I noted above, drums became the voice of the emperor in 

battle.  Hajovsky (2007: 148-149) concludes that the sound of drums represented the 

voice of the ruler—whose very title, ‗great speaker‘, places his power in his voice.  

Inherent in the voice of the ruler was his tenyotl¸ his fame and honor, also embodied in 

the sounding of the drum. 
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ICONOGRAPHY OF MALINALCO’S HUEHUETL 

Religious Iconography: The Codex Borbonicus 

The eagles and jaguars on Malinalco‘s huehuetl are almost identical to an eagle 

and jaguar on page 9 of the Codex Borbonicus.154  Like on the drum, the Borbonicus 

figures carry pamitl sacrificial banners and seem to march or dance.  However, in the 

Borbonicus only the jaguar weeps, and no flint knives blend with the eagle‘s feathers.  

They face the pulque god Patecatl, patron of the eleventh trecena, and stand before a sun 

disk, half obscured by a starry night sky (Boone 2007: 62).  As I discussed in detail in 

chapter 4, eagles could be solar symbols, and jaguars could represent the underworld and 

the night sky (Caso 1947: 13).  The most marked difference in the Borbonicus and 

huehuetl figures is that the Borbonicus eagle and jaguar are bound with sacrificial rope 

(aztamecatl), whereas the rope appears as part of the atl-tlachinolli symbol on the drum.  

Elizabeth Hill Boone (2007:62) noted that in the Borbonicus image the eagle and jaguar 

are both symbols (i.e. pictographs) and likely part of a now-lost narrative.  They are 

arranged in an abstract space, among symbols for pulque, sacrificial vessels brimming 

with pulque, flints, pamitl, and other offerings to Patecatl.  Although the drum is not as 

symbol-laden as the trecena page, I believe that the eagles and jaguars on the drum are 

similarly multidimensional, and act as both symbols for Mexica warriors and as 

                                                 
154 Because the Borbonicus is missing two pages, its page 9 actually corresponds to the eleventh trecena.  

While some scholars refer to this page as page eleven, I follow Boone (2007: 62) in referring to it as page 

9. 
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characters in a narrative or ritual in which eagle and jaguar warriors go to their deaths for 

the good of the empire and the world. 

While the Borbonicus figures appear to be offerings to the pulque god, the drum 

has no pulque symbolism and I do not believe that these images show the same scene or 

allude to the same narrative.  I know of only one object from the Malinalco area (it lacks 

specific provenance) with the hooked pulque symbol, but I do not believe this object 

alone can signify that pulque rites were important at Malinalco.  Rather, I believe that the 

more significant similarity between the images is the conjunction of eagles and jaguars 

with an image of the sun, and the fact that the figures weep and carry sacrificial banners.  

Perhaps both images allude to the myth in which an eagle and a jaguar sacrificed 

themselves to propel the sun and moon through the sky, though the evidence is 

insufficient to make even this claim with assurance (Boone 2007:62, Sahagún 1950-1982, 

bk. 7: 6).   

 Hajovsky‘s view of Malinalco‘s huehuetl as a conveyor of imperial authority and 

the emperor‘s voice supports my assertion that the drum espouses an imperial agenda 

through the use of Tenochca iconography.  The huehuetl draws on two types of scenes 

common in Tenochtitlan: processions of warriors, such as that on the Bench Reliefs in the 

House of the Eagle Warriors next to the Templo Mayor, and ritual offering scenes in 

which two figures bloodlet before a central offering depository, usually a grass ball 

(zacatapayolli) with sacrificial implements sticking out of it.  On Malinalco‘s drum, this 

grass ball is replaced by a Nahui Olin symbol, which I will explore as an imperial icon 

with special resonance for Moctezuma II. 
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 Malinalco‘s processing eagle and jaguar warriors on its lowest register share 

several characteristics with the soldiers marching on the Bench Relief (Fig. 6.1, 6.2, 

2.8).155  Both groups wear the heron feather headdresses (aztaxelli) of high ranking 

warriors, march in an orderly procession behind one another, have speech scrolls (though 

this occurs less consistently on the Bench Relief), and are in profile.  The Bench Relief 

warriors express their militancy by carrying shields and spears, whereas on the drum the 

soldiers are transformed into the insignia of their rank and emit the sign for war from 

their mouths and bodies.  The flints woven into the eagle‘s wings underscore his martial 

essence (Fig. 6.14).  An atl-tlachinolli sign also appears either beneath their raised leg or 

behind their back foot.  As Seler (2002:133) noted, sometimes here the atl-tlachinolli is 

reduced to simply the water sign in a pars por toto simplification of the pictograph. 

Whereas the number of marching warriors varies on the Bench Relief and related 

monuments (such as the Stone of the Warriors and the bench reliefs from the building 

immediately south of the Templo Mayor),156 on the Malinalco drum the three processing 

warriors are shorthand for an entire parade, walking in an infinite counterclockwise 

circle.  That these warriors lack any individualizing insignia emphasizes that they 

represent Mexica warriors in general, rather than specific soldiers.  As animals at the top 

of the food chain, jaguars and eagles were the ultimate distillation of the power of the 

Mexica warrior.157  Although they cry and carry the pamitl sacrificial banners, these are 

not humiliated captured enemy soldiers.  Not only are the eagle and jaguar emblems of 

                                                 
155 See Klein 1987 for an analysis of the iconography of this relief. 
156 This building was a mirror image of the House of the Eagles to the north of the Templo Mayor, and its 

benches had similar reliefs (see Klein 1987). 
157 I discuss the multivalent nature of eagle and jaguar symbolism in chapter 4. 
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Mexica-ness (and thus unlikely to appear to disadvantage on an imperial-style drum), but 

captured soldiers would be bound in sacrificial rope (aztamecatl) and stripped of their 

rank.  As I discuss in greater detail below, these soldiers weep and sing war songs as they 

walk voluntarily toward their fate, either death in warfare or sacrifice in service to the 

sun. 

The soldiers on the Bench Relief and on the huehuetl both march beneath symbols 

of war.  On the Bench Relief, feathered serpents undulate above the procession and 

represent Quetzalcoatl.  Quetzalcoatl was equated with the morning star, Venus, whose 

appearance with the morning sun signaled a favorable time for battle (Klein 1987: 303, 

see also Códice Chimalpopoca Anales de Cuauhtitlan 1975, vol. II).  At Malinalco, the 

soldiers march beneath a uniquely Mexica symbol for warfare, an atl-tlachinolli band 

intertwined with shields, spears, sacrificial banners, and a sacrificial rope.  In a visual 

parallel to the bench reliefs, the regular undulations of this pictograph echo the shape of 

the feathered serpent.   

The Quetzalcoatl band on the Bench Reliefs is also found on its earlier 

predecessors, notably the bench/altar reliefs in Pyramid B at Tula, and on Chichen Itza‘s 

Mercado Relief and Temple of the Warriors Bench Relief (Klein 1987: 302-303).  

Chichen Itza was a Maya site associated with the Toltecs, and Tula may have been the 

Toltec capital.  The Tenochtitlan procession scenes clearly derive from these Toltec 

forerunners, likely a reference made in remembrance of the Mexica rulers‘ Toltec 

heritage, acquired through carefully arranged marriages to elite, Toltec-descended 

women (Klein 1987, Gillespie 1989).  So, why did the creator of this drum decide to omit 
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the Quetzalcoatl symbol, which had time depth and political resonance, with an atl-

tlachinolli sign that largely expressed the same idea?  I would suggest that while the 

Tenochtitlan Bench Reliefs and the huehuetl exhibit parallel procession scenes, their 

audiences and their message were different.  The Tenochtitlan monuments legitimated a 

ruler‘s power through allusion to his Toltec heritage, while the drum likely attempted to 

legitimate a local Mexica presence.  Whereas the people in Tenochtitlan may have 

questioned the legitimacy of a particular ruler, the people in the provinces were likely to 

question the expansion of the empire into their region and the legitimacy of imperial 

representatives exercising power in their town.  The time depth and geographical range of 

the Quetzalcoatl symbol would present a disadvantage if one wanted to reference the 

Mexica specifically, since Quetzalcoatl appears among the Maya, the Teotihuacanos, and 

the Toltecs, among others.  However, it does seem likely that at least some people who 

saw the drum would have recognized that the atl-tlachinolli band was structurally 

equivalent to the more common undulating Quetzalcoatl.   

