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SERPENT AND STAR
A Deep Dive into Aztec and Mayan Beliefs, Cosmology, and Deities

Including: The Five Suns • Quetzalcoatl • Ixchel • The Popol Vuh The Dual Calendar •

Mictlan • Xibalba • The Major Deities in Full

The civilizations of Mesoamerica — the Aztec (who called themselves the Mexica), the Maya, and

their shared ancestors the Olmec and the Toltec — developed some of the most sophisticated

cosmological, philosophical, and calendrical systems ever produced by human civilization. This

document is a genuine deep dive into what they believed, how they understood the cosmos, who

their deities were, what happened after death, and what their wisdom still has to offer us today.
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In Ixtli In Yollotl
Face and Heart — the Nahuatl phrase for a person's true character and inner self.

"The Aztecs were not a bloodthirsty people. They were a people terrified of the dark —

and they sacrificed to keep the sun rising. That is not cruelty. That is cosmic love."

— Modern Mesoamerican scholar paraphrase

"We did not count time. We danced with it."

— Modern Maya elder, paraphrased
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PART ONE: THE PEOPLE AND THE LAND

Who Were They?

Before we can understand Aztec and Mayan beliefs, we need to understand something that is often

missed: these were not two separate civilizations that happened to exist in the same general region at

the same time. They were part of a continuous tradition of cultural exchange, inheritance, and

transformation stretching back at least 3,500 years, from the Olmec civilization of the Gulf Coast

(around 1200 BCE) through the Toltec and Maya Classic periods to the Aztec Empire at its height in

the 15th and 16th centuries. Understanding this continuity is essential — it explains why Quetzalcoatl

appears as the Feathered Serpent in Aztec mythology AND as Kukulkan in Mayan mythology AND in

the creation pantheon of the Olmec. It is the same divine idea, carried across centuries and

civilizations, each one adding new layers to the understanding.

The Olmec — The Mother Culture

The Olmec civilization (approximately 1200-400 BCE), centered on the Gulf Coast of what is now the

Mexican states of Veracruz and Tabasco, is called the Mother Culture of Mesoamerica for good

reason. They were the first to develop writing in the Americas, the first to use the calendar, the first to

build monumental ceremonial architecture, and the first to develop the religious iconography — the

jaguar-human composite, the feathered serpent, the rain deity, the ballgame — that would persist

across every subsequent Mesoamerican civilization.

The Olmec were also the first to understand zero as a mathematical concept, and the first to track the

Venus cycle with the astronomical precision that would later become central to both Mayan and Aztec

ritual life. When you encounter a jaguar deity in Aztec mythology or a feathered serpent in Mayan art,

you are looking at ideas that began with the Olmec and were inherited, adapted, and developed across

two thousand years.

The Toltec — The Golden Age

The Toltec civilization (approximately 900-1150 CE), centered at the city of Tula in what is now

Hidalgo, Mexico, occupied a place in Aztec consciousness roughly equivalent to how ancient Greece

occupies Western consciousness — as the idealized origin point of all culture and sophistication. The

Nahuatl word Toltecayotl meant culture itself. To call someone a Toltec was to call them a master

craftsperson, a true artist, a person of knowledge.
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The Toltec were the civilization in which the historical Quetzalcoatl figure — the priest-king Ce Acatl

Topiltzin — is believed to have actually lived, ruled, been overthrown, and departed eastward in a story

whose mythological dimensions grew with each retelling. They also built the first major temple to

Quetzalcoatl at Tula, whose massive stone warrior columns and feathered serpent carvings influenced

Chichen Itza and every subsequent major Mesoamerican ceremonial site.

The Maya — A Civilization of Extraordinary Depth

The Maya — a collection of related but distinct city-states and kingdoms spread across the Yucatan

Peninsula, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, and parts of Mexico — represent one of the most remarkable

intellectual and artistic achievements in human history. At their Classic period peak (approximately

250-900 CE), they built cities like Tikal, Palenque, Copan, and Chichen Itza that combined

sophisticated engineering with astronomical precision and extraordinary artistic mastery.

The Maya developed a complete writing system — one of only five or six fully independent writing

systems ever invented by humanity — capable of recording the full complexity of their spoken

language. They developed the concept of zero independently of the Hindu-Arabic tradition. They

tracked the Venus cycle to within two hours of its modern calculated value. Their calendar system,

including the 260-day sacred calendar and the 365-day solar calendar, is more accurate than the Julian

calendar used by Europe for most of its history.

Unlike the Aztec, the Maya were never a single unified empire. They were a cultural family — sharing

language roots, religious traditions, calendar systems, and iconography — but organized as a

collection of independent city-states that traded, intermarried, competed, and occasionally went to war

with each other. Their civilization went through multiple cycles of collapse and renaissance, and

crucially: the Maya never disappeared. Over six million Maya people are alive today, many still

speaking Mayan languages and preserving elements of the ancient traditions.

The Aztec (Mexica) — The People of the Sun

The Aztec — who called themselves the Mexica (meh-SHEE-kah), from which the name Mexico

derives — were relative latecomers to the Valley of Mexico. According to their own founding myth, they

migrated south from a northern homeland called Aztlan (hence the later name Aztec, given by

scholars) following the instructions of their patron god Huitzilopochtli, who promised them a sign: an

eagle eating a snake while perched on a cactus growing from a rock in the middle of a lake.

They found this sign on an island in Lake Texcoco in 1325 CE and there they built Tenochtitlan — a

city that would grow to a population of between 200,000 and 300,000 people, larger than any city in

Europe at the same time. In less than 200 years, from migrant wanderers to rulers of an empire, the

Mexica achieved one of the most remarkable political ascents in human history.
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The term 'Aztec' is somewhat anachronistic — it was applied retroactively by 19th-century scholars.

The people themselves used Mexica for their ethnicity and Nahuatl for their language. They are also

sometimes called the Mexica-Tenochca, after their founding city.

Tenochtitlan — The Venice of the Americas

When the Spanish arrived in 1519, the city of Tenochtitlan astonished them. Hernán Cortés wrote that

he had never seen anything like it in all of Europe. Built on an island in Lake Texcoco, connected to the

mainland by three great causeways, Tenochtitlan had aqueducts bringing fresh water from the

mainland, a grid of canals that served as streets, floating gardens (chinampas) that made the land

extraordinarily productive, a vast market at Tlatelolco that Cortés said was twice the size of the city of

Salamanca, and at its center the Templo Mayor — the great dual pyramid dedicated to Huitzilopochtli

(god of war and sun) and Tlaloc (god of rain) — which served as the symbolic center of the universe.

The Mexica understood Tenochtitlan as the navel of the world — the point where the four quarters of

the cosmos met. The design of the city reflected their cosmology: four quadrants corresponding to the

four cardinal directions, four colors, four deities, four elements — all meeting at the Templo Mayor,

which was understood not merely as a temple but as a living mountain, a replica of the original

mountain where the gods were created.
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PART TWO: THE AZTEC COSMOS — STRUCTURE OF REALITY

The Shape of the Universe

Thirteen Heavens and Nine Underworlds

The Aztec cosmos was understood as a multi-layered structure of extraordinary complexity. The

universe consisted of thirteen celestial levels (Topan — the heavens above) and nine levels of the

underworld (Mictlan — the realm of the dead), with the terrestrial world (Tlaltipac — the surface of the

earth) as the middle plane. These 23 levels were not vague spiritual territories — they were specific,

mapped, named, and populated by specific deities and beings.

The thirteen heavens, ascending from lowest to highest, housed: the moon and clouds, the stars, the

sun, Venus (the morning star), comets and fire, winds, dust storms, obsidian winds, the great lord

winds, the god Tezcatlipoca, and at the highest levels approaching the realm of the dual creator god

Ometeotl. The Aztec understanding was that everything that existed in the terrestrial world had its

counterpart above and below — a cosmological application of the same principle that the Hermetic

tradition calls 'As above, so below.'

The Five Directions

Where most cultures recognize four cardinal directions, the Aztec recognized five. The fifth direction —

the center — was the most important. Each direction corresponded to a specific color, a specific deity,

a specific year sign, and a specific set of meanings:

Direction Color Deity Associated With

East Red Quetzalcoatl Light, dawn, life, Venus as morning star

West White Quetzalcoatl (alt.) Death, the underworld, Venus as evening star

South Blue Huitzilopochtli War, the sun, fire, blood

North Black Tezcatlipoca Night, sorcery, cold, death

Center Green Xiuhtecuhtli (Fire) The axis mundi — where all worlds meet

Teotihuacan — Where the Gods Were Born

Before the Aztec, before the Toltec, there was Teotihuacan — the City Where the Gods Were Created

— a vast urban center that reached its peak around 450 CE and was already ancient ruins by the time

the Aztec arrived. No one knows who built it or what language they spoke. The Aztec named it
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Teotihuacan ('the place where men become gods') and incorporated it into their mythology as the place

where the present world was created — where the gods gathered in darkness after the previous sun

had died and sacrificed themselves to bring the new sun into being.

