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Cihuacoatl: The savage serpent woman, ill-omened and dreadful, brought men misery. For it was
said: ‘She gives men the hoe and the tumpline. Thus she forces men [to work]’.

This description, written in Nahuatl in a late sixteenth-century text, the Florentine
Codex, authored by a Franciscan friar and his indigenous aides, speaks of an important
Nahua goddess, conceptualised in the pre-conquest Nahua universe alternately and
concurrently as a feared deity, a defeated woman and a cross-dressed man.1 Here, in her
post-conquest iteration, she becomes only the feared goddess, the one forcing men to
work (elsewhere the same text describes sacrifices performed to satisfy her voracious
appetite for human hearts). Indeed, pre-conquest images of Cihuacoatl suggest that
Nahuas, the indigenous peoples of central Mexico, greatly feared her. Cihuacoatl, the
dreaded serpent woman, presented Nahua men with a challenge: she forced them into
a life of drudgery. She also could take their lives away; she could present them with
certain death as she feasted upon their hearts, for ‘she had a huge, open mouth and
ferocious teeth. The hair on her head was long and bulky’. Thus she devoured men.
But still ‘she was clad in womanly garb – skirt, blouse and mantle – all white’.2

In Nahua gender ideology, Cihuacoatl’s nature as a feared individual who could
kill upon a whim and who forced individuals to work signified a powerful masculine
individual. Yet her attire signified femininity. Cihuacoatl’s aesthetics seem to us, as
they seemed to the Catholic priests and friars who noted her appearance, confusing:
a jumble of the masculine and the feminine – coming from a society that we believe
rigorously separated masculine from feminine roles.3 We will see that the relationship
between sixteenth-century Nahua notions of gender and sexuality allowed, and even
required, Cihuacoatl and other Nahua goddesses to manifest themselves as bundles
of attributes that in daily life could never connect to an individual woman, no matter
how powerful that woman may be. These goddesses thus transgress our imagined
boundaries, not just between gender and sexuality but also between human and divine.

Need we know if Cihuacoatl and the other fertility goddesses discussed in this
chapter are goddesses rather than gods? Is it important to recall that the term teotl
(‘god’) had no gender, or that Nahuatl does not contain gendered pronouns? This
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certainly begs an answer to a different question: how did the Nahuas understand
gender and sexuality?4 I argue here that Nahuas related sexuality to fertility, a binary
division between moderation and excess, and a concept of ritual that suspended daily
rules on sexual activity. One wonders too if, while in everyday affairs a strict gender
division was usually imposed, in ritual life this may not have been true. The gods and
goddesses, who appear as a result of and within ritual, would never have to follow those
rules, so the fertility goddesses did not follow the strict gender divisions often applied
in daily life. Nahuas viewed Cihuacoatl as a warrior deity, but one who would be likely
to play a major role in particular rituals and in childbirth; and they imagined another
fertility goddess, Tlazolteotl (the teotl of tlazolli, ‘trash’), as a highly sexual deity who
also consistently engaged in battle with her enemies.5 This connection between gender
and sexuality, in which the god(desse)s, beings that exceed our grammatical markers,
do not adhere to quotidian principles, speaks to the problem of accepting Gayle Rubin’s
battle call for separating gender from sexuality as a given. Instead, in this chapter I
argue for using Rubin’s formulation as a starting point for reconsidering the ways in
which we understand concepts of gender and sexuality as organising principles.

The imagining and reimagining of Cihuacoatl relates to religiosity, colonialism,
gender and sexuality in the early colonial period in Mexico. Cihuacoatl complicates
the modern notions in which we separate human from god, man from woman and
religious from secular. In this chapter, I will discuss the importance of Cihuacoatl and
other related god(desse)s to the maintenance of Nahua politics and culture both before
and after the Spanish conquest. In order to understand the roles that these god(desse)s
played in Nahua society, we need to develop theoretical and methodological tools that
go beyond Rubin’s call for a theory of sexuality.