Alternatively, the atl-tlachinolli pictograph evokes not war-in-general, but 

specifically Mexica war.  For the people of Malinalco, the atl-tlachinolli may have served 

as a reminder that although they were subject to Mexica control and tribute demands, 

they also benefited from the protection of the Mexica military.  The men of Malinalco 

were occasionally conscripted into the Mexica army.  Durán (1994: 315) mentions that 

the people of Malinalco joined Ahuitzotl in his inaugural battles, in which a newly-

elected king demonstrated his valor and preparedness for reign.  It seems likely that some 

segments of Malinalco society would have looked at the processing warriors and atl-
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tlachinolli sign with recognition of a shared experience, while for others it was a 

reminder of Mexica military might. 

Malinalco‘s drum and the Mexica military procession scenes also display the 

same climax: two figures facing one another across a sacrificial receptacle.  On the Bench 

Relief, the Mexica uey tlatoani (possibly Itzcoatl) faces a figure, probably his intended 

successor, across a grass ball of sacrifice (Klein 1987: 298,316-317) (Fig. 6.15).  The 

king wears a pointed crown and his left foot has transformed into the smoking mirror of 

Tezcatlipoca, the patron god of the Aztec ruling family (Klein 1987: 301).  The king and 

his successor likely let blood in thanksgiving for a successful battle, and the sticks poking 

out of the grass ball may represent the reeds they pulled through open wounds to increase 

blood flow (Klein 1987).  Malinalco‘s procession ends in a similar fashion, though the 

final scene is in the top register above the procession.  Rather than a grass ball of 

sacrifice, an eagle and jaguar face a Nahui Olin sign with an eye at its center.  The 

distinctive rays of a sun disk are incorporated into the arms of the Nahui Olin sign, 

underscoring the solar symbolism inherent in this date.  Here, eagle and jaguar warriors 

take the physical place of the king and his second-in-command around the offering 

station.  They are almost exact copies of the warriors processing below, indicating once 

again that, unlike the king and his companion, they are not important as individuals.  

Rather, they represent the larger idea of warriors facing a noble death in honor of the sun.  

 The position of the eagle and jaguar warrior here—in a place usually reserved for 

leaders performing autosacrifice—begins to seem even more anachronistic when viewed 

in the context of other similar monuments.  The Dedication Stone (Fig. 2.7), which 
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Cecelia Klein (1987) believes commemorated Ahuitzotl‘s accession, features Ahuitzotl 

and his predecessor, Tizoc, bloodletting into a zacatapayolli that feeds directly into the 

open mouth of the earth monster.158  The backrest of the Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada, a 

temple-shaped monument found in Moctezuma II‘s palace and identified by Emily 

Umberger (1981: 172-192) as a throne, features another similar scene (Figs.4.9, 4.10, 

4.11, 4.12).  Moctezuma II, identified by his anthroponym, wears the jaguar-skin costume 

of Tepeyollotl and faces a massive sun disk (Klein 1987: 339).  Across from Moctezuma 

stands a figure that combines the hummingbird helmet of Huitzilopochtli with the 

smoking-mirror sign, jewelry, and transformed foot of Tezcatlipoca.159  The king and his 

companion flank a sun disk with an inset Nahui Olin, while their atl-tlachinolli speech 

scrolls signal the nature of their song.  Each man holds a sharpened bloodletting 

implement, and the zacatapayolli carved on the top of the throne, directly above the sun 

disk, confirms that they offer their blood to the sun (Klein 1987: 339).  Like the scene on 

Malinalco‘s huehuetl, here the Nahui Olin sign is structurally equivalent to the 

zacatapayolli and serves as a symbolic offering receptacle.   

 In her cogent analysis of Mexica bloodletting imagery from the Templo Mayor, 

Cecelia Klein (1987) argued convincingly that the Dedication Stone, the Stone of the 

                                                 
158 Although scholars long believed this stone celebrated the re-dedication of the remodeled Templo 

Mayor, Klein (1987) argues convincingly that this is not the case.  Many earlier scholars had rationalized 

that Tizoc appeared on the monument because he had started this expansion of the Templo Mayor.  Klein 

notes, however, that Tizoc did little to advance the remodeling, which actually started under Moctezuma I.  

Klein (1987: 320) also notes that Ahuitzotl does not display the regal cloak that Durán (1993: 338) 

described him wearing during the dedication of the Templo Mayor, but rather wears priestly garb 

associated with accession scenes.  This scene may represent Ahuitzotl‘s final accession rite, which may 

have been part of the rededication ceremonies (Klein 1987: 323).   
159 Klein (1987: 342-343) contends that his foot has transformed into a fire-serpent, and that this figure 

may therefore also represent Xiuhtecuhtli, a fire god and the patron of rulers‘ accession ceremonies.   
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Warriors, and the Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada record newly-appointed kings 

performing blood sacrifice in rituals to prepare them for their coronation.  She also 

argued that procession scenes, like the one on the Bench Relief, record the return of the 

new ruler and his commanders after a successful inaugural battle.  As described by Durán 

(1993: 356-358), the rulers bloodlet at sacred locations in thanksgiving for their victories 

in battle.  

 It is possible to extend Klein‘s interpretation of the processions and autosacrificial 

scenes to Malinalco‘s drum.  Since we know the men of Malinalco assisted in Ahuitzotl‘s 

coronation battles (Durán 1993: 315), this drum could be a memento from those 

successful fights, perhaps inspired by imperial monuments the soldiers saw during their 

time in Tenochtitlan.  However, the tone of the drum, highlighted by the tears of the 

warriors, seems too somber to celebrate such a victory.  Malinalco was not alone in 

offering assistance during inaugural battles, and if this drum was in remembrance of or 

thanksgiving for their participation, one would expect to find similar drums in at least 

some of the other provinces that sent soldiers.  Yet none of the extant huehuetl exhibit 

similar procession scenes, and none rivals Malinalco‘s iconographic complexity. 

 As I have discussed above, the overarching composition of the huehuetl is 

markedly similar to the monuments explored by Klein, and I believe the drum‘s artist was 

familiar with warrior procession scenes and images of sacrificial bloodletting.160  While it 

is impossible to determine where the drum was made, its extensive incorporation of 

                                                 
160 As I discuss elsewhere in the dissertation, Malinalco‘s mural depicts a procession of Toltec warriors, so 

the artist may have also known of the mural.  We have no way of knowing which monument was created 

first, or even if this drum was made in Malinalco.  That it was found in Malinalco, however, indicates it had 

meaning for that community. 
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Mexica iconography and compositional/narrative tropes suggests an interest in conveying 

Tenochca imperial identity.  And yet, Malinalco‘s drum lacks the central royal 

autosacrifical act that iconographically united all the works Klein (1987) discussed.  The 

eagle and jaguar warriors do not hold bloodletting implements, because they are not 

sacrificing their blood to the sun.  Instead, their tears may signify that they are giving 

their entire lives to the sun.  They do not carry the incense bags or wear the tobacco 

pouches traditional in scenes of autosacrifice (Klein 1987: 320), because they are the 

sacrifice.  Their bodies take the place of the blood of kings.  (Conversely, the absence of 

duress could indicate that they die of their own free will, though their tears seem to 

contradict that interpretation).  They are bereft of individual characteristics, because the 

drum does not celebrate a particular sacrifice, but rather the sacrifice all warriors must be 

prepared to make when entering the field of battle.  Perhaps the insertion of a generic 

eagle and jaguar warrior into a position usually reserved for kings was meant to convey 

the sacrifices made by the people of the Mexica empire to maintain the health of the earth 

and the sun.161   

The eagle-man opposite the Nahui Olin conforms least to the patterns observed in 

the Tenochca models described above.  As Patrick Hajovsky (2007) noted, the eagle-man 

opposite the Nahui Olin differs from the other warriors on the drum in that he is not 

transformed into an eagle, but rather wears a costume over his human frame.  His hands 

extend above the eagle wings, which appear to rest on his shoulders and upper arms.  His 