Teotihuacan's Avenue of the Dead aligns with the Pleiades star cluster and the rising point of the

Pleiades on the day the sun passes through its zenith. The Pyramid of the Sun is oriented to the setting

sun on the summer solstice. The entire city was designed as a cosmological diagram — an

architectural map of the universe as the builders understood it.
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PART THREE: THE FIVE SUNS — FIVE CREATIONS AND FOUR
APOCALYPSES

The Myth of the Five Suns

The foundational cosmological narrative of Aztec belief is the Myth of the Five Suns, recorded in the

Codex Chimalpopoca and other pre-Hispanic and early colonial sources. It tells the history of the

universe as a succession of five distinct eras — five different suns, each governed by different deities

and inhabited by different kinds of humans, and each ending in a catastrophic destruction before the

next was created. We live, according to this cosmology, in the fifth and final sun — and its eventual

destruction by earthquake is not if but when, unless the correct offerings continue to be made.

The myth begins before any sun existed, with the primordial dual god Ometeotl creating four children

— Tezcatlipoca, Quetzalcoatl, Huitzilopochtli, and Xipe Totec — who between them would be

responsible for the creation and destruction of all five worlds. The four brothers represent the four

cardinal directions; their competition for dominance produces the cycle of creation and destruction.

The First Sun — Nahui Ocelotl (Four Jaguar)

Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking Mirror, became the first sun — a sun of obsidian, ruling a world populated

by giants. These beings were so powerful that they did not need to cultivate food; they ate only acorns

from the forest. But Tezcatlipoca as the sun moved too slowly, and Quetzalcoatl, jealous and restless,

struck his brother with a mighty blow. Tezcatlipoca fell from the sky, transforming into a jaguar as he

fell. This jaguar-sun, furious at being cast down, summoned jaguars from the darkness and they

consumed all the giants who had inhabited the world. This is why the first sun is called Nahui Ocelotl —

Four Jaguar — because it ended on the calendrical day 4-Jaguar.

The lesson of the first sun: power without balance destroys itself. The obsidian mirror of Tezcatlipoca,

which he used to observe the night sky and all things hidden, became the symbol of self-reflection that

can also reflect one's own darkness back at oneself.

The Second Sun — Nahui Ehecatl (Four Wind)

With Tezcatlipoca cast down and the jaguars devouring the giants, Quetzalcoatl took control and

established the second sun — his era, characterized by wind. The humans of this era ate only pine

nuts and lived their lives in trees. But Tezcatlipoca, humiliated and resentful, took revenge: he

unleashed devastating hurricanes across the land. These violent winds uprooted trees, destroyed

everything built, and swept away the people. A few survivors clung to the branches of the trees that



Serpent and Star — Aztec and Mayan Beliefs and Cosmology 12

had not yet fallen — and in the process transformed into monkeys. This is why monkeys live in trees.

The second sun ended on the calendrical day 4-Wind.

The lesson of the second sun: civilization built on pride and rivalry is fragile. When the two great forces

of the cosmos — Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca, light and shadow, order and chaos — oppose each

other rather than balance each other, everything is destroyed.

The Third Sun — Nahui Quiahuitl (Four Rain)

Tlaloc, the ancient rain deity, governed the third sun. Humans in this era ate aquatic seeds and lived in

a world of relative stability. But the gods were not satisfied — and Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca

together disrupted the third world by interfering with Tlaloc's consort Xochiquetzal. The grief-stricken

and humiliated Tlaloc withdrew his cooperation. Without rain, a terrible drought consumed the land.

Then, as the people cried to the heavens for rain, the sky opened — not with water but with fire. A rain

of burning volcanic ash and fire rained down on the people, turning the survivors into birds who could

flee the burning earth. The third sun ended on the calendrical day 4-Rain.

The Fourth Sun — Nahui Atl (Four Water)

Tlaloc's new consort, the goddess Chalchiuhtlicue — She of the Jade Skirt, goddess of still and running

water — became the fourth sun. Unlike the others, she was genuinely loved and honored by the

humans of her era, who recognized her compassion. But Tezcatlipoca, ever the destabilizing force,

whispered to Chalchiuhtlicue that her love for humanity was not genuine — that she was simply

performing kindness to win their worship. The accusation was devastating. Chalchiuhtlicue wept blood

for fifty-two years, her tears flooding the earth and turning the humans into fish. No one survived the

waters. The fourth sun ended on the calendrical day 4-Water.

With no humans remaining on the earth, Quetzalcoatl descended into Mictlan, the underworld, to

retrieve the bones of the previous generations of humanity. Mictlantecuhtli, the Lord of the Dead,

reluctantly agreed to give them up but set impossible tasks for Quetzalcoatl to complete as conditions.

Quetzalcoatl tricked the Death Lord and fled with the bones, but as he ran he fell into a pit and the

bones scattered and broke. This is why humans are born in different sizes: the bones broke into pieces

of different lengths, and when Quetzalcoatl added his own blood to them to reconstitute life, the

resulting humans were all different heights.

The Fifth Sun — Nahui Ollin (Four Movement) — Our Present World

With the earth repopulated but without a sun, the gods gathered at Teotihuacan to create a new one.

Two volunteers stepped forward to become the sun: Tecuciztecatl, a proud and wealthy god who came

adorned with precious feathers and offerings of coral, and Nanahuatl, a humble, poor, scab-covered

god who could only offer his own dried blood and a bundle of hay.
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To become the sun, a god had to leap into a great bonfire. Tecuciztecatl, despite his pride, flinched at

the flames four times. Each time he prepared to leap, he drew back. On the fourth attempt, the humble

Nanahuatl ran past him and leaped into the fire without hesitation. His self-sacrifice was complete.

Shamed, Tecuciztecatl finally leaped in after him. Two suns rose — but the gods decided the earth

could not have two equal suns. One of the other gods struck Tecuciztecatl in the face with a rabbit,

dimming his brilliance. He became the moon. The impression of the rabbit is visible in the moon's

surface to this day — the Aztec did not see a man in the moon but a rabbit, and many Mesoamerican

cultures preserved this understanding.

But even with a sun, there was no movement. The newly created Tonatiuh (the sun god) refused to

move across the sky without nourishment — specifically, without blood. The gods debated. Finally,

Quetzalcoatl killed all the other gods, cutting out their hearts and offering their blood to set the sun in

motion. This first great sacrifice established the cosmic debt: the sun moves because the gods

sacrificed to make it move, and humans must continue to sacrifice to keep it moving.

The Cosmic Logic of Sacrifice Human sacrifice in Aztec belief was not cruelty or

barbarism in the Western sense — it was a cosmic obligation. The gods had sacrificed

themselves to create the sun and the world. Human sacrifice was understood as 'payment

of the debt' (nextlahualli) owed to the gods who had given everything so that the sun would

continue to rise. Without this payment, in Aztec cosmology, the sun would stop. The world

would end. Darkness would consume everything. The Fifth Sun would die, as all four

before it had died. Understanding this does not require approving it — but it requires

acknowledging that it arose from genuine theological terror about the fragility of existence,

not from pathological bloodlust.

The New Fire Ceremony — When the World Might End

Every 52 years, when the 260-day sacred calendar and the 365-day solar calendar aligned perfectly to

create the end of a Calendar Round, the Aztec faced a period of profound cosmic anxiety. If the gods

chose not to renew the world, the Fifth Sun would simply stop. The darkness would flood back in.

On the final night of the 52-year cycle, all fires throughout the empire were extinguished. Hearth fires,

temple fires, every flame — all put out. The people stayed indoors, terrified, as the night deepened.

Pregnant women were kept hidden with masks over their faces, because it was feared that if the sun

did not rise they would transform into monsters (tzitzimimeh) and devour the people. Children were

kept awake; if they slept and the sun did not rise, they might never wake.

The priests climbed to the Hill of the Star (Huixachtlan, near Tenochtitlan) carrying the body of a

sacrificial victim. At midnight, when the Pleiades star cluster crossed the zenith of the sky — the

moment of maximum cosmic tension — the high priest drilled a new fire in the chest cavity of the

sacrifice. If the fire caught, the world would continue. The gods had granted another 52-year cycle. The
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flame was carried by runners to all the temples, then distributed to every hearth in the empire. Morning

came. The sun rose. The people wept with relief and celebrated. Another 52-year century had begun.
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PART FOUR: THE MAJOR AZTEC DEITIES

The Aztec Pantheon

The Aztec pantheon comprised hundreds of deities — local gods absorbed from conquered peoples,

nature deities, celestial deities, earth deities, deities of specific human activities, and the great

cosmological forces. What follows is a deep exploration of the most central figures.

Ometeotl — The Dual Creator

Also known
as

Tloque Nahuaque (Lord of the Near and the Far); Ipalnemohuani (Giver of

Life)

Governs Creation, duality, the origin of all things, the self-generated cosmos

Symbols Duality itself — no single symbol; simultaneously male and female, light and

dark

At the highest level of the thirteen heavens — Omeyocan, the Place of Duality — dwells the most

fundamental divine principle in Aztec philosophy: Ometeotl. The name combines ome (two) and teotl

(god), yielding 'Two-God' or 'Dual Deity.' Ometeotl is simultaneously male and female, light and dark,

creative and destructive — a genuinely non-dual conception of ultimate reality that predates

comparable Western philosophical developments by centuries.