Separating gender from sexuality: the Nahua case

Gender affects the operation of the sexual system, and the sexual system has had gender-specific
manifestations. But although sex and gender are related, they are not the same thing, and they form
the basis of two distinct arenas of social practice . . . It is essential to separate gender and sexuality
analytically to more accurately reflect their separate social existence.6

Gayle Rubin

The call sent out for chapters for the current volume intrigued me as it harkened
back to an article I had first read as an undergraduate, cited repeatedly as a graduate
student, and that I now assign to my undergraduates. In ‘Thinking Sex’, Gayle Rubin
provocatively argues that we must delineate gender from sexuality, and in particular
that we must not assume that the theoretical tools feminism uses to analyse gender will
be sufficient for the task of analysing sexuality. Such a critique at the time I read it
seemed to me fair enough, and since Rubin’s article came out twenty-seven years ago,
many theorists, particularly those involved in queer theory, have answered her call.7

Still, when I began my research into indigenous concepts of sexuality from the
sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, I became troubled by part of Rubin’s assertion.
While sex and gender are not identical, and the Nahuas would not have conflated
the analytical terrain that these two concepts represent, the boundaries between the
two, in this pre-modern, non-western culture, need significantly more analysis than
Rubin’s argument allows.8 How can the Nahua situation speak to Rubin’s theorising
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of a separation between gender and sexuality? I suggest that Rubin’s formulation
can only be a provocative starting point, full of contradictions, when applied to the
Nahuas. Cihuacoatl presents one example: was she a god or a goddess? Was she human
or divine? Was she chaste or sexual? As we will see, neither Cihuacoatl nor any of the
other Nahua god(desse)s can be defined easily based on these binary divisions.

As many scholars have shown, Nahua notions of gender at the time of the conquest
incorporated both ‘gender complementarity’ and ‘gender hierarchy’. In the comple-
mentary realm, we find symbolic equivalences (women who died in childbirth were
equated the same high status as men who died in battle), quotidian senses of purpose
(consent of both husband and wife generally was required to make all major household
decisions) and material realities (networks of commoner families teamed together to
make sure all could survive economically, with men generally engaging in farming
activities and women generally controlling the markets to sell the produce from the
land). Regarding gender hierarchy, we find that men controlled the bulk of the polit-
ical system, the highest levels of religious office and the esteemed title of ‘warrior’.
The gender system of course changed after the Spanish conquest but, as many recent
commentators have noted, these changes were not nearly as radical as earlier scholars
had presumed.9

Nahuas connected these concepts of gender with related notions of sexuality, even
if they did not term these things ‘sexuality’. Nahua nobles and commoners before the
Spanish conquest related their sexual lives with rituals of fertility and warfare. Still,
Nahuas did not have a discreet category they called ‘sex’. Instead, they constituted a
variety of relations as ‘categories of the intimate’ in which the human couple engaged in
bodily activities related to fertility. These activities included categories that we would
invest with sexual meaning: vaginal and anal intercourse, manual and oral stimulation
of male and female genitals, imaginary conditions designed to allude to these activities
and stimulate a genital response, and the use of non-bodily objects in these actions.10

The Nahuas also had concepts of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ sex and rape and other forms of
sexual violence. Yet these things that I have called ‘categories of the intimate’ also
included activities that we would not consider sexual: the ritual killing of humans and
animals, burning of maize, incense and other items, letting of blood and sweeping
houses, streets and other areas. Nahua categories linked all of these activities together
and suggested that they formed a part of the matrix of sacrifice. Much Nahua thought
at the time of the Spanish conquest envisioned sexual relations as elements of a larger
set of ritual practices designed to promote fertility: of gods, humans, animals and the
earth.11 A cultural history of these rituals also shows that Nahuas closely linked the
maintenance and expansion of the political system and the structures of governance
with fertility rites.12

Two main principles organised Nahua thoughts about the sexual. First, sexual
behaviour related directly to the fertility rituals, ceremonies large and small, in the
many realms described above, promoting the notion that everything and everybody
must exude fertility in order for the community to survive. Second, an individual’s
sexual possibilities divided between those acts determined moderate and those deemed
excessive. Nahua thought considered moderation in sexual activity to be a virtue,
excess a vice.13 Ceremonial performances from those of the household to the grand
state rites, as well as ritual and quotidian discourse, marked both the encouragement
of fertility and the distinction between moderation and excess.
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Representatives of the Catholic Church who encountered the Nahuas deemed
their views of sexual behaviour problematic, and they debated how to change those
views and behaviours. The result of that debate was the attempt to link sex with sin,
often using particular indigenous concepts (dirt, dust, damage and excess being the
most common) as signifiers of sinful behaviour. The means for such a linkage was the
discourse of confession, whether through the actual confessional or through advancing
such an analysis in the broader social field.14 The attempt at a sexual conquest through
the confessional largely failed, instead eventually producing a hybrid sexual system
that still survives today in many indigenous Mesoamerican societies.15