                                                 
161 Alternatively, the insertion of the warriors in the place of kings and gods could reflect a basic failure to 

comprehend the iconography of the Tenochca monuments.  I suspect, however, that images of sacrifice 

were not limited to images of kings and gods.   
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face emerges from the open beak of his eagle mask, and his splayed legs hover above the 

ground line, overlapping his tail feathers.  This eagle-man is the only figure on the drum 

that does not emit atl-tlachinolli speech scrolls.  Despite his visibly human frame, he is 

also the only being whose body does not conform to anatomical reality, since he appears 

immune to the effects of gravity and his legs are stretched so far apart they are parallel to 

the picture plane.  This open-legged squat is common in Aztec images of childbirth, such 

as the depiction of Tlazolteotl in the Codex Borbonicus.  In that image, Tlazolteotl gives 

birth to a smaller version of herself while absorbing human sacrifices through her 

epidermis, which is covered with a flayed human skin.  Although the iconography of the 

eagle-man is less explicit, his birthing posture may reflect a similar idea about the 

creation of life.  His death—in battle or as a sacrificial victim captured in war—helps 

ensure the continued fecundity of the earth and the enduring light of the sun.  I agree with 

Hajovsky that this eagle-man is a deceased eagle warrior beginning his ascent—his 

rebirth, if you will—to join the sun.  He represents the final result of a soldier‘s sacrifice, 

the happy ending to the suffering anticipated by the processing warriors.  Although he 

lacks the martial iconography of the eagle warriors on the drum, I think the iconographic 

program of the drum is sufficiently martial to suggest that this figure is meant to be read 

as an eagle warrior.  The fire serpent that extends beyond his feet acts as a parallel to the 

atl-tlachinolli signs of the other warriors, and may allude to the Mexica patron God 

Huitzilopochtli.  
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Moctezuma II and Nahui Olin 

 Malinalco‘s drum conforms stylistically to the late style identified by Emily 

Umberger (1981: 232-233), and its iconography likely places it within the reign of 

Moctezuma II.  Its minutely carved costume details, even compositional rhythms, and 

combination of shallow and deeper relief exhibit the stylistic characteristics Umberger 

(1981: 232-233) associated with the reigns of Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma II.  Hajovsky 

(2007) noted that the atl-tlachinolli speech scroll is common in monuments from 

Moctezuma II rule, such as the Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada.  The sun disk elements 

inserted into the huehuetl‘s Nahui Olin are emblematic of Mexica rulership (Townsend 

1979: 55) and may also be ―a leitmotif of Moctezuma‘s reign‖ (Umberger 1981: 238).  

The eagle and jaguar warriors on the drum are almost identical to warriors in the Codex 

Borbonicus (p. 9), compiled in central Mexico either shortly before or immediately after 

the Spanish conquest, and thus either during the reign of Moctezuma II or shortly 

thereafter (Boone 2007: 212).  Stylistically and iconographically, Malinalco‘s drum fits 

with the oeuvre of works created during Moctezuma‘s reign. 

 I propose that the Nahui Olin symbol on Malinalco‘s huehuetl further links the 

drum to the reign of Moctezuma II.  Of the 20 or so monuments identified as having the 4 

Movement date (see Umberger 1981: 264), at least three feature the name of Moctezuma 

II: The Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada, the Calendar Stone, and the Coronation Stone of 

Moctezuma II (Figs. 4.11, 6.16).  In addition, Karl Taube (1993) argued that the Bilimek 

Pulque vessel (Pasztory 1983: Plate 280, 281, 282, 283) has New Fire Ceremony 

associations and likely dates from around 1507, within Moctezuma II‘s reign.  On this 
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beaker, two figures flank a sun disk with a Nahui Olin at its center, in a visual parallel to 

the huehuetl and the Teocalli.162  Umberger (1981: 240) dated the British Museum pulque 

cuauhxicalli (Fig. 6.17), which features a sun disk with a Nahui Olin center, to the reign 

of Moctezuma II, because its 1 Rain date links it to the Calendar Stone (Umberger 1981: 

240).  A cuauhxicalli from the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin (Matos Moctezuma 

and Solis 2004: fig. 122) shares an unusual iconographic feature with the British Museum 

pulque vessel, and therefore may also date to Moctezuma II‘s reign.  Both form an 

abstracted zacatapayolli (grass ball) with a circle of hearts (Pasztory 1983:236).  The rays 

of a sun disk stretch up the sides of the Berlin specimen, and a Nahui Olin marks its 

center.  Umberger (1981: 240) noted that the Nahui Olin is only characteristic of sun 

disks created during the reigns of the last two pre-Hispanic emperors.  A wooden lintel 

uncovered in 1992 from Tlatelolco features the Nahui Olin sign flanked by two figures 

holding incense bags (INAH 2011) (Fig. 6.18).  Based on its location within the 

Tlatelolco ceremonial precinct and its context within a three-door civic-ceremonial 

structure, archaeologists believe it was recovered from a building known to have received 

Cortés (INAH 2011).  Thus, this lintel was part of the political iconography in 

Tenochtitlan‘s sister city during the reign of Moctezuma II.  While it is not conclusive, 

strong circumstantial evidence links at least eight monuments with the Nahui Olin sign to 

the reign of Moctezuma II. 

                                                 
162 Taube (1993) argued for a different interpretation of these figures than those in similar scenes.  He 

regarded them as Tzitzimimeh attacking the sun. 
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 I believe the Nahui Olin motif, while probably not exclusive to Moctezuma II‘s 

reign, was one of the symbols employed most in his imperial monuments.  At its most 

basic level, the Nahui Olin represents the Fifth Sun, the symbol of the present creation.  

Its frequent association with sun disks and solar iconography confirms this association, as 

does the Mexica tradition that each new creation received a new sun.  Nahui Olin is also 

the date that the Aztecs believed this creation would be destroyed by earthquakes.  Olli, 

the root of olin, means rubber or latex, and the elastic nature of those substances provides 

it with its metaphorical meaning, movement (Romero Quiroz 1958: 47; see also Andrews 

1975: 459).163  It is also the root of the word yollotl, heart.  The movement, olin, of the 

heart is the source of life (Romero Quiroz 1958: 47-48).  For the Mexica, movement 

simultaneously sustains (as the heart) and imperils (as an earthquake) life.  The calendar 

date Nahui Olin-4 Movement was dangerous, and its every recurrence might mark the 

end of this creation.  Since the New Fire Ceremony also marked a powerful moment of 

transition, rebirth, and possible human extinction, the Nahui Olin also represented the 

danger inherent in that ritual. 

 I believe Moctezuma II frequently employed the Nahui Olin symbol to remind his 

subjects that he successfully mediated their transition into a new calendar round during 

the New Fire Ceremony of 1507.  This idea is explicit on the Teocalli.  When Moctezuma 

II sat on this throne, his body physically held the Fifth Sun (Nahui Olin) in the sky, and 

he further protected humanity (and the sun) by sitting atop the ravenous mouth of the 

earth monster (Umberger 1981: 189).  His body became part of the sculptural program.  