Ometeotl is also called Tloque Nahuaque — 'Lord of the Near and the Far' — a phrase suggesting that

the divine is both immanent (present in all things nearby) and transcendent (beyond all things). The

15th-century Aztec philosopher-king Nezahualcoyotl of Texcoco wrote extensively about Ometeotl as

an invisible, unknowable divine principle behind all visible reality — a theological understanding

strikingly similar to the Advaita Vedanta concept of Brahman and to the Taoist concept of the Tao.

Connection to Modern Mysticism Ometeotl is the closest Mesoamerican equivalent to

the non-dual divine described in Advaita Vedanta (Brahman), Taoism (the Tao), and Sufi

mysticism (Allah as the absolute behind all manifestation). The Aztec philosophical

tradition, particularly as developed at the court of Nezahualcoyotl, was engaged in the

same fundamental questions about the nature of ultimate reality as the great philosophical

traditions of Asia and the Middle East. Ometeotl as creator, sustainer, and background of

all existence is the Mesoamerican version of the recognition that Haligricity honors across

all traditions: all diversity arises from a single source.
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Huitzilopochtli — Hummingbird of the South

Also known
as

Xiuhpilli (Turquoise Prince); Blue Tezcatlipoca

Governs War, the sun, sacrifice, the patron god of the Mexica people

Symbols Hummingbird feathers, blue-green body paint, fire serpent (Xiuhcoatl), eagle

Huitzilopochtli is the most specifically Mexica of all the Aztec deities — the patron god of the Mexica

people, their divine sponsor and guardian, the one who led them on their long migration from Aztlan

and pointed to the eagle on the cactus that would become the founding sign of Tenochtitlan. His name

translates as 'Hummingbird of the South' or 'Left-handed Hummingbird' — the south being the direction

of the dead in Aztec cosmology, and the hummingbird being understood as the form taken by the souls

of fallen warriors.

Huitzilopochtli was born fully armed. His mother Coatlicue, the earth goddess, was already the mother

of four hundred children (the Centzonhuitznahua, the southern stars) and her daughter Coyolxauhqui

(the moon). When Coatlicue became inexplicably pregnant by a ball of feathers, her daughter and her

four hundred sons were shamed and furious. They marched on their mother to kill her. But at the

moment of their attack, Huitzilopochtli burst fully formed and fully armed from Coatlicue's womb,

wielding the fire serpent Xiuhcoatl. He killed Coyolxauhqui, dismembered her body, and hurled her

head into the sky — where it became the moon. He then defeated and scattered the four hundred

stars.

This birth myth was re-enacted cosmologically every single day. Every dawn was Huitzilopochtli being

born and defeating the darkness and the stars. Every sunset was his temporary defeat before his

victorious rebirth at the next dawn. The Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan was built on a scale to represent

the sacred mountain of Coatepec where this original battle took place. The dismembered body of

Coyolxauhqui was carved in the great round stone found at the base of the Templo Mayor — her body

scattered as the sun defeats the moon.

Tezcatlipoca — The Smoking Mirror

Also known
as

Yaotl (The Enemy); Titlacauan (We Are His Slaves); Black Tezcatlipoca

Governs Night, sorcery, the north, obsidian, conflict, the sky, destiny, earthly power

Symbols Obsidian mirror (replacing his lost foot), jaguar, black and yellow stripes
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If Quetzalcoatl represents the principle of light, knowledge, compassion, and transcendence,

Tezcatlipoca represents his necessary and eternal opposite: the night, the shadow, the unpredictable,

the force that tests all things to reveal their true quality. Tezcatlipoca was not evil in the Western sense

— he was chaotic, powerful, and indispensable. Without him, there would be no testing, no growth, no

destruction of the old to make way for the new.

His central attribute was the smoking obsidian mirror that replaced the foot he lost when he used

himself as bait to drag up the earth monster Tlaltecuhtli from the primordial waters. In this mirror —

dark, reflective, unfathomable — Tezcatlipoca could see all things happening in all places

simultaneously. He used this omniscience not as a passive observer but as a manipulator — testing

people's character by showing them their own deepest fears and desires.

The rivalry between Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl is the central dramatic tension of Aztec mythology

— these two brothers, these two principles, fighting and cooperating and disrupting each other across

the history of creation. Each of the Five Suns reflects their dynamic: when one rises too high without

the counterbalance of the other, destruction follows.

Connection to Modern Mysticism Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl together represent the

philosophical principle that every tradition has recognized: light and shadow are

inseparable. Set and Horus in Egyptian mythology. Yin and yang in Taoism. Apollo and

Dionysus in Greek culture. Ahura Mazda and Ahriman in Zoroastrianism. The Aztec

version is unique in that neither force is definitively good or evil — both are necessary, both

are divine, and their creative tension produces the world. This is the Hermetic Principle of

Polarity expressed in mythological form.

Quetzalcoatl — The Feathered Serpent

Also known
as

Ehecatl (Wind God); Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli (Lord of the Dawn); Ce Acatl

Governs Wind, knowledge, morning star (Venus), creation of humanity, arts, corn,

priests

Symbols Quetzal feathers, serpent, conch shell, duck-beak mask (as Ehecatl), spiral

cross-section

Quetzalcoatl deserves and receives his own full chapter later in this document. As introduction: his

name combines quetzal (the most sacred bird of Mesoamerica, with brilliant iridescent green tail

feathers) and coatl (serpent), yielding the Feathered Serpent. This combination of the highest bird —

symbol of the celestial, the transcendent, the divine — with the serpent — symbol of the earthly, the

transformative, the cyclical — is one of the most profound theological symbols in all of human religious

history. The Feathered Serpent is the bridge between heaven and earth, the union of opposites, the
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divine made accessible.

Tlaloc — Lord of Rain and Earth's Bounty

Also known
as

Tloquenahautli; associated with the Tlalocans (his rain priests)

Governs Rain, water, fertility, lightning, earth, agriculture, mountains, children

Symbols Goggle eyes (like rain rings around the eyes of frogs), serpent fangs, water

lilies, jade

Tlaloc is one of the oldest and most widely worshipped deities in all of Mesoamerican history — he

appears in Olmec iconography, at Teotihuacan, among the Maya (where he was called Chaac), the

Toltec, and the Aztec. His goggle eyes are immediately recognizable across thousands of years of art.

Tlaloc was understood as both life-giver and destroyer — the rain that nourished the crops could also

become the flood that destroyed everything. His worship required the most troubling of the Aztec

sacrifices: the offering of children. Children were believed to be especially pleasing to Tlaloc because

of their tears — their crying was understood as rainfall, and the more the sacrificial children cried, the

more effective the sacrifice. This is the most difficult aspect of Aztec religion for modern sensibilities,

and it is important to acknowledge it clearly rather than look away.

Tlaloc lived in his paradise Tlalocan — the first of the heavens, a place of abundant rainfall and

overflowing vegetation — where he welcomed those who died by drowning, lightning, flood, certain

diseases associated with water, and those sacrificed to him. Tlalocan was understood as a paradise,

not a punishment — those who went there were considered especially favored.

Coatlicue — She of the Serpent Skirt

Also known
as

Teteoinan (Mother of the Gods); Toci (Our Grandmother); Cihuacoatl

Governs Earth, life and death, birth and destruction, the regenerative power of the

earth

Symbols Skirt of writhing serpents, necklace of human hearts and hands, skull face

Coatlicue is among the most powerful and most challenging figures in all of Mesoamerican art. The

famous Coatlicue statue found in Mexico City in 1790 — now in the National Museum of Anthropology

— is 8.5 feet tall, carved from a single block of basalt, and so psychologically overwhelming that the

Spanish authorities buried it soon after it was unearthed because they feared its effect on people who

saw it.
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Coatlicue's body is a theological statement in stone. She has no human face — her head is replaced by

two serpents facing each other, their combined gaze forming a single terrifying face of pure chthonic

power. Her necklace is woven from human hands and hearts, with a skull at the center. Her skirt is a

mass of writhing serpents. Her feet are the clawed feet of a predator. She wears her enormous breasts

— emptied and hanging after nourishing the world — as a reminder that she is the mother who has

given everything.

Coatlicue embodies the understanding — present in every indigenous tradition Haligricity honors —

that the Earth is simultaneously the source of all life and the receiver of all death. She grows the corn

from the decomposed bodies of those who ate the last generation's corn. She is the cycle itself, not a

gentle cycle but a fierce and absolute one, and her terrifying beauty is the honesty of that recognition.

Mictlantecuhtli — Lord of the Dead

Also known
as

Lord of the Underworld; Acolmiztli; Nextepehua

Governs Death, the underworld, the north, darkness, the cyclical nature of existence

Symbols Skeleton body, owl feathers, human bones, knife, spider, bats

Mictlantecuhtli and his consort Mictecacihuatl ruled Mictlan, the ninth and deepest level of the

underworld — the Place of the Dead. He is typically depicted as a skeleton or as a figure with exposed

bone adorned with owl feathers, human remains, and a headdress of paper. His consort Mictecacihuatl

— whose modern form is La Catrina, the elegant skeletal lady of Day of the Dead imagery — was the

guardian of the bones of the deceased.