The Tlacuilo’s text

Before the Spanish conquest, the Nahuas produced an extensive array of writings,
though few have survived to this day. Here I focus on using pictorial manuscripts,
produced both before and after the conquest, to analyse the relationship between gender,
sexuality and the Nahua fertility god(desse)s. In conjunction with alphabetic texts, these
pictorial manuscripts tell us stories about the ways in which our writer/painters, called
in Nahuatl tlacuilos, conceptualised particular approaches to sexual topics: those linked
to religion, ritual and fertility. The authors of the pictorial manuscripts focused much
of their attention on the gods and rituals that I relate to sexuality, but they paid less
attention to the daily lives of the people.

Our methods for reading such images cannot be facile, and we must engage in as
much criticism of the images as we do of the alphabetic texts.16 Thus, we must note
that the Nahuas before the conquest did not intend their texts to be read as transparent
assertions of a witnessed reality. Nor did they produce texts that we can read as
complete narratives. Nahua society had an oral culture, so the tlacuilos produced texts
in interaction with other people, and they, along with various other textual experts,
‘read’ these documents out loud in public and private ceremonies by expanding on the
images presented on the page. Thus, for us to read these images, we need some of the
‘back story’, provided by the contexts we find in archaeological and ethnohistorical
studies.17

Further, we must know something about the tlacuilos, who played such an impor-
tant role in pre-conquest Nahua society. Before the Spaniards arrived, Nahuas wrote
texts in the form of various types of painted images, either on paper made from the
bark of a tree or on stone edifices. The person who engaged in such writing was
called a tlacuilo, a word that translates roughly as ‘writer’ or ‘painter’. The Nahuas
viewed this tlacuilo as a reflective artist, not as one who wrote down precisely what
he saw. At the time of the Spanish conquest, the practices of the tlacuilos changed,
as many became escribanos, who would write either Nahuatl or Spanish texts in the
Roman alphabet. These scribes became intermediaries in the colonial project, and they
overwhelmingly produced documents designed in some manner for the Spanish legal
system. Moreover, the tlacuilos who continued to paint their images were influenced
by European artistic conventions. Still, early tlacuilos were trained not only by friars
but also by painters knowledgeable in pre-conquest aesthetics. And the evidence from
idolatry investigations, criminal trials and Inquisition cases shows that these artists
continued to get their works into the hands of a wide variety of indigenous people.18

Too much current historical writing either ignores the role of the scribe or considers
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his work to be a window onto Nahua reality. I argue that the window is the wrong
metaphor; his writings instead signify a prism.

The images themselves require substantial interpretation based on a method for
reading Nahua iconography, a method based on comparative studies within particular
genres. So, for example, art historians have studied extensively the Borgia group, from
which we receive all of the indisputably pre-conquest images I discuss here (from the
Codex Borgia and the Codex Laud); we have found that the artists did not attempt
to provide realistic portrayals of the human body – they tended to provide images in
profile – and they had specific icons designed to signify such things as movement
through space, the progress of time and, more to the point for our purposes, the
position of fertility.19 The Borgia group also comes from outside the basin of Mexico
(probably from near Tlaxcala or from Nahua-influenced areas of southern Mexico)
and, as the foremost experts on these codices have noted, these texts represent the
dominant religious views of the priestly class throughout the region.20

The post-conquest manuscripts that I will analyse became hybrid texts, at least
in format, with influence from both European and Nahua styles. The first set of texts
(the Codex Borbonicus and the Tonalamatl of Aubin), probably produced soon after
the Spanish conquest in the basin of Mexico, appear to have little Spanish influence,
though some aesthetic changes and/or Spanish glosses appear.21 The second set of texts,
the Magliabechiano group, betrays the influence of its Franciscan sponsors. Though
produced largely in traditional Nahua style, the texts are primarily Spanish alphabetic
documents, with images illustrating the narrative.22 The final text, the twelve-volume
Florentine Codex written and illustrated by Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún
and his indigenous aides, is an extensive ethnographic study, based on interviews with
old Nahua nobles from three different communities, produced in Hispanic style and
with an agenda of promoting Christian thought, but with an interest in providing great
detail – in the Nahuatl language, even if in the Roman alphabet – about Nahua religious
practice.23

These texts together tell us a story: one in which war, fertility and sacrifice relate
to emerging and always changing concepts of gender and sexuality. As we will see,
these concepts not only exceeded the Spanish conceptualisation that equated sex with
sin, but also exceed a theory of sexuality that maintains a division between sex and
gender.