                                                 
163 Andrews (1975: 459) does not confirm this word origin, only the translation.   
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When he was not physically present on the throne, his image stood beside the Nahui Olin 

in perpetual blood sacrifice and homage, conveying that Moctezuma II always worked 

for the preservation of the sun and for the good of his people. 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The Nahui Olin on Malinalco‘s huehuetl operates on a number of levels.  It is the 

Fifth Sun, with inset solar disk rays and a heavily lidded celestial eye.  Eagle and jaguar 

warriors were servants of the sun, who fought in battles to acquire captives for sacrifice 

in an endless cycle of reciprocity.  When at the center of an offering vessel, as we saw on 

the British Museum pulque vessel and the Berlin Cuauhxicalli, it represents the sun and 

earth‘s need for blood and hearts.  The Nahui Olin on the drum needs no vessel to hold 

hearts and bloodletters, because here warriors offer their entire beings to the sun.  The 

ascendant eagle warrior represents the happy reward of their sacrifice and perhaps 

demonstrates the immediacy of its effect.  The Nahui Olin also stands as an emblem of 

the empire and of Moctezuma II.  These warriors do not die simply to preserve the 

present creation, but for the good of the empire and in support of their sovereign.  They 

are models of ideal royal subjects.  That the drum‘s iconography and composition echoes 

imperial inauguration imagery stresses the political nature of their sacrifice.  The drum is 

part of a larger representative program and iconographic trope, and these visual 

associations would have been apparent to anyone familiar with Tenochca art.  Since the 

Malinalcas were famous for their great painter-scribes (Durán 1993: 503-504), at least 

part of the local population would have not only have understood the iconography of 
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Malinalco‘s drum, but also would have been adept at using these same symbols in 

different contexts. 

 As a musical instrument, Malinalco‘s huehuetl was also the voice of the emperor.  

If played on the porch of Malinalco‘s Structure I, the emperor‘s voice and his resonant 

Nahui Olin sign would mediate his subjects‘ encounter with the earth monster, whose 

gaping mouth stretches across the façade at his back.  Just as his body supported the sun 

and quieted the earth monster on the Teocalli, here his voice, his Nahui Olin emblem, and 

the sacrifice of his most noble warriors protect the Malinalcas in this dangerously 

powerful ritual space.164  The drum also stands as a propagandistic reminder that the king 

and empire are the stabilizing forces in an apocalypse-prone creation, and that the only 

sure path to a redemptive future was in military service to this empire.   

 Malinalco‘s huehuetl was a sacred, venerated musical instrument played in 

powerful rituals, a memorial to dead Mexica (and perhaps Malinalca) warriors, the voice 

of the emperor, an Aztec memento mori, and a reminder that service and loyalty to the 

empire was essential to stave off the destructive power of Nahui Olin.  Its style, 

iconography and multivalent significations place it among the most sophisticated and 

complex artworks of Tenochtitlan.  Yet, it was found relatively far from the capital, in 

Malinalco, and still played in rituals more than 300 years after Tenochtitlan‘s collapse.  It 

seems quite possible that this drum was given to Malinalco from Tenochtitlan for use in 

rituals within Malinalco‘s powerful sacred landscape.  The imperial iconography of 

                                                 
164 His protection likely had a practical side as well, in that the Mexica protected their sovereign towns 

from enemy invasions. 
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Malinalco‘s Structure I parallels that of the drum, and it is easy to imagine that this 

Mexica-carved drum was played during rites performed in this Mexica-built temple 

complex.  Was the drum (and the temple) a gift to Malinalco from Tenochtitlan, or were 

they meant to be used only when the Mexica leaders came to Malinalco‘s sacred 

landscape to perform the rites that legitimated their authority?  Like the site itself, 

Malinalco‘s huehuetl hints at a nuanced relationship between this city and Tenochtitlan, 

an affiliation more complex than simply a sovereign-subject/ empire-polity bond.  This 

relationship leads us to the final chapter of this dissertation, in which I explore possible 

explanations for why the Mexica built this extraordinary ceremonial center in—and 

perhaps brought this drum to—Malinalco.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions: A Mexica Temple Complex in the Hinterland 

 

The Mexica temple complex at Malinalco is unique in the corpus of Aztec art.  It 

reshaped a mountain, includes Mesoamerica‘s only monolithic structure, and has the 

best-preserved temple interior from the Late Postclassic period.  It is also the largest (and, 

possibly, the only) Mexica-commissioned temple complex outside of Tenochtitlan.165  

This study principally contributes to the scholarly understanding of Malinalco by 

demonstrating that the site was designed for imperial politico-religious rituals, and was 

neither a retreat for nor an outpost of the eagle and jaguar warriors.  My analysis of eagle 

and jaguar symbolism shows that these animals were multivalent symbols for the Mexica 

that signified ―kingship‖ as much as ―warrior.‖  The politico-religious nature of the site is 

further underscored by its sacred landscape elements, which tie the site both to an ancient 

Mesoamerican paradigm of sacred spaces and to the sacred architecture and mythology of 

Tenochtitlan.  My examination of Malinalco‘s drum and mural also link the site to the 

imperial monuments of Tenochtitlan and furthered my sense that Malinalco was an 

overtly imperial monument, with iconography designed to support and legitimate the 

Mexica tlatoque.  In the ethnohistorical sources, the Mexica link themselves to the 

Malinalca and to Malinalco through their alleged Toltec heritage, the lineage of their 

ruling family, and their mytho-history, which cast the Malinalca as ethnic Mexica whom 

                                                 
165 While Mexica emperors are said to have visited temples outside of Tenochtitlan (e.g., see Durán 1994: 

355, 1971: 154-171), we have no records to indicate whether they built those temples.  In addition, temples 

that may have been built by the Mexica, such as the mountain temple above the town of Tepotzlan, do not 

seem to have been associated with a larger complex of ritual buildings. 



 234 

Huitzilopochtli deemed unfit to found Tenochtitlan.  My investigations have led me to the 

larger conclusion that the Tenochca-Mexica were particularly interested in the people and 

mytho-history of Malinalco, and that they may have built Malinalco‘s temple complex to 

further their connection to this city.  In the final pages of this dissertation, I review the 

evidence presented in earlier chapters, and propose a hypothesis that both offers a lager 

interpretation of Malinalco and underscores the strong connections between this 

archaeological site and Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center.  

MALINALCO AND TENOCHTITLAN: A HYPOTHESIS 

My examinations of Malinalco‘s history, archaeology and iconography have been 

in pursuit of an answer to a question I have pondered since beginning my research about 

this site, this city, and its people.  What motivated the Mexica to commission a temple 

complex in this place?  In compiling data to answer this question, I will first review the 

evidence of Mexica imperial iconography at Malinalco, to demonstrate that Malinalco 

was likely especially valued by the Mexica tlatoque Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma II.  Then I 

will demonstrate that Malinalco‘s sacred landscape, manmade cave, and mythological 

history powerfully link Malinalco to the central temple complex in Tenochtitlan.  In 

creating a site that parallels Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center in certain key respects, 

Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma II sought to expand Tenochtitlan‘s religious (and perhaps 

economic) power and imperial propaganda to the outer reaches of the empire, and thereby 

incorporate Malinalco into the sacred spaces of their kingdom.   Although erected on the 
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outer edges of the Mexica empire, Malinalco is a decidedly Mexica temple complex, and 

may indicate that the Malinalca shared a special bond with the Mexica. 

Malinalco‘s martial imagery and imperial iconography are similar to monuments 

from the capital city‘s ceremonial center.  The mural of marching Toltec warriors from 

Structure III parallels the Bench Relief in the House of the Eagle Warriors.  While the 

Bench Relief culminates with an image of imperial bloodletting, I proposed that 

Malinalco‘s procession scene originally ended with a soldier facing either side of the 

entrance to the inner chambers.  While the Bench Relief culminates in am image of 

bloodletting, the mural in Structure III would terminate on either side of the door, 

framing an actual act of autosacrifice.  The Toltec iconography of this mural parallels the 

symbolism of Mexica monuments intended in part to legitimate imperial power, such as 

the Stone of Tizoc and the Ex-Archbishopric Stone.  Since the Mexica‘s alleged Toltec 

heritage was less ancient than that of the Malinalca, they may have employed Toltec 

iconography here to emphasize their connection to the local population and to claim an 

esteemed heritage.  This mural is sufficiently similar to earlier monuments from 

Tenochtitlan that it can be regarded as a derivative of the Tenochca tradition, almost as if 

the Mexica who commissioned this site wanted to recreate the majesty of Tenochtitlan‘s 

ceremonial precinct on a smaller scale. 