Mictlantecuhtli was not evil. He was necessary. He was the principle of completion, of endings that

make new beginnings possible. When Quetzalcoatl descended to Mictlan to retrieve the bones of the

previous generation of humanity, Mictlantecuhtli tried to keep them — not out of malice but because

bones belonged to the underworld, were part of its substance, and their removal would deplete his

realm. The tension between the Lord of the Dead who keeps what is his and the Creator who needs the

material of past life to build new life is one of the most profound mythological expressions of the cycle

of death and regeneration in world literature.
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Xipe Totec — The Flayed God

Also known
as

Our Lord the Flayed One; Red Tezcatlipoca; He Who Drinks the Night

Governs Agriculture, seasons, renewal, maize, gold, East, skin diseases

Symbols Flayed human skin worn as a garment, golden body, rattle staff

Xipe Totec is perhaps the most viscerally disturbing of the Aztec deities to modern eyes — the Flayed

God, depicted wearing the freshly removed skin of a sacrificed human as a garment, golden beneath it,

seeing through the eye holes of the dead skin. Understanding the theology is essential: Xipe Totec's

flayed skin represents the outer husk of corn — the dead outer layer that must be shed for the new

corn to emerge. Just as the seed's outer coating dies and is shed when the seed germinates, the old

skin is shed when the new life emerges beneath.

The priests of Xipe Totec wore the skins of sacrificial victims during rituals, becoming the deity

embodied — the old dead skin of winter worn over the new life of the growing season. This is

agricultural theology in its most literal form: the recognition that death is the prerequisite for new life,

and that the regeneration of the earth each spring is itself a form of resurrection.
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PART FIVE: HUMAN SACRIFICE — UNDERSTANDING WHAT
ACTUALLY HAPPENED

Human Sacrifice in Context

Any honest exploration of Aztec religion must address human sacrifice directly — not to excuse it, not

to celebrate it, but to understand it on its own terms rather than through the lens of Spanish colonial

propaganda, which had specific political motivations for portraying Aztec religious practice in the most

sensational terms possible.

The Theological Purpose

As established in the discussion of the Fifth Sun myth, human sacrifice in Aztec belief was understood

as cosmic debt repayment (nextlahualli). The gods had sacrificed themselves to create the sun and the

world. Humans owed their existence to this divine self-sacrifice. To fail to make reciprocal sacrifice was

to default on a cosmic debt — and the consequence of that default was the end of the sun, the end of

the world, the end of all human life.

This is not a comfortable theology for a modern Western reader. But it deserves to be understood as

what it was: a complete and internally coherent theological system based on a cosmology in which the

universe operated on the principle of reciprocal sacrifice. The gods gave everything. Humans were

required to give in return.

Who Was Sacrificed and Why

The majority of sacrificial victims were warriors captured in battle — specifically, the Aztec conducted a

form of ritualized warfare called Xochiyaoyotl (the Flower War) specifically to capture rather than kill

opponents for sacrificial use. Being captured for sacrifice was not considered a humiliation in Aztec

culture — it was considered a form of honor. The sacrificed captive was understood to be fulfilling the

highest possible destiny, becoming the nourishment of the sun, earning direct passage to the Paradise

of the Sun rather than the four-year journey through Mictlan that awaited ordinary deaths.

The numbers of sacrifice have been drastically exaggerated in the historical record by Spanish

chroniclers who had political motivations for portraying the Aztec as barbaric and in need of conquest

and salvation. Modern archaeological analysis of actual skeletal remains at Aztec sites consistently

produces numbers far lower than the Spanish accounts claimed. The great sacrifice at the dedication of

the Templo Mayor in 1487, which Spanish sources claimed involved 80,000 victims, is now estimated

by most historians to have involved a few thousand at most — still a number that modern sensibilities
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find horrifying, but a vastly different scale from the colonial narratives.

The Many Other Forms of Offering

Human sacrifice was the most dramatic and the most discussed Aztec offering, but it was far from the

only one — and for most Aztec people in daily life, far from the most common. The vast majority of

Aztec ritual life consisted of:

• Bloodletting — piercing one's own ears, tongue, or limbs and offering the blood. This was

practiced by priests, nobles, and ordinary people on a regular basis.

• Food offerings — copal incense, corn, amaranth, seeds, prepared foods

• Animal sacrifice — birds, dogs, deer, butterflies

• Material offerings — precious feathers, jade, turquoise, gold, cacao

• Music, dance, and song — understood as offerings as real as material goods

• Personal fasting, abstinence, and sleep deprivation as spiritual discipline

The Quetzalcoatl cult specifically rejected human sacrifice — according to the mythology, Quetzalcoatl

refused to perform it and offered only butterflies, birds, and his own blood. This was one of his defining

qualities and one of the reasons he was driven from power by Tezcatlipoca, whose supporters

practiced human sacrifice.
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PART SIX: THE AZTEC CALENDAR SYSTEM

The Most Precise Calendar System in the Ancient
World

The Mesoamerican calendar system, shared in its fundamental structure by the Maya and Aztec and

tracing its origins to the Olmec, is one of the most extraordinary intellectual achievements in human

history. Far from the primitive time-keeping of popular imagination, it was a sophisticated interlocking

system of multiple calendrical cycles, each tracking different dimensions of cosmic time, that together

gave the Aztec a framework for understanding their place in the rhythms of the universe with a

precision that European civilization would not match for another five centuries.

The Tonalpohualli — The Sacred 260-Day Count

The tonalpohualli (TOH-nahl-poh-WAL-lee) — meaning 'counting of the days' in Nahuatl — was the

sacred ritual calendar, a 260-day cycle that served as the primary divinatory and religious time-keeping

system. Its probable origin is astronomic: the sun crosses a zenith point near the Mayan city of Copan

precisely every 260 days, and the 260-day cycle also corresponds approximately to the period of

human gestation, the growing season of corn in highland Mesoamerica, and several significant Venus

cycles.

The tonalpohualli was formed by the simultaneous running of two smaller cycles:

• A cycle of 20 named day signs (Cipactli the crocodile, Ehecatl the wind, Calli the house,

Cuetzpalin the lizard... through all twenty)

• A cycle of 13 numbers (1 through 13, continuously recycling)

These two cycles meshed like two gears: the twenty day signs rotating alongside the thirteen numbers.

Each combination of name and number gave a unique designation: '1-Crocodile,' '2-Wind,' '3-House,'

and so on. It took 260 days — the lowest common multiple of 20 and 13 — before any combination

repeated. Every one of the 260 unique day designations had its own patron deity, its own augury

(lucky, unlucky, or mixed), its own ritual associations. A person born on a given day carried that day's

qualities throughout their life.

The tonalpohualli was the calendar of the tonal — the soul-companion, the day-force that shaped a

person's destiny. Every child born received a day name from the tonalpohualli, and the tonalpohualli

priests (tonalpouhque) used the calendar to determine the favorable days for sowing crops, going to

war, building houses, naming children, and conducting every significant activity of individual and
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community life.

The Xiuhpohualli — The 365-Day Solar Year

Running simultaneously with the tonalpohualli was the xiuhpohualli (SHYOO-poh-WAL-lee) — the

'counting of the years,' the 365-day solar calendar. This was the agricultural and administrative

calendar, divided into eighteen months of twenty days each — totaling 360 days — plus five additional

'empty days' called nemontemi (neh-mon-TEH-mee) at the end of the year. The nemontemi were

considered extremely unlucky, a dangerous threshold between one year and the next.

Each of the eighteen twenty-day months was associated with specific festivals, agricultural activities,

deities, and ritual obligations. The festivals of the xiuhpohualli were the public face of Aztec religion —

the grand ceremonies, processions, dances, feasts, and sacrifices that marked the rhythm of the

agricultural year and kept the community in alignment with the seasonal cycles of the earth.

The Calendar Round — A 52-Year Century

The two calendars — the 260-day tonalpohualli and the 365-day xiuhpohualli — ran simultaneously

and independently, like two differently-sized interlocking wheels. Because 260 and 365 share a

common factor of 5, it takes exactly 52 solar years — or 73 sacred 260-day cycles — before any given

combination of day names in both calendars repeats exactly. This 52-year cycle was the

Mesoamerican 'century,' called xiuhmolpilli ('the binding of the years') in Nahuatl.

Calendar Precision The Maya Long Count calendar, which began in 3114 BCE by

modern reckoning, tracked time with a precision that allowed calculation of astronomical

events thousands of years in the past and future. The Dresden Codex (a surviving Maya

book in Dresden, Germany) contains Venus tables that track the 584-day Venus cycle over

104 years with an error of only 0.016 days — more precise than any European

astronomical record of the same period. The 260-day sacred calendar is accurate to within

two hours of its astronomically determined basis. These were not primitive people counting

moons. They were sophisticated astronomers building instruments of cosmic

consciousness.

The Sun Stone — Not a Calendar

The famous 'Aztec Calendar Stone' — properly called the Sun Stone (Piedra del Sol) — is the most

recognizable artifact of Aztec civilization and one of the most widely misunderstood. It is not a

functioning calendar. It is a theological and cosmological monument depicting the Fifth Sun, the Four

previous suns (in the four square panels around the central figure), the twenty day signs of the

tonalpohualli in the next ring, and various solar and cosmic symbols.