The god(dess) Cihuacoatl

In the Codex Borbonicus, authored in the basin of Mexico at around the time of the
Spanish conquest, we witness Cihuacoatl in a description of the Toxcatl ceremony, a
festival to celebrate the warriors of the city-state of Tenochtitlan, the capital of the ruling
empire immediately before the Spanish conquest (see Figure 1). This early sixteenth-
century pictorial codex, written in traditional Nahua style (though with some Spanish
glosses), focuses on an individual called the cihuacoatl, the second-highest ranking
person in a Nahua city-state.24 We see few figures in Nahua pictorial manuscripts
that we know are cross-dressed individuals, but the cihuacoatl is one, and he runs
the Toxcatl ceremony, a festival designed to promote masculine valour in warfare.
His image in the centre of the ceremony shows him wearing a blouse and a skirt,
both decorated in the manner of the god(dess), and carrying a well-decorated shield,
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Figure 1: Cihuacoatl. Reprinted from Codex Borbonicus
(facsimile) (Madrid, Vienna, Mexico City: Sociedad Estatal
Quinto Centenario, Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt,
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1991), p. 34.

a symbol of masculinity, and a weaving batten, a symbol of femininity. Why did this
cross-dressing individual play such a powerful role in an important Nahua ceremony
(and in wider Nahua politics)? Did Cihuacoatl, ostensibly a mother god(dess), come
to symbolise warfare?

Dominican friar Diego Durán describes fearsome sacrifices dedicated to
Cihuacoatl, and he says that the Nahuas killed more for her than for any other de-
ity.25 Indeed, Cihuacoatl was a powerful warrior god(dess) often associated with the
Mexica.26

Much of the Codex Borbonicus focuses on her as a central god(dess), largely
because this codex is dedicated to warrior rituals. Yet the Borbonicus focuses not
simply on the god(dess), but rather on her priest: a male priest dressed in her garb.27

In addition to his shield and his weaving batten, he, if we can call him that, wears a
dress decorated with skulls at the bottom, and he has all of the standard markings of
the god(dess). He also stands upon a platform decorated with a skull. This individual
is the cihuacoatl of Tenochtitlan, a person, seemingly always male, the second-in-
command of the community after the tlatoani. This powerful position for a cross-
dressing individual belies the fact that Nahua society strongly ingrained a highly
masculine image in young men in which they avoided all activity, including dress,
associated with women’s roles.28 Yet, Nahua leaders viewed the cihuacoatl as necessary
for the effective functioning of society and, in the Toxcatl ceremony, for effective
leadership in ritual warfare.

Importantly, such cross-dressing in no way challenged the masculinity of the
priest. He stands in the image across from and alongside well-decorated priests and
warriors. In another image, he stands directly below Huitzilopochtli, the god of war.29

Just as the priest of Cihuacoatl wears the attire of the god(dess) (her figurative skin),
the warriors wear the skins of animals and the priest of Huitzilopochtli wears the
accoutrements of the god he signifies. In each case, the act of placing upon one’s body
the skin of another transforms the self. Huitzilopochtli’s priest becomes the powerful
warrior god – no longer simply human, he enters a space in which he remains the priest
but also becomes the divine. The warriors become the powerful animals (coyotes,
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jaguars and so on) whose skins they wear. These animals allow them to go to war
not only with the protection (armour) of the skin, but also with the martial skills of
the animals, combined with the cunning of the human warrior: betwixt and between,
through ritual (the Toxcatl ceremony), the self-identities of the warriors have become
transformed.

A similar process takes place in the case of the priest wearing Cihuacoatl’s
(female?) skin. He places upon his body the skirt and the blouse, and he holds the
weaving batten because his self has been transformed into that of the god(dess)/priest.
No longer just human, he becomes a figure straddling the human and the divine,
harnessing all the powers of the deity to attend to the success of the warriors in
warfare. In doing so, this priest crosses boundaries not just between the human and the
divine, as had Huitzilopochtli’s priest, but also between male and female.