The carved eagle and jaguar pelts in Structure I are also decidedly imperial 

symbols that further tie Malinalco to the rulers of Tenochtitlan.  The eagle and jaguar 

were not simply symbols of elite Mexica warriors, but rather were prominent motifs 

within the iconography of Mexica tlatoque.  In the alphabetic sources, only the Mexica 
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tlatoani ever sits upon a seat of eagle feathers, and such seats are entirely absent from the 

visual record.  Although the alphabetic sources also limit jaguar-skin stools to kings, in 

the pictorial documents they appear to be seats for gods and their effigies.  That gods 

were believed to sit on seats identical to royal thrones underscored the semi-divine status 

of the ruler.  Malinalco‘s eagle and jaguar pelts can be viewed within the larger corpus of 

Tenochca imperial artworks, such as the jaguar and eagle cuauhxicalli (see Matos 

Moctezuma 1989: Figs. 57, 58) and the Teocalli of Sacred Warfare (Fig. 4.9-4.14).  As 

seats fit for the Mexica emperor, these carved pelts suggest a strong connection between 

Malinalco and the Mexica tlatoque. 

The motifs on Malinalco‘s huehuetl, notably the eagle and jaguar warriors, Nahui 

Olin, and atl-tlachinolli band, are Mexica imperial motifs and further support my 

contention that the ceremonial centers of Malinalco and Tenochtitlan were connected.  

Although eagle and jaguar warriors have a long history in Mesoamerica, their treatment 

in the alphabetic sources suggests that by the time of the Spanish conquest, these warriors 

had become specifically emblematic of the Mexica military.  The warriors that weep and 

march around this huehuetl are also nearly identical to eagle and jaguar warriors from the 

Codex Borbonicus, a manuscript known to have been created in or near Tenochtitlan.  

The Nahui Olin was a powerful symbol during the reign of Moctezuma II and served as a 

reminder that his actions during the New Fire Ceremony helped forestall apocalypse.  

Finally, the atl-tlachinolli was the Mexica designation for war, incorporating the mutually 

cancelling elements of water and burning.  This drum, possibly safeguarded for centuries 

in Malinalco homes, is covered not only with Tenochca iconography, but with imagery 
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that specifically celebrates the power and authority of the Mexica tlatoani.  The Malinalca 

may have preserved this drum as a reminder of their pre-Hispanic identity and their 

relationship to the rulers of Tenochtitlan. 

Like the iconography of Malinalco‘s monuments, the site‘s sacred landscape 

features and mythological history make Malinalco markedly similar to the Templo Mayor 

of Tenochtitlan.  The conjunction of a sacred spring and a manmade cave at Malinalco 

echoes the organization and symbolism of the Templo Mayor.  According to the 

alphabetic sources, the Mexica built the Templo Mayor directly over the spot where they 

encountered their sacred sign—an eagle sitting on a cactus—and in some accounts the 

cactus grew from a sacred spring that produced red and blue waters (e.g. Durán 1993: 43; 

Tezozomoc 1975: 63).  This symbol was a powerful axis, with the eagle signifying the 

upper world, the cactus the middle, and the gushing spring representing the watery 

underworld.  When the Templo Mayor was erected over this sign, its pyramidal base 

represented a sacred mountain and the upper world.  As symbolic caves (Durán 1971: 

114-115), the temples at the crest of this pyramid joined the now-hidden springs as 

symbols of the underworld.  Like the Templo Mayor temples, Malinalco‘s Structure I 

was both a temple and a cave, and joined Malinalco‘s springs as a powerful points of 

intersection of the cosmic levels.  In both these ceremonial centers, the Mexica 

deliberately built symbolic caves near sacred springs, thereby creating redundant 

underworld portals.   

Malinalco‘s mountain, Cerro de los Idolos, also echoes the symbolic pyramid-

mountain of the Templo Mayor.  This comparison is less compelling than the parallel 
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between the sites‘ spring-and-cave conjunctions, since pyramids frequently symbolized 

mountains in Mesoamerica.  Yet, at Malinalco the Mexica altered the shape of the sacred 

mountain, thereby asserting a similar degree of control over this mountain as over their 

constructed mountain-pyramids.  The Mexica were fully in command of the size and 

shape of the Templo Mayor, and when they carved into the bedrock at Malinalco they 

began to control this sacred space as well.  In addition, just as the temples at the top of 

the Templo Mayor were wrought from the same stones as their pyramid, many of the 

temples at Malinalco were cut into the mountain itself, and thus shared a relationship 

with their pyramidal base similar to that of the Templo Mayor‘s temples and pyramids.  

The pyramid-mountain, cave-temple plan of the Templo Mayor extended to other sacred 

buildings in Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center, and it is possible that the different 

buildings at Malinalco may have corresponded to different temples in Tenochtitlan.  

Perhaps the most intriguing of these possibilities is that Structure III may have been a re-

creation of the House of the Eagle Warriors in Tenochtitlan.166  If that were the case, the 

parallel between the mural of marching warriors and the Tenochca Bench Reliefs would 

be even more striking.  However, at present we lack evidence to support or refute the 

latter hypothesis, and it remains one of many possible interpretations for the site. 

The mytho-history of the Mexica further ties Malinalco‘s sacred precinct to the 

Templo Mayor.  Huitzilopochtli abandoned his sister, Malinalxochitl, on a mountain near 

Malinalco.  It was the heart of Malinalxochitl‘s son, Copil, which germinated the plant 

that grew into the sacred eagle-on-a-cactus symbol of Tenochtitlan.  The Mexica erected 

                                                 
166 I am grateful to Lori Diel for pointing out this possibility to me. 
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the Templo Mayor directly over this cactus and by extension over Copil‘s sacrificed 

heart.  As the homeland of Copil and the location of Huitzilopochtli‘s betrayal, Malinalco 

was an important location in Tenochtitlan‘s foundation mytho-history and within the 

mytho-history of the Templo Mayor.  Insofar as Copil‘s sacrificed heart gave rise to this 

sacred sign, his heart also germinated the Mexica‘s most important temple and cosmic 

axis.  The Templo Mayor not only memorialized the place where the Mexica received 

their sacred sign, but also commemorated the Mexica‘s seminal victory by marking the 

place where Copil‘s heart had landed.  In a parallel fashion, the monuments at Cerro de 

los Idolos may have marked the place where this story was believed to have begun—the 

mountainside where Huitzilopochtli abandoned Malinalxochitl.  If this was the case, (and 

at present evidence is insufficient to confirm or refute this hypothesis) Ahuitzotl and 

Moctezuma II may have encouraged the construction at Malinalco to emphasize the 

mytho-historical ties between the two communities.167 

The link between Malinalco‘s sacred mountain and the origins of the Templo 

Mayor is even clearer when viewed within the context of the Mexica‘s migration history.  

According to their mythology, the Mexica hailed from Aztlan, an island in the center of a 

lake.  At the midpoint of their peregrinations, the Mexica symbolically recreated Aztlan 

when they dammed a river near Tula/Coatepec and created a lake that completely 

surrounded the top of the mountain on which they had settled, transforming it into an 

                                                 
167 As I discussed in the second chapter of this volume (see pp. 64-67), I very much believe that the 

Malinalxochitl myth predates the construction of Malinalco‘s temple complex.  Emily Umberger (2007: 20) 

suggested that the latest Coyolxauhqui stone of the Templo Mayor may also represent Malinalxochitl.  