The central figure in the Sun Stone is Tonatiuh, the sun god, with his tongue protruding as a sacrificial

flint knife — demanding blood in exchange for the gift of light. The four squares around him each
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contain the symbol of one of the four previous suns, recording the cosmological history of all creation in

a single carved image. The Sun Stone was carved in 1502 CE and discovered buried beneath the main

plaza of Mexico City in 1790. It now occupies the central space of the National Museum of

Anthropology in Mexico City.
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PART SEVEN: MICTLAN — THE AZTEC AFTERLIFE

The Journey of the Dead

The Aztec afterlife was not a single destination but a complex of destinations determined by the

manner of one's death rather than the quality of one's life. This is one of the most profound differences

between Aztec afterlife theology and most Western religious traditions: how you died — not whether

you were good or bad — determined where your soul would go.

The Four Destinations of the Dead

Tonatiuh's Palace — Ilhuicatl Tonatiuh (The Sun's Heaven)

Warriors who died in battle or on the sacrificial altar, and women who died in childbirth (considered the

female equivalent of dying in battle), went directly to the highest heaven — the Palace of the Sun. For

four years they accompanied Tonatiuh on his journey: male warriors escorted the sun from dawn to

noon, female warriors from noon to dusk. After four years, they were reborn as hummingbirds and

butterflies, returning to earth as the most beautiful creatures of the garden.

Tlalocan — The Paradise of Tlaloc

Those who died by water-related causes — drowning, lightning, flood, certain skin diseases, being

struck by rain — went to Tlalocan, the lush paradise of the rain god. Tlalocan was a place of eternal

summer, abundant crops, flowing water, and joyful rest. It was one of the most desirable afterlife

destinations.

Mictlan — The Underworld

Those who died of natural causes — illness, old age, the majority of deaths — embarked on the

four-year journey through the nine levels of Mictlan to their final rest with Mictlantecuhtli and

Mictecacihuatl.

Chichihuacuauhco — The Wet-Nurse Tree

Infants who died before being named were understood as not yet fully human — they had not yet

received their tonalli (their day-name and soul). They went to a special paradise where they nursed

from a celestial tree that dripped milk, waiting for an opportunity to return to earth and live.

The Nine Levels of Mictlan

For those who traveled to Mictlan, the journey was a four-year ordeal through nine increasingly

challenging levels, each requiring specific tools and preparations. This is why the Aztec buried their

dead with provisions: food and water for the journey, a dog (usually a Xoloitzcuintli, the hairless
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Mexican dog) to guide them across the rivers, and specific offerings to help them navigate each level.

The living were responsible for making these provisions available.

Level 1: Apanohuaya — Crossing the Wide Water

The first obstacle was a great river that had to be crossed. This is where the Xoloitzcuintli dog was

essential — it carried its owner on its back across the water. This is why Xoloitzcuintli dogs were

sacred and why many were sacrificed and buried with their owners. A person without their dog could

not cross.

Level 2: Tepetl Monamictia — Where Mountains Collide

Two great mountains that crashed against each other continuously, like millstones, creating a narrow

and dangerous passage. The soul had to time its crossing precisely.

Level 3: Iztepetl — The Field of Obsidian Wind

A field swept by winds carrying obsidian razor blades. The soul had to cross without being cut to

pieces.

Level 4: Cehecayan — The Wind That Cuts Like Obsidian Knives

Another field of cutting winds, even more severe than the third level.

Level 5: Pancuecuetlaza — Where Flags Wave Constantly in the Wind

A region of perpetual fierce wind, the kind that swept flesh from bone.

Level 6: Timiminaloayan — Where Arrows Are Shot at the Traveler

A field where arrows were shot from all directions. The soul had to somehow make it through

unscathed.

Level 7: Teocoyocualloa — Where Wild Beasts Eat Hearts

A place where jaguars and other predators devoured the hearts of those who had not lived correctly.

Level 8: Izmictlan Apochcaloloca — The Obsidian-Blowing Wind Desert

Another region of extreme wind and darkness.

Level 9: Chicunamictlan — The Nine Layers of Death, the Final Resting Place

The ninth and deepest level, where Mictlantecuhtli and Mictecacihuatl resided. After the four-year

journey, the soul arrived here and finally dissolved into the rest of the underworld. This was not

punishment — it was completion. The soul had run its course.

Day of the Dead — The Living Legacy

The modern Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead) — celebrated on November 1st and 2nd in Mexico

and Mexican communities worldwide — is the most direct living descendant of Aztec ancestor

veneration practices. The Aztec held multiple festivals throughout the year honoring the dead, including



Serpent and Star — Aztec and Mayan Beliefs and Cosmology 28

a month-long festival called Miccailhuitontli (Little Feast of the Dead) and another called

Hueymiccailhuitl (Great Feast of the Dead). These involved building altars with food and offerings for

the returning dead, who were believed to visit the living during this period.

When Spanish missionaries arrived in the 16th century, they mapped these practices onto All Saints'

Day (November 1st) and All Souls' Day (November 2nd) — creating a syncretistic celebration that

absorbed indigenous practices into Catholic festival dates. The result is one of the most beautiful

examples of cultural synthesis in the world: an ancient indigenous acknowledgment that the dead

remain present and connected to the living, dressed in Catholic calendrical clothes but carrying its

original Mesoamerican understanding at its heart.

Connection to Modern Mysticism The Day of the Dead is the most accessible modern

expression of the Aztec ancestor veneration practices that Haligricity honors in the

ancestor altar tradition. The marigold-lined altar with photographs of the deceased,

offerings of their favorite foods, candles to light their way, and the understanding that the

dead return to visit on specific days — this is the same theological recognition that

underlies the Haligric ancestor altar practice: the relationship does not end with death, and

the living have a responsibility to honor, nourish, and maintain the connection with those

who have passed.
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PART EIGHT: THE MAYA — A PARALLEL AND CONNECTED
WORLD

The Maya and the Aztec — Two Sides of the Same
River

The Maya and the Aztec are often presented as entirely separate civilizations, but this misses the

depth of their connection. They shared the same calendar system (the 260-day sacred calendar almost

certainly originated in the Olmec tradition that preceded and influenced both), the same feathered

serpent deity (Quetzalcoatl for the Aztec, Kukulkan for the Yucatec Maya), the same ballgame ritual

and its cosmological meaning, the same basic cosmic structure of thirteen heavens and nine

underworlds, and the same fundamental understanding that the universe operates on cycles of

creation and destruction maintained by ritual obligation.

The key differences: the Maya developed their civilization earlier (Classic period 250-900 CE versus

Aztec 1300-1521 CE), were never politically unified into a single empire, developed a more

sophisticated writing system and mathematical tradition, and produced the extraordinary sacred text of

the Popol Vuh — a creation narrative with no Aztec equivalent in depth or literary sophistication.

The Popol Vuh — The Maya Bible

The Popol Vuh is the foundational sacred text of the K'iche' Maya people of Guatemala — and one of

the most extraordinary literary documents in all of world literature. Its name means roughly 'Book of the

People' or 'Book of the Community Mat.' The text is a creation narrative, a history of the gods and

heroes of the Maya world, and an account of the origin of the K'iche' people.

The Popol Vuh as we have it today was written down in the Latin alphabet sometime around

1554-1558 CE by K'iche' Maya nobles working in secret — the Spanish had begun burning Maya

codices and suppressing indigenous knowledge. The original writing, in hieroglyphic Maya, is

described in the text itself as the source from which the authors were working, but no copies of that

original have survived. The written Popol Vuh was discovered by a Spanish friar, Francisco Ximénez,

around 1700 CE, who made the first transcription and translation.

The Popol Vuh opens with one of the most beautiful creation narratives in any tradition:
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"There was not yet one person, one animal, bird, fish, crab, tree, rock, hollow, canyon,

meadow, forest. Only the sky alone is there; the face of the earth is not clear. Only the

sea alone is pooled under all the sky; there is nothing whatever gathered together. It is

at rest; not a single thing stirs. It is held back, kept at rest under the sky. Whatever

there is that might be is simply not there: only the pooled water, only the calm sea."

— Popol Vuh, opening passage, Dennis Tedlock translation

Creation in the Popol Vuh — Four Attempts at Humanity

Like the Aztec Five Suns myth, the Maya Popol Vuh describes multiple attempts at creating humanity

before a satisfactory version was achieved. The creator gods — the paired deities Tepeu and

Gucumatz (Kukulkan), known collectively as the Framer and Shaper — made four attempts:

First humans — from Mud and earth

They dissolved in water, had no minds or memory, could not speak coherently, and slumped over.

They were dissolved.

Second humans — from Wood (men) and rushes (women)

They had faces and mouths and could speak, but had no minds, no memory of their creators, and lived

meaninglessly like animals. A great flood and hailstorm destroyed them; their own animals, pots, and

grinding stones rose up against them. The few survivors became the monkeys in the forest.

Third humans — from Maize, alone, briefly considered

Before full creation, the Hero Twins underwent their journey through the underworld (see next section).