In these warrior rituals, why did the presence of Huitzilopochtli and other war-
rior gods not suffice? Why did our tlacuilo find it necessary to paint the image of
Cihuacoatl? After all, Inga Clendinnen and Cecelia Klein, amongst others, have both
carefully and correctly shown us that warfare was a male sphere, in many ways the
ultimate portrayal of the masculine being in the Nahua universe.30

The answers to these questions, though, comes from Cihuacoatl’s particular place
in the Nahua pantheon, a place signified by her shield, and representing her as a warrior
god(dess). While, as we will see, many of the fertility god(desse)s played a role in
warfare, Cihuacoatl’s role was unique. Cihuacoatl, while a central god(dess) to the
apparatus of the Aztec empire, signified defeat. She was most strongly worshipped
in the southern cities of Cuitlahuac and Xochimilco, and ‘it is noteworthy that both
cities were famed for their female sorcerers. Cuitlahuac is described repeatedly in the
chronicles as the “City of Sorcerers” . . . while Xochimilco, which was regarded as a
veritable hotbed of sorcery, is thought to house black art practitioners to this day’.31

Further, these southern cities were key to the survival of Tenochtitlan as leader of the
empire, for, once conquered, they contributed substantial tribute.

It thus seems little coincidence that immediately after the Mexica conquest of
Xochimilco in 1430, we find evidence that the cult of Cihuacoatl flourished in the
capital city.32 Her presence signified both the power of the feminine in her cults in
the southern cities, and her defeat, ritualistically, at the hands of Huitzilopochtli. This
god(dess), always powerful and always dangerous, must also remain always defeated,
or else the Aztec empire could end. Thus the performance of the cihuacoatl priest,
always second-in-command, signified the continuing re-enactment of defeat.33

Returning to the ceremonial performance of the cihuacoatl, though, we may ask
why, if she, as Klein maintains, signified such defeat, she would perform an active role
in the ritual. Why would she not simply sit at the feet of Huitzilopochtli or even of
the warriors? We may answer partly, based on Klein’s description, that Cihuacoatl’s
presence signified the position of a powerful god(dess) coming from a region in which
female magic predominated, but we may go much further than this as we analyse the
power of femininity and feminine sexuality in the Nahua god(desse)s of war.

In her image in the above text, we can see Cihuacoatl’s ferocious look. She holds
a batten as a weapon to signify her feminine role as a weaver (she also clearly wears
a skirt). Her ferocious face, open mouth, long hair, well-decorated warrior garb and
ornate shield frightened her enemies. The skull below her, upon which she stands,
suggests that she makes her platform from the heads of enemy warriors.
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But why would the Mexica use a female warrior in such imagery, when almost all
of their warriors were men? One could not defeat the enemy with just the masculine,
so the rituals needed to provide feminine power. In another ritual, titled Ochpaniztli
(‘The Sweeping’), in order for the ritual to succeed, a male priest needed to wear the
skin of a woman slain as a fertility god(dess). In doing so, he harnessed the power of
the fertility god(dess) and spread maize throughout the earth. As he accomplished this
act, he was called by the name of the fertility god(dess).34 As the Nahuas viewed the
feminine as absolutely necessary for fertility, they also saw femininity as vital for the
promotion of warfare, in which they believed that they made the empire fertile. In the
Ochpaniztli ritual, another priest, as he went into battle, wore the flayed thigh skin of
the slain god(dess), only to bury that thigh skin in enemy territory, just as he would
plant maize.35

One should also note that, as the Mexica defeated and/or formed alliances with
other city-states, they asserted feminine sexuality to do so. After the war was over,
they would work to expand their influence over others by marrying high-level Mexica
women to the rulers of the defeated city-state. While it would work the other way
as well (leading maidens from the other city-state would marry the Mexica leader),
the control over the outside, the other city-state, most often was ceded to the young
Mexica women who married the leaders of those states.36 Thus state power was as-
serted through feminine sexuality, and Cihuacoatl signified that institution. Cihuacoatl
promoted both the Nahua concept of the masculine, leading men into battle, and the
feminine, promoting feminine sexuality and weaving, considered women’s work.

This seems most appropriate to Cihuacoatl’s position as the second-in-command
of society. The most famous Cihuacoatl, Tlacaelel, was renowned for leading Mexica
war parties. Cihuacoatl thus signified what the other god(desse)s did: a jumble of
attributes, skins that could be taken off or placed on at will. She was the masculine
warrior, the feminine weaver, the sorceress and the one given to the powerful Mexica
leader as a sexual favour when he defeated the city from which Cihuacoatl emanated.