Although we have no other pre-Hispanic images or texts about Malinalxochitl, the eagle-on-a-cactus motif 

definitely pre-dates the Conquest.  Since Copil‘s heart was the seed that germinated that portentous cactus, 

it seems likely that Copil appeared in early versions of this myth.   
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island (Durán 1993: 26, Boone 1991:138).  Later, when they finally reached Tenochtitlan, 

their new homeland was markedly similar to their old one; Tenochtitlan was an island in 

the middle of a Lake Texcoco.  Symbolically, the Mexica migrations ended where they 

had begun (Boone 1991: 145).   

The Malinalxochitl-Copil myth is similarly cyclical.  Huitzilopochtli‘s 

abandonment of Malinalxochitl was a metaphorical defeat and equated his sister to others 

whom he deemed unfit to be Mexica or whom he had conquered (Umberger 2007: 

passim).  When Copil traveled to Chapultepec, the Mexica victory over his troops both 

re-enacted the defeat of Malinalxochitl and reinforced the notion that Copil and his 

followers were unworthy to be Mexica.  Emily Umberger (2007: 20) cogently argued for 

a parallel between Huitzilopochtli‘s sisters, Coyolxauhqui and Malinalxochitl, and 

provided convincing evidence that men symbolically became women when defeated.168  

Thus, when Copil was killed and his body tossed down a hill, his death re-enacted the 

defeat of Coyolxauhqui at Coatepec and Malinalxochitl at Malinalco.  Subsequent 

sacrifices at the Templo Mayor transformed sacrificed warriors into Coyolxauhqui, and 

their dismembered bodies would land atop her image at the base of the temple.  The 

position of her image paralleled that of Copil‘s heart, as temple expansions covered 

earlier Coyolxauhqui stones, and thus both Copil and Coyolxauhqui were buried beneath 

                                                 
168 Coyolxauhqui features prominently in one of the Mexica‘s most central myths.  The earth goddess 

Coatlicue was sweeping a temple atop a mountain when she discovered a ball of down.  She tucked the 

down into her skirt, and subsequently became pregnant with Huitzilopochtli.  When her other children 

learned their mother was pregnant, they decided to kill her and her unborn child.  Coyolxauhqui, her only 

daughter, was their leader, directing Coatlicue‘s innumerable sons in a battle against their mother.  The 

battle was a cosmic one, since Coyolxauhqui was the moon and her brothers represented the stars.  

Huitzilopochtli learned of the planned attack in-utero, and emerged from the womb fully armed.  

Coatlicue‘s birth of Huitzilopochtli paralleled that of the earth monster giving birth to the sun each dawn.  

Huitzilopochtli quickly dispatched his sister, rolling her body down the side of Coatepec, Snake Mountain.   
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the pyramid.  Just as the defeat of Coyolxauhqui-the-moon by Huitzilopochtli-the-sun 

saved the earth (Coatlicue) and made the present creation possible, the defeat of Copil 

was necessary for the foundation of Tenochtitlan and for the erection of the Templo 

Mayor.  Just as the Mexica left Aztlan only to re-create it at Tula/Coatepec and 

eventually in Tenochtitlan, the primordial defeat of Coyolxauhqui/Malinalxochitl was 

reenacted in the defeat of Copil at Chapultepec and in later sacrifices at the Templo 

Mayor.  It follows that the Mexica would want to create a sacred space in Malinalco that 

was similar to Tenochtitlan‘s ceremonial center.  Within their cyclical understanding of 

history, Malinalco‘s mountain temple complex needed to resemble both Coatepec and the 

Templo Mayor, because all three sacred mountains were the place of these 

parallel/equivalent events.169  Perhaps the Mexica viewed their transformation of Cerro 

de los Idolos as a restoration of the mountain to its original state in the Malinalxochitl 

myth. 

 

                                                 
169 It is interesting that no similar ceremonial center was built at Coatepec.  Moctezuma II sent a group of 

wise men, sorcerers and warriors to Coatepec to look for Huitzilopochtli‘s mother, Coatlicue.  When they 

neared the mountain they believed to be the birthplace of Huitzilopochtli, they were transformed into 

animals and magically transferred to a mountain that seemed to exist in a separate dimension.  Perhaps a 

ceremonial center was not built in the town of Coatepec because the actual location of Coyolxauhqui‘s 

defeat was largely inaccessible by humans.  On the other hand, the story of Copil and Malinalxochitl strikes 

me as more historical, especially since Copil drew his allies from actual towns around Malinalco and the 

battle took place at Chapultepec, a mountain quite close to the island that would become Tenochtitlan.  

While both myths may have an historical basis in actual battles between the Mexica and dissenting groups 

during their migrations, the cosmic symbolism of the Coyolxauhqui myth seems to have made Coatepec 

inaccessible, while Malinalco and its sacred mountain were sacred earthly spaces that had merely been 

toughed by gods. 
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Future Investigations 

 Although I discuss Malinalco principally in religious and political terms, this city 

and its archaeological site cannot be separated from two larger, societal forces beyond the 

scope of this dissertation:  1) local and imperial economies and 2 )Malinalco‘s location 

near the Tarascan border of the Aztec empire.  In addition to their intertwined political 

and religious motivations, Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma II almost certainly considered the 

economic impact of building this site and may have sought to profit from it in a fashion 

more tangible than simply the justification of their authority in a subject province.  The 

local economy also must have been affected, as Mexica masons temporarily moved into 

their community and, perhaps, as the tlatoani and his retinue travelled to this sacred 

temple complex.  Just as religion, politics and warfare cannot be treated as wholly 

separate categories for understanding the Aztec empire, the economic impact of such an 

unusual construction project warrants further study. 

 Also significant is Malinalco‘s relative proximity to the Tarascan border of the 

empire.  Malinalco was only separated from Tarascan territory by part of the Ocuilan 

province and the strategic province of Temazcaltepec (Smith and Berdan 1996: Fig. A 4-

1).  Strategic provinces are areas that the Aztec empire conquered for a reason other than 

tribute (Berdan 1994: 297).  Considering its location along this hostile border, it is likely 

that Temazcaltepec may have formed a buffer between the Tarascans and tributary 

provinces, since states within this province are known to have fought with the Tarascans 

and the region has remains of fortifications (Smith and Berdan 1996: 269-270).  
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Malinalco‘s relationship with its local neighbors, and as a possible stopping point 

between Tenochtitlan and the border, should be investigated further.   

 

Final Remarks 

I believe Malinalco was an imperial temple complex designed to reflect Mexica 

ideas, iconography and cosmology.  Malinalco‘s drum, the permanent sculptures of 

Structure I, and the site‘s sacred geography tie Malinalco to the capital, to the foundation 

of Tenochtitlan, and to the semi-divine Mexica tlatoque.  In carving this temple complex 

into the flesh of a sacred mountain, the Mexica attempted to incorporate Malinalco into 

the politico-ritual sacred space of the empire and to create a space for imperial rites far 

from the capital.  Yet, if the Mexica tlatoque simply aimed to build imperial ceremonial 

centers near the edges of the empire, we would expect to find similar complexes in other 

parts of Mexica territory.  That this is the only Mexica temple complex of its kind 

suggests that Malinalco was somehow important to the Mexica tlatoque.  It is possible 

that the Malinalca also celebrated their connection to the Mexica.  The Malinalca fought 

against the Spanish during the conquest, when conceding would have preserved their 

town from destruction.  They carefully preserved their drum and seem to have never 

deliberately defaced Malinalco, despite these monuments having iconography that 

celebrated the power of their Mexica overlords.  The ceremonial center in Malinalco 

attests to the nuanced relationship of the Mexica and the Malinalca, and creates a point of 

connection between Malinalco and Tenochtitlan that spread imperial ideology to the 
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hinterland and provided a space for the tlatoani to legitimate his powers through the 

performance of rituals that were believed to keep the world from its inevitable 

apocalypse.   
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Appendix A: Figures 

 

 

Figure 0.1: Map of Central Mexico, with Malinalco (Burkhart 1989: 17) 
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Figure 0.2: Map of Malinalco‘s Archaeological Site (INAH site map) 
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Figure 2.1: List of Tribes that Emigrated from Aztlan, Codex Boturini, folio 2r  

(Drawing: V. W. King, after Códice Boturini 1944) 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2: Detail of Malinalco Toponym, Codex Boturini, folio 2r (Drawing: V. W. 