Fourth humans — the true humans — from White and yellow corn, ground by the
grandmother Xmucane

Finally successful. Four men were created from white corn and four from yellow corn — the first true

human beings, who were so perfect that they could see everything, understand everything, and know

everything. The gods panicked: these humans were too much like gods. So the gods breathed a mist

over their eyes — limiting their vision so they could see only what was near, not the whole of creation.

This is why human knowledge is partial.
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Connection to Modern Mysticism The Popol Vuh's fourth creation — from corn, with

limited vision deliberately installed by the gods — is a strikingly sophisticated theological

statement. The limitation of human consciousness is not a flaw or a punishment but a

design feature: humans are not meant to see everything, because complete knowledge

would make them indistinguishable from the divine. The path to wisdom is the cultivation of

what the limited vision can perceive. This resonates directly with Advaita Vedanta's

concept of maya — the divine limitation of perception that allows individual experience —

and with the Aztec concept of toltecayotl, the cultivation of human arts and wisdom within

the constraints of mortality.

The Hero Twins — Hunahpu and Xbalanque

The most celebrated narrative in the Popol Vuh is the story of the Hero Twins: Hunahpu and

Xbalanque, the sons of the maize god One Hunahpu, who was killed in Xibalba (the Maya underworld)

while playing the ballgame against the lords of the underworld. The twins were conceived when One

Hunahpu's skull, hanging in a calabash tree, spat into the hand of the maiden Xquic — a cosmological

conception that required no physical contact, only the power of the word.

The Hero Twins' central adventure is their descent into Xibalba to avenge their father's death. In the

underworld they face a series of increasingly diabolical tests devised by the lords of Xibalba:

• The Dark House — complete darkness in which they must survive without light

• The Cold House — extreme cold and cutting winds

• The Fire House — a house filled with fire without being burned

• The Jaguar House — hungry jaguars that they must keep at bay through the night

• The Bat House — the most dangerous, where the giant bat Camazotz decapitates Hunahpu

After Hunahpu is decapitated, Xbalanque improvises a squash as a temporary head for his brother. In

the final ballgame against the lords of the underworld, Hunahpu's real head serves as the ball — until a

rabbit runs out, distracting the lords of Xibalba, and Xbalanque recovers the head and restores it to his

brother.

Ultimately, the twins allow themselves to be defeated and killed by the lords of Xibalba — but before

their deaths, they instruct two seers to seek out their bones and revive them. Five days after their

deaths, they return as catfish, then as vagabond boys, then revealed as their true selves. The lords of

Xibalba, awed by their power, ask to be killed and revived themselves. The twins kill them — and do

not revive them. The age of human sacrifice is ended. The twins ascend to the sky as the sun and the

moon.
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Connection to Modern Mysticism The Hero Twins narrative is one of the world's great

death-and-resurrection myths, structurally parallel to the Egyptian Osiris myth, the

Sumerian descent of Inanna, and the Christian resurrection narrative. The pattern is

universal: the hero descends into the underworld, faces impossible trials, dies, and is

reborn transformed, defeating death by becoming it completely. In Maya theology this

pattern was tied to the agricultural cycle — the corn seed descends into the dark earth,

dies, and is reborn as new life. Death is not the end but the prerequisite of the next cycle of

life.

Xibalba — The Maya Underworld

Xibalba (shee-BAHL-bah) — meaning 'Place of Fear' or 'Place of Fright' in K'iche' Maya — was the

Maya underworld, ruled by a complex of death lords including Hun-Came (One Death) and

Vucub-Came (Seven Death) as the primary rulers, and numerous other death deities governing

specific types of suffering: disease, pus, jaundice, bleeding, vomiting, and physical degradation.

Unlike the Aztec Mictlan, which was a place of difficult but navigable challenges culminating in rest,

Xibalba in the Popol Vuh is a place of active malevolence — the lords of the underworld genuinely want

to trap and destroy the souls that enter, setting traps and deceptions at every turn. The theological

message is different: death is a trickster, not merely a gate. The soul that makes it through Xibalba

intact is not merely persistent but wise, having defeated every deception the underworld could devise.

The Maya also understood Xibalba as accessible through caves — physical openings in the earth that

served as portals to the underworld. Caves were sacred spaces for Maya ritual, associated with rain,

fertility, and communication with the dead and the underworld deities. The most sacred Maya caves

contain evidence of continuous ritual use spanning thousands of years.

Kukulkan — The Maya Quetzalcoatl

Kukulkan (koo-kool-KAHN) — whose name means 'Feathered Serpent' in Yucatec Maya, equivalent to

Quetzalcoatl in Nahuatl — was the same divine principle of the feathered serpent expressed in the

Maya context. Known as Gucumatz in the K'iche' Maya tradition, he appears as one of the creator

deities of the Popol Vuh, spoke the world into existence alongside Tepeu, and embodies the same

duality — celestial bird and earthly serpent, divine intelligence in material form — as his Aztec

counterpart.

The most spectacular monument to Kukulkan is the Pyramid of Kukulkan at Chichen Itza — called El

Castillo by the Spanish. This four-sided pyramid with 91 steps on each side (plus the temple platform,
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totaling 365 — one for each day of the solar year) is designed so that on the spring and autumn

equinoxes, the play of light and shadow on the northern staircase creates the illusion of a great

feathered serpent descending the pyramid, its body formed by the triangular shadows cast by the

corners of the building. The serpent's carved stone head at the base of the staircase connects the

illusion to the physical monument. This is not coincidence — it required precise astronomical

knowledge and extraordinary engineering skill to achieve this effect, and the Maya achieved it.
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PART NINE: IXCHEL — THE MAYAN JAGUAR GODDESS

Ixchel — Lady Rainbow, Moon, Medicine, and
Weaving

Ixchel (also written Ix Chel) is the Mayan goddess whose portfolio encompasses the moon, medicine,

childbirth, weaving, water, and floods — and whose complete understanding requires more nuance

than most modern sources provide. She is simultaneously one of the most beloved and one of the most

misunderstood figures in the Mesoamerican pantheon.

The Complexity of Her Identity

The scholarly understanding of Ixchel is more complex than most popular sources acknowledge. In the

surviving Maya codices — particularly the Dresden Codex and the Madrid Codex — scholars have

identified two distinct female supernatural figures that have come to be associated with the name

Ixchel:

• Goddess I (or 'I' in the Schellhas classification): A young, beautiful lunar goddess associated with

the crescent moon, romance, fertility, and sexuality. She is depicted as an attractive young woman

with a crescent moon headdress.

• Goddess O (or 'Chak Chel,' sometimes identified as Ixchel): An aged, powerful, and fierce

jaguar-eared goddess of midwifery, medicine, weaving, floods, and destructive water. Depicted as

an old woman with serpent headdress and sometimes with claws rather than hands and feet.

These two figures — the young lunar goddess and the aged midwife-healer — may have been distinct

deities in Classic Maya theology who were merged into a single unified figure of Ixchel during the

Postclassic period and in later colonial-era accounts. Modern scholarship treats this as an open

question. What is certain is that by the time of Spanish contact in the 16th century, Ixchel was

understood as a single complex deity embodying multiple aspects of feminine power — both the

nurturing and the destructive, both the young and the old, both the healer and the flood.

Her name most likely means 'Lady Rainbow' — Ix being the feminine prefix and Chel referring to

rainbow — connecting her to water in all its forms. Some sources translate her name as 'She of the

Pale Face,' connecting her to the moon's whiteness.

Lady Rainbow — Moon, Water, and the Sky

As a lunar deity, Ixchel governed the cycles of the moon and all that the moon influences in the Mayan

worldview: the tides, the rains, the growth cycles of crops, women's menstrual cycles, and the rhythms
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of fertility and conception. The moon was understood as moving through phases that directly

corresponded to phases of feminine power — waxing as growth and creation, full as peak power and

completion, waning as release and wisdom.

Ixchel's association with water extended far beyond the moon's influence on tides. She was depicted

pouring water from a vessel — flooding, nourishing, cleansing. The rainbow (her name) was

understood as the bridge between the world of the living and the divine realm — she herself was a

living bridge, a liminal being connecting the human to the celestial. In some accounts, her love for the

sun god Kinich Ahau ended in betrayal — he was unfaithful, and the heartbroken Ixchel ascended to

the sky and became the moon, rising every night in the west while the sun set, forever following but

never again united.

The Healer and Midwife — Medicine as Sacred Act

The most consistently documented aspect of Ixchel across all sources is her role as goddess of

medicine and midwifery. The 16th-century friar Diego de Landa, whose accounts (despite their colonial

bias) remain essential primary sources, recorded that in the Maya month of Zip, a festival called Ihcil

Ixchel was celebrated by physicians and shamans. Divine medicine bundles containing small idols of

'the Goddess of medicine whom they called Ixchel' were brought forward and blessed.

Ixchel's knowledge of medicinal plants — the healing gifts of the earth and its children — was

understood as comprehensive and divinely given. Midwives invoked her at every birth. Healers carried

her image in medicine bundles. The act of healing was understood not as a human skill but as a

channeling of her divine knowledge through the healer's hands. This is essentially the same

understanding as Reiki — that healing energy is not the practitioner's own but flows through them from

the divine source.