King, after Códice Boturini 1944) 
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Figure 2.3: Tribes leaving Aztlan, Codex Azcatitlan, folio 3v  (Drawing: V. W. King, 

after Codex Azcatitlan 1995) 
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Figure 2.4:  Detail of Malinalco Toponym, Codex Azcatitlan, folio 3v (Drawing: V. W. 

King, after Codex Azcatitlan 1995) 
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Figure 2.5: Reconstruction of Malinalco‘s Mural by Miguel Angel Fernández (Drawing 

D.E. King, afterGarcía Payón 1974: color plate 1) 
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Figure 2.6: Plan of Building 3 with arrow to indicate mural location (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after INAH site map) 
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Figure 2.7, Dedication Stone (Photo: V.W. King, MNA) 
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Figure 2.8, House of the Eagles Bench Relief (Drawing: V. W. King) 
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Figure 2.9, Tula Atlante (Drawing: V. W. King)  
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Figure 2.10, Striped Sacrificial Victim, after Codex Borgia, detail of folio 19r (Drawing: 

V. W. King, after Codex Borgia 1976) 
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Figure 2.11, Mixcoatl, Codex Borgia, folio 25r, detail (Drawing: V. W. King, after Codex 

Borgia 1976) 
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Figure 2.12, Illustration of proposed mural orientation in Structure III  (Drawing: V. W. 

King, after INAH site map) 
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Figure 3.1, Structure I, with square protrusions marked (Photo: latinamericanstudies.org) 

 



 259 

 
 

Figure 3.2, Jaguar to the east of Structure I (Photo: V.W. King) 

 

 
 

Figure 3.3, Detail East Jaguar Claws (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.4, Temple at Tepotzlan (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.5, Reconstruction of Tepotzlan Temple (Drawing: V. W. King, after INAH site 

illustration) 
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Figure 3.6, Malinalco‘s Sacrificial Stone (Guevara Sánchez 1991: 25) 
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Figure 3.7, Fire Serpent supporting two legs, Structure I, (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.8, Remains of Feet on Pedestal, Structure I (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.9, Circles carved onto the western side of the façade, Structure I (Photo: V.W. 

King) 
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Figure 3.10, Drawing of Structure I Façade (Drawing: D.E. King) 
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Figure 3.11, Forked tongue protracting from Structure I‘s entrance (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.12, Interior of Structure I (Photo: elrincon.org) 
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Figure 3.13, Structure II, reconstructed (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.14, Sculpture found between Structures II and III  (Photo V.W. King, 

MUDLMS) 
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Figure 3.15, Stone Pins (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.16, Model of a Temple with a roof comb with stone pins like those at Malinalco 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Pasztory 1983: Plate 305) 
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Figure 3.17, Pino Suarez Metro Station Ehecatl Temple (Photo: publicimages.org) 
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Figure 3.18, Structure III (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.19, Schematic of Structure IV (Drawing: D. E. King) 

 

 
 

Figure 3.20, Structure IV viewed from the west, with all three rooms visible (D. King 

drawing, after photograph García Payón 1974: Fig. 24) 
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Figure 3.21, Tool Marks on North Wall, Structure IV (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.22, Altar and Offering Receptacle, Structure IV (Photo: V.W. King) 

 

 
 

Figure 3.23, Mason construction in Structure IV (Photo V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.24, Structure V (Photo V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.25, Structure VI Reconstructed (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.26, Remains of Structure XI (Photo V.W. King) 
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Figure 3.27, Two rooms begun above Structures IV and XI (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 4.1, Moctezuma II‘s Portrait at Chapultepec (Photo: David Stuart, used with 

permission) 
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Figure 4.2, Rulers of Texcoco in Jaguar Hides, detail, Sahagún Primeros Memoriales fol. 

52r (Drawing: V.W. King, after Sahagún 1993, Palacio Real de Madrid) 
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Figure 4.3, Codex Mendoza 64r (Wikimedia Commons, Bodleian Library, Oxford 

University) 
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Figure 4.4, Codex Mendoza, folio 65r  (Wikimedia Commons, Bodleian Library, Oxford 

University) 
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Figure 4.5, Tula Warrior Procession Scene (Drawing: V.W. King) 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4.6, Tula procession of eagles, jaguars and coyotes (Drawing: V.W. King) 
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Figure 4.7, Warriors in loincloths, Codex Azcatitlan, folio 8v (Drawing: V.W. King, after 

Codex Azcatitlan 1995, Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 
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Figure 4.8, Tepeyollotl in jaguar guise, detail of folio 60v, Codex Borgia  (Drawing: 

V.W. King, after Codex Borgia 1976, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana) 
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Figure 4.9, Teocalli of Sacred Warfare (Photo V.W. King, MNA) 
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Figure 4.10, Seat of the Teocalli of Sacred Warfare (Drawing: V.W. King, after Pasztory 

1983: Plate 130) 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.11, Backrest, Teocalli of Sacred Warfare (Photo: V.W. King, MNA) 
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Figure 4.12, Grass ball with bloodletters, top of backrest, Teocalli of Sacred Warfare‘s 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Pasztory 1983: Plate 131)  
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Figure 4.13, Jaguar Pelted Cuauhxicalli, left edge, Teocalli of Sacred Warfare (Photo: 

V.W. King, MNA) 
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Figure 4.14, Cuauhxicalli with Eagle Feathers, right side, Teocalli of Sacred Warfare 

(Photo: V.W. King, MNA) 

 
 

Figure 4.15, Jaguar Seats with Appended Tails, Codex Laud, detail folio 23 (Drawing: 

V.W. King, after Codex Laud 1966, Bodleian Library, Oxford) 
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Figure 4.16, Tepeyollotl, detail Codex Laud folio 22 (Drawing: D.E. King, after Codex 

Laud 1966, Bodleian Library, Oxford) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.17, Jaguar seat with tail, Codex Fejérváry-Mayer, detail folio 5 (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after Codex Fejérváry-Mayer 1971, World Museum Liverpool) 
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Figure 4.18, Jaguar seats with tails, Codex Vaticanus B, detail folio 17 (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after Codex Vaticanus B 1972, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana ) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.19, Wooden Chairs draped with Jaguar Pelts, Codex Borgia, folio 13r (Drawing: 

V.W. King) 
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Figure 4.20, Axayacatl on Jaguar Throne, Codex Azcatitlan, folio 19r  (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after Codex Azcatitlan 1995, Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 
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Figure 4.21, Emperor Acamapichtli on Jaguar Throne, Codex Azcatitlan, folio 14r 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Azcatitlan 1995) 
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Figure 4.22, Emperor Itzcoatl on possibly unfinished page, Codex Azcatitlan, folio 17r 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Azcatitlan 1995) 
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Figure 4.23, Ehecatl on Jaguar Throne, Codex Vaticanus B, detail folio 34r (Drawing: 

V.W. King, after Codex Vaticanus 3773  1972) 
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Figure 4.24, God on jaguar pelted pillow, Tonalamatl Aubin, detail folio 19 (Drawing: 

V.W. King, after Tonalamatl Aubin 1981) 
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Figure 4.25, Jaguar thrones with a high stepped back and a low seat, Codex Borgia, detail 

folio 9r (Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Borgia 1976) 
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Figure 4.26, Nursing goddesses on jaguar thrones, Codex Borgia, detail folio 16r 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Borgia 1976) 

 

 
 

Figure 4.27,Gods or god impersonators on jaguar pelted pillows, Codex Borgia, folio 16r, 

(Vatican Library) 
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Figure 4.28, Trecena patron on jaguar pillow, Tonalamatl Aubin, folio 10, (Drawing: 

D.E. King, after Tonalamatl Aubin 1981) 

 

 



 304 

 
 

Figure 4.29, Xochiquetzal on a jaguar pelt, Codex Borbonicus, folio 19r (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after Codex Borbonicus 1974) 

 



 305 

 
 

Figure 4.30, Figures on jaguar pillows in the marriage almanac, Codex Borgia, folio 57v, 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Borgia 1976) 
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Figure 4.31, Effigy of Tezcatlipoca, (Drawing: D.E. King, after Durán 1971: Plate 8) 
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Figure 4.32, Seated god with knees drawn to chest (Drawing: D.E. King, after Pasztory 

1983: plate 197) 
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Figure 4.33, Kneeling goddess (left figure), Codex Borbonicus, folio 21r (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after Codex Borbonicus 1974) 
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Figure 4.34, Kneeling goddess with temple headdress (Pasztory 1983: plate 180) 
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Figure 4.35, Flower God (Xochipilli) on Stool (Drawing: D.E. King, after Pasztory 1983: 

plate 161) 
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Figure 4.36, God on a stool, Codex Vaticanus B, detail folio 54v (Drawing: V.W. King, 

after Codex Vaticanus 3773 1972) 
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Figure 4.37, Figure on Stool, Codex Borgia, detail folio 54v (Drawing: V.W. King, after 

Codex Borgia 1976) 
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Figure 4.38, Ehecatl from Malinalco (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 4.39, Temple with Snake Façade, Codex Borgia fol. 14r (Drawing: V.W. King, 

after Codex Borgia 1976) 
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Figure 5.1, Temple at Mt. Tlaloc and Passageway Leading to Temple Enclosure 

(Drawing: V.W. King, after Wicke and Horcasitas 1957: Fig. 37) 
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Figure 5.2, The nine celestial tiers, Codex Vaticanus A, folio 1v (copyright Akademische 

Druck-u. Verlansanstalt, Graz, Austria) 
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Figure 5.3, Tiers of the Underworld, Codex Vaticanus A, detail folio 2r (copyright 

Akademische Druck-u. Verlansanstalt, Graz, Austria ) 
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Figure 5.4, Teotihuacan‘s Pyramids of the Moon (left) and the Sun (right) Echo the shape 

of Cerro Gordo (Photo: V.W. King) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 319 

 
 

 

Figure 5.5, Codex Boturini, Migration through Space and Time, page 18 (Drawing: V.W. 

King, after Códice Boturini 1944) 
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Figure 5.6, Oxtotitlan mural over cave entrance (D. King drawing, after F. Kent Reilly 

III) 
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Figure 5.7, Chalcatzingo Monument 9 (Drawing: D.E. King) 
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Figure 5.8, Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca, folio 16r (Wikimedia Commons, Bibliothèque 

nationale de France) 
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Figure 5.9, Cave Glyph, Codex Mendoza (Drawing: D. King, after Kirchoff 1948: figure 

67b) 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.10, Version of cave glyph with additional pictographic elements, Codex 

Mendoza, detail folio 37r (Drawing: D. King, after Ross 1978) 
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Figure 5.11, Version of cave glyph with additional pictographic elements,  Codex 

Mendoza, detail folio 46r (Drawing: D. King, after Ross 1978) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.12, Pelts with partial quatrefoil mouths in Monument 1 (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 5.13, Deer-like animal crawls into cave glyph, Codex Borbonicus, detail folio 6r 

(Drawing V.W. King, Bibliothèque nationale de France) 
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Figure 5.14, Schematic showing the reconstructed façade, the sacrificial stone, and the 

mountain rising behind the temple (Drawing: Daniel King) 
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Figure 5.15, Tlaltecuhtli, Codex Borbonicus, detail folio 4r (Drawing D.E. King, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France) 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.16, Temple at San Miguel Spring (Photo: V.W. King) 
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Figure 5.17, Alligator over stream at Palenque (Photo: Elaine Schele) 
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Figure 5.18, Temple over a cave and spring, Codex Selden, detail folio 9r (Drawing: 

V.W. King, after Codex Selden 1964, Bodleian Library, Oxford University) 
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Figure 5.19, A serpent‘s body forms the shape and major geographical features of the 

Apoala Valley in Oaxaca, detail Codex Zouche-Nuttall, folio 36r  (Drawing: 

D.E. King, after Codex Zouche-Nuttall 1987) 
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Figure 5.20, Cempoala Relaciones Geograficas map, detail of spring (Mundy 1996: plate 

5, Benson Library, University of Texas at Austin) 
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Figure 5.21, Walled Spring, detail of Relaciones Geograficas from Guaxtepec (Mundy 

1996: plate 2, Benson Library, University of Texas at Austin) 
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Figure 6.1, Malinalco‘s Huehuetl (Photo: V.W. King)  (Museo de Anthropología e 

Historia, Toluca) 
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Figure 6.2, Malinalco‘s Huehuetl, view 2 (Photo: V.W. King) (Museo de Anthropología e 

Historia, Toluca) 
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Figure 6.3, Malinalco‘s Teponaztli (Saville 1925: plate XXXVI detail) 

 

 
 

Figure 6.4, Stone effigy Teponaztli (Saville 1925: Fig. 18) 
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Figure 6.5, Effigy reed bundles atop altar (Photo: V.W. King, MNA) 
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Figure 6.6, Musician plays a jaguar-skin-topped huehuetl before a funerary bundle, 

Codex Magliabechiano, pg 145 (Drawing: V.W. King, after Cod. 

Magliabechiano 1970) 

 

 



 338 

 
 

Figure 6.7, Figure plays drum with jaguar skin drumhead, Codex Borbonicus, detail folio 

4r (Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Borbonicus 1974) 
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Figure 6.8, Figure plays huehuetl with jaguar skin drumhead, Tonalamatl Aubin, detail 

folio 4r (Drawing: D. King, after Tonalamatl Aubin 1981) 
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Figure 6.9, Nezhualcoyotl with huehuetl, Codex Ixtlilxochitl, folio 6r (Codex Ixtlilxochitl 

1976) 
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Figure 6.10, Drums played during the massacre at the feast of Toxcatl, Codex Azcatitlan, 

folio 23v (Drawing: D.E. King, after Codex Azcatitlan 1995) 
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Figure 6.11, Huehuetl sounded for dancers around the Xolotl Pole, Codex Borbonicus, 

folio 28v (Drawing: V.W. King, after Codex Borbonicus 1974) 
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Figure 6.12, Fire serpent head below the right foot of the ascending eagle man  (Drawing: 

V.W. King) 
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Figure 6.13, Motif beneath left foot of eagle man (Drawing: V.W. King) 
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Figure 6.14, Flints incorporated into eagle feathers, detail Malinalco‘s huehuetl (Photo: 

V.W. King, Museo de Antropología e Historia, Toluca) 
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Figure 6.15, Culmination of warrior procession at grass ball, Bench Reliefs (Drawing: 

V.W. King, after López Lujan 2006:265, after Beyer 1955: fig. e) 
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Figure 6.16, Coronation Stone of Moctezuma (copyright: Art Institute of Chicago) 
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Figure 6.17, Pulque Cuauhxicalli (photo copyright: British Museum website) 
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Figure 6.18, Tlaltelolco Lentil (Drawing: V.W. King, after Art Daily) 
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Appendix B: Abbreviations 

 

B.A.R.   British Archaeological Review 

CONACULTA Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes 

ENAE   Escuela Nacional de Altos Estudios 

INAH   Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia 

MNAH  Museo Nacional de Antropología e Historia 

MNAHE  Museo Nacional de Arqueología, Historía, y Ethnología 

MUDLMS  Museo Universitario Dr. Luis Mario Schneider 

SAR   School for Advanced Research 

UNAM  Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 

 

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDEQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.conaculta.gob.mx%2F&ei=MpOhT9CgOImI6AG50N35CA&usg=AFQjCNF5s8V_bD7TKYrOanijKghUGsSh1w&sig2=z0zVB9QYt4IST1vEQMtI1Q
http://www.unam.mx/
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