The Weaver of Life

Ixchel was also the patron of weaving — an activity that in Mesoamerican culture was simultaneously

practical, artistic, and profoundly sacred. Weaving was one of the primary roles of women, and the act

of weaving was understood as a cosmological activity: the loom as a model of the cosmos, the threads

as the threads of fate and destiny, the weaver as a co-creator of reality alongside the divine.

Ixchel was said to weave the tapestry of life itself — the interwoven threads of all living things, the

pattern of destinies, the fabric of existence. Her spindle and shuttle were sacred objects, and women

who excelled at weaving were understood to be especially blessed by and connected to her. The

symbolism of weaving as the metaphor for destiny and cosmic creation appears across many cultures

— from the Greek Fates (Moirai) with their thread of life to the Norse Norns who weave fate — but the

Maya version is among the most developed and most connected to actual practice.

The Destroyer — Her Dark Aspect
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Like all the most powerful Mesoamerican deities, Ixchel contained her opposite. The aged Goddess O

— fierce, jaguar-eared, sometimes clawed — was associated not only with healing but with floods,

destructive water, and the catastrophic potential of the female principle unleashed. In the Dresden

Codex she is shown tipping a great jar, flooding the earth with water — the same flooding that ends the

fourth world in the Aztec Five Suns myth.

This duality — the healer who can also destroy, the mother who protects but whose power is ultimately

devastating — is consistent with the Mesoamerican understanding that all divine powers contain both

their creative and destructive potential. Ixchel as flood deity and Ixchel as midwife are the same power

expressed in different directions: the water that brings life and the water that destroys it are the same

water. The womb that gives birth and the womb that bleeds are the same body. The healer who knows

the plants that heal also knows the plants that kill.

Ixchel's Sacred Island — Cozumel

The island of Cozumel, off the Caribbean coast of the Yucatan Peninsula, was the primary pilgrimage

center for the worship of Ixchel. She had her most important temple there — a hollow idol through

which her priests spoke to convey her oracular pronouncements. Maya women made the sea crossing

to Cozumel specifically to pray to Ixchel for fertility, safe childbirth, healing, and guidance. The oracle of

Ixchel at Cozumel was consulted on major decisions by rulers from throughout the Maya world.

When the Spanish arrived at Cozumel in 1519, they destroyed the temple and the idol. Hernán Cortés

used Cozumel as his first landing point in the conquest of Mexico, and the destruction of Ixchel's

primary sanctuary there was one of the first acts of the systematic suppression of Mesoamerican

religion that would follow.

Connection to Modern Mysticism Ixchel is the most complete expression in

Mesoamerican tradition of the divine feminine principle that Haligricity honors across all

traditions. Her portfolio — moon, water, medicine, weaving, birth, fertility, destruction, the

jaguar's fierce protective power — encompasses the full range of feminine spiritual

authority. Her understanding of medicinal plants mirrors the Haligric reverence for the

healing gifts of the earth. Her role as weaver of destiny parallels the understanding in many

traditions that the divine feminine creates the fabric of existence. Her oracle at Cozumel —

where women made pilgrimages across open water to seek her guidance — is the

Mesoamerican equivalent of the healing temples of Isis at Philae or the oracle of the Pythia

at Delphi. She is a goddess of medicine in the fullest possible sense: the medicine of birth,

the medicine of healing, and the medicine of understanding that life and death are the

same water flowing in different directions.
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PART TEN: QUETZALCOATL — THE FULL MYTH

Quetzalcoatl — The Feathered Serpent

Quetzalcoatl is the most complex, the most beloved, and the most philosophically rich figure in all of

Mesoamerican mythology. Over three thousand years of religious history, he accumulated layers upon

layers of meaning: creator god, wind god, morning star, patron of priests, patron of merchants, giver of

corn, inventor of the calendar, teacher of civilization, exile, self-sacrifice, promise of return. He was also

historicized into the figure of a real priest-king, and that conflation would ultimately contribute to the fall

of the Aztec Empire.

His name combines two of the most sacred elements in Mesoamerican thought: the quetzal bird —

whose brilliant iridescent emerald-green tail feathers could measure up to three feet in length and were

more precious than gold — and coatl, the serpent. The quetzal lives only in the cloud forests of the

highlands, never touches the ground, and cannot survive in captivity — it is the most purely celestial of

birds. The serpent lives in the earth, sheds its skin, is reborn. Together they represent the union of

heaven and earth, the divine descended into matter, the earthly aspiring toward transcendence.

Origins — The Feathered Serpent Before He Had a Name

The feathered serpent appears in Mesoamerican art and iconography from at least 900 BCE — in

Olmec sites predating any named deity. By the time of Teotihuacan's peak (300-500 CE), the great

Feathered Serpent Pyramid at Teotihuacan — whose exterior was once covered in hundreds of carved

feathered serpent heads alternating with rain deity faces — demonstrated that the Feathered Serpent

was already among the most important divine principles in the Mesoamerican cosmos. The

Teotihuacan Feathered Serpent is associated with creation, with the emergence of time and the

calendar, and with the primordial sea from which all things arose.

Quetzalcoatl at Tula — The Toltec Golden Age

By the time of the Toltec civilization (900-1150 CE) centered at Tula, Quetzalcoatl had become the

supreme deity of that culture — patron god of the Toltec, patron of priests and learning, god of the

planet Venus, and the tutelary spirit of Tula's legendary prosperity. The Toltec temple to Quetzalcoatl at

Tula is adorned with his feathered serpent imagery and houses the famous Atlante warrior columns —

giant stone figures of Toltec warriors — that directly influenced the architecture of Chichen Itza,

demonstrating the depth of Toltec-Maya cultural exchange.
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It is in this Toltec period that a historical figure — a priest-king named Ce Acatl Topiltzin — rose to

prominence and took the name of the god as his royal title: Ce Acatl Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. Under his

reign, Tula was reportedly extraordinarily prosperous: corn grew to enormous size, cotton grew already

colored, cacao was abundant, the whole city gleamed with turquoise and gold. This

historical-mythological figure was said to oppose human sacrifice, offering only butterflies and birds

and his own blood to the gods. He was beloved and just, and his memory was so powerful that it would

shape Aztec cosmology for centuries.

The Fall — Tezcatlipoca's Betrayal

The mythology of Ce Acatl Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl's fall from power is one of the most narratively rich

stories in all of Mesoamerican tradition. In every version, Tezcatlipoca is the agent of his downfall —

but the methods vary:

In the most famous version: Tezcatlipoca came to Quetzalcoatl as an old man with a mirror — the

obsidian smoking mirror — and invited the king-priest to look into it and see his own face. What

Quetzalcoatl saw horrified him: his own aging, his own human frailty. The sight of himself as a mortal

rather than divine devastated his confidence. Tezcatlipoca then brought pulque — the sacred agave

wine — and persuaded Quetzalcoatl to drink. Drunk, Quetzalcoatl violated his vow of celibacy with his

own sister, the priestess Quetzalpetlatl. When he woke and understood what he had done, his shame

was absolute. He could no longer rule. He departed Tula.

The Transformation — Heart into Venus

Quetzalcoatl's departure from Tula was both historical exodus and cosmic myth. He traveled east

toward the Gulf Coast, toward the sea that the Aztec called the divine water — the Atlantic Ocean.

Various versions describe what happened next:

• In one version: he sailed away on a raft of serpents and disappeared toward the rising sun.

• In another: he burned himself on a pyre — a voluntary self-sacrifice — and his heart rose from

the flames as the morning star, Venus.

• In a third: he spent eight days in the underworld before emerging as Venus at dawn.

All versions agree on the outcome: Quetzalcoatl transformed into Venus — specifically into the

morning star, Tlahuizcalpantecuhtli. The Venus cycle — appearing as morning star, disappearing

below the horizon for a period, then reappearing as evening star, disappearing again, then returning as

morning star — mapped perfectly onto the mythological cycle of Quetzalcoatl's life, death, and rebirth.

In this way, every dawn was a re-enactment of Quetzalcoatl's heart rising from the fire to become the

morning star.

The Promise to Return — And What It Cost
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Embedded in the myth of Quetzalcoatl's departure was a prophecy: he would return. He had departed

in the year One Reed (Ce Acatl, his own birth year) and he would return in another year One Reed —

specifically from the east, across the divine water, in the form of a bearded, white-skinned ruler.

In 1519 CE — the Aztec year One Reed — Hernán Cortés arrived in Mexico from the east, across the

sea, bearded, and wearing the exact colors (black and red) associated with Quetzalcoatl. The Aztec

emperor Moctezuma II was paralyzed by uncertainty: was this the returning god?

Whether Moctezuma actually believed Cortés was Quetzalcoatl is debated by modern historians — the

account comes primarily from post-conquest indigenous sources written decades after the events, and

may have been embellished or constructed to make sense of the incomprehensible fact of the

conquest. What is not debated is that the prophecy of Quetzalcoatl's return was a real part of Aztec

cosmological belief, and that Cortés's timing, appearance, and direction of arrival created at minimum a

profound uncertainty at a moment when any hesitation was fatal.

Quetzalcoatl as Philosophy

Beyond the mythology, Quetzalcoatl represents a complete philosophy of how a human being should

live in relationship to the divine. As patron of priests, he modeled the ideal of knowledge in service to

the whole. As the deity who created humanity by descending to the underworld for bones, he modeled

divine compassion — willingness to descend into the darkest places to retrieve what is needed for life.

As the figure who opposed human sacrifice and offered only his own blood, he modeled the principle

that the highest offering is the self.

Quetzalcoatl is also the god who gave humanity corn and the calendar — the two technologies of

civilizational survival. Without corn, no food security. Without the calendar, no coordination of

agricultural activity, ritual life, or communal time. He gave humanity the tools of civilization not to be

worshipped but to be free — to organize their own lives in relationship to the cosmos. This is a

profoundly democratic theology: the divine gives knowledge rather than demanding dependence.

Connection to Modern Mysticism Quetzalcoatl is the Mesoamerican equivalent of the

figure that every tradition has called by different names: Prometheus (who gave fire to

humanity), Thoth (who gave writing), Osiris (who taught agriculture and civilization), the

Bodhisattva (who sacrifices liberation to teach others). The Feathered Serpent — the union

of the highest celestial bird and the earthly transformative serpent — is the mythological

expression of the Haligric symbol: the circle (cosmos, the divine, the transcendent) and the

square (earth, practice, the measurable) in permanent, necessary union. The god who

descends to the underworld for the bones of humanity, adds his own blood to resurrect

them, and then becomes the morning star is the myth of what it means to choose service

over comfort — to sacrifice the divine isolation for the sacred responsibility of creation.
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PART ELEVEN: ASTRONOMY, SCIENCE, AND THE SACRED
BALL GAME

What They Actually Knew — The Science of the
Mesoamerican Priests

The astronomer-priests of Mesoamerica were among the most sophisticated astronomical observers in

the pre-modern world. They tracked the movements of the sun, moon, Venus, Mars, and several other

planets with precision that rivaled or exceeded European astronomy of the same period. Their

observations were recorded in screenfold books (codices) made from fig bark paper or deer hide,

painted with extraordinary care. Most of these codices were destroyed by Spanish missionaries. Only

four pre-Columbian Maya codices and approximately fifteen Aztec codices survive.

The Dresden Codex — A Masterpiece of Astronomical Record

The Dresden Codex, acquired by the Royal Library of Dresden in 1739 from a private collector, is the

oldest surviving book of the Americas — written approximately 1200-1250 CE (though some scholars

date it earlier). Its pages contain Venus tables, eclipse prediction tables, and a comprehensive

astronomical almanac that documents:

• The 584-day synodic cycle of Venus, tracked over multiple complete cycles, accurate to within

two hours of modern calculated values over 100 years

• Eclipse prediction for both solar and lunar eclipses, based on the 405-lunation cycle of

approximately 11,960 days

• Astronomical calculations allowing priests to predict celestial events centuries in advance

The Venus tables in the Dresden Codex were designed not merely for observation but for military and

agricultural planning. The heliacal rising of Venus (its first appearance as morning star after a period of

invisibility) was considered inauspicious — a time of potential aggression and cosmic danger. Aztec

and Maya rulers timed their warfare in relation to Venus cycles, attacking enemies during the periods

when Venus's negative influence would fall on their opponents rather than themselves.

The Sacred Ball Game — Ullamaliztli

The Mesoamerican ballgame — called ullamaliztli in Nahuatl — is one of the oldest continuously

played sports in human history, with evidence of play dating to at least 1400 BCE among the Olmec. It

was played throughout the Americas from Arizona to Argentina. The ball itself — a solid rubber ball

weighing up to 9 pounds — was the most sophisticated athletic equipment anywhere in the world
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before the modern era. (European balls were made of animal bladders or stitched leather; the

Mesoamerican rubber ball was technically superior.)

The game was played on a long narrow I-shaped court with stone rings set vertically in the walls.

Players could use only their hips, knees, and elbows to keep the ball in motion — not hands or feet.

Getting the ball through the ring was an extraordinary feat and immediately ended the game.

But the ball game was far more than sport. The court was understood as the interface between the

world of the living and the underworld — a threshold between cosmic planes. The ball itself

represented the sun moving through the sky, the cycles of Venus, and the alternation of day and night.

The Popol Vuh makes this cosmological dimension explicit: the Hero Twins play the ballgame against

the lords of Xibalba, and the outcome determines whether the sun rises again. Every ballgame was a

re-enactment of that cosmic contest.

The question of whether the captain of the winning or losing team was sacrificed remains debated

among archaeologists. Evidence from various sites suggests sacrifice was associated with the game,

but the direction (winner or loser sacrificed) appears to have varied by culture, period, and the specific

nature of the game being played. In some contexts, being sacrificed after winning the ballgame was

considered the greatest possible honor — the victorious player becoming the sun itself, ascending to

the highest heaven.
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PART TWELVE: MESOAMERICAN WISDOM AND MODERN
MYSTICISM

What This Tradition Offers

The civilizations of Mesoamerica offer the modern world something that most Western traditions

struggle to provide: a complete, coherent, beautifully articulated philosophy of the relationship between

human beings and the cosmos that takes the cosmos seriously as alive, intentional, and in constant

relationship with humanity.

Where much of modern Western culture produces a cosmology of randomness — a universe of

accidental galaxies spinning toward heat death — the Aztec and Maya produced a cosmology of

meaning. The universe is not indifferent. It has created and destroyed itself multiple times to get the

balance right. It requires participation. It notices whether the sun rises or not, because the sun rising

depends on whether the correct offering is made.

Even for those who do not take the cosmology literally, the philosophical implications are profound: we

live in the Fifth Sun, the most fragile and the most hard-won creation. It will end if we stop participating.

The correct participation is not passive consumption but active reciprocity — giving back in proportion

to what has been given, maintaining the circuit of energy between the divine and the human that keeps

the world alive.

Connections to Haligricity

The Five Suns and the Tetralty

The Five Suns myth demonstrates that creation and destruction are not opposites but cycles — and

that the quality of what we create depends on the balance of the four forces (corresponding to the four

brothers/four directions). When any single force dominates without the balance of the others, the cycle

ends in catastrophe. The Tetralty — Feeling, Thinking, Speaking, Doing — is the Haligric version of this

same recognition: all four must be aligned.

The Tonalpohualli and the Power of the Day

The Aztec understanding that each day carries its own specific energy, patron deity, and augury is the

most sophisticated pre-modern expression of the understanding Haligricity honors in its moon phase

work, seasonal practice, and circadian rhythm philosophy: time is not neutral. Different moments carry

different qualities. Moving with those qualities is wisdom.

Quetzalcoatl and the Automated Life
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The myth of Quetzalcoatl giving corn and the calendar to humanity is the Mesoamerican version of the

Bhagavad Gita's teaching on nishkama karma and the automated life. Give humanity the tools of

self-sustaining civilization — corn (nourishment) and the calendar (timing) — so that daily survival

becomes automatic and the higher practices of consciousness can be pursued.

Ixchel and the Haligric Medicine Philosophy

Ixchel's role as goddess of medicine — whose healing knowledge encompasses plants, midwifery, the

moon's effect on the body, and the understanding that destruction and creation are the same force — is

a complete model of the Haligric medical philosophy: holistic, earth-honoring, acknowledging the

body's sacred intelligence, recognizing the healer as a channel rather than the source.

Mictlan/Xibalba and the Ancestral Connection

Both Aztec and Maya traditions require the living to make offerings to the dead, to speak their names,

to provide them with what they need for their journey. This is the precise theological foundation of the

Haligric ancestor altar practice. The dead do not disappear. They continue in relationship with the

living. That relationship requires maintenance.

The Ball Game and the Observer Effect

The Mesoamerican ballgame — where the movement of the ball through the court represented the

sun's movement through the sky — embodies the understanding that human action and cosmic event

are part of a single system, not separate realities. This is the Aztec version of the Observer Effect: what

we do down here affects what happens up there. The cosmos notices. The cosmos responds.

The Living Maya Today

It is essential to end any study of Maya and Aztec civilization with this recognition: the Maya did not

disappear. Over six million Maya people are alive today, living primarily in Guatemala, Mexico, Belize,

and Honduras. Many still speak one of the approximately 30 surviving Mayan languages. Many still

practice elements of the ancient traditions alongside their contemporary Catholic or Evangelical

Christian faith, creating a living syncretism that has never stopped evolving.

The day-keepers (ajq'ijab) of the K'iche' Maya continue to use the 260-day sacred calendar for

divination and ritual purposes, as their predecessors have done continuously for thousands of years.

The Day of the Dead is celebrated in Maya communities with the same understanding of ancestor

connection that animated the Aztec festivals. The ballgame is still played in some communities in

northwestern Mexico by the Sinaloa people, using the ancient rubber ball and hip-deflection technique.

The study of Mesoamerican civilization is not archaeology — it is engagement with a living tradition,

and that distinction demands respectful acknowledgment.

Recommended Reading — Going Deeper
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Ce Tecpatl — One Flint
The day name of the present sun's creation. The beginning that continues.
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