One can sense in this description the problem with Rubin’s formulation: if we
separate our theoretical tools for analysing sexuality from the feminist tools developed
to analyse gender, do we lose the cross-pollination between what we would consider
gender and what we would consider sexuality? Nahua ritual structures did not neatly
separate the two, at least not in the case of Cihuacoatl. Still, as noted in the beginning,
Nahua quotidian notions of gender and sexuality formed particular roles for women
and men that did not apply to the deities. Would Rubin’s formulation in ‘Thinking
Sex’ allow for the parentheses in god(desse)s, or would it limit our grammatical
abilities? I will argue below for a return both to Lacan and to ‘The Traffic in Women’.

The god(dess) Coyolxauhqui

Other Nahua god(desse)s signified the position of the defeated warrior. The mythol-
ogy of the birth of the Mexica war god, Huitzilopochtli, involving him, his sister
Coyolxauhqui and his mother Coatlicue, suggests a complex gendered and sexualised
relationship linked closely with war and fertility. The mother, Coatlicue, became preg-
nant with Huitzilopochtli while she swept. She found a ball of feathers, which she
placed in her bosom. That ball of feathers then disappeared, and Coatlicue was preg-
nant. Coyolxauhqui, Coatlicue’s eldest daughter, led her brothers into battle, attempting
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Figure 2: Statue of Coatlicue. Photograph by Pete Sigal
(Museo de Antroplogı́a e Historia, Mexico City).

to kill her mother before Huitzilopochtli was born. She did this because she believed
that Huitzilopochtli would bring about destruction. Yet her stated reasons, according to
the Florentine Codex, appear to critique Coatlicue’s suspect sexuality. Thus she said,
‘My elder brothers, she has affronted us; we must kill our mother, the angry one who
is already with child. Who is the cause of that which is in her womb?’37 Coyolxauhqui
then led her brothers to attack their mother, but Huitzilopochtli, still in his mother’s
womb, heard Coyolxauhqui’s plans, and he burst out of her, already with weapons. He
beheaded Coyolxauhqui and ripped her body into pieces. He then killed his brothers.38

The narrative asserts a battle on at least two levels related to the control over
feminine sexuality and the female body. Coatlicue became sexually suspect, but
Huitzilopochtli, through his expertise as a warrior, defended his mother’s reputation.
Coyolxauhqui’s destroyed body then descended to the earth, propagating the fertile
land of the basin of Mexico. The struggle between Huitzilopochtli and Coyolxauhqui
also symbolically marked the movement of the Mexica from a subordinate group to a
dominant one.39

Coatlicue, the mother, remains an obscure figure in the Nahua pantheon. As
Huitzilopochtli’s lone parent, she suggests his ‘illegitimacy’ in the Nahua framework,
a symbol for the illegitimacy of Mexica rule. In her own image, as we find in her statue
(Figure 2), she has become a phallic figure: two serpents emerge from her severed
head.40 Serpents also come out from her skirt (Coatlicue translates as ‘serpent skirt’),
signifying both her fertility and the association between her fertile nature and death –
through the warfare of Huitzilopochtli.41 This fierce deity promoted the position of the
phallic god(dess) in the Nahua pantheon.

Huitzilopochtli, as the key warrior god of the Mexica, defeated Coyolxauhqui
in such a way as to establish male domination over the female body, just as the
masculine Mexica established control over the feminine land.42 The main narrative
promoted Huitzilopochtli as the leader of society, while Coyolxauhqui’s shattered
body, as memorialised on the main Mexica temple (Figure 3), became a key figure in
the empire: both an element of resistance to male domination in Mexica society, and the
disempowerment of the female body. The body’s pieces signified both Coyolxauhqui’s
excessively sexual nature (through her nude body and exposed breasts) and her phallic
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Figure 3: Coyolxauhqui, from the Templo Mayor
of Tenochtitlan. Photograph by Pete Sigal.

empowerment (through her snakes – presented as phallic in Nahua iconography – and
the presence of the loincloth, an ubiquitous sign of men).43

Yet, in the image, we witness her extraordinary phallic divestiture. As her body
was destroyed, torn apart in every conceivable manner, she became divested of any
power and thus became a symbol asserting the dominance of Huitzilopochtli. Thus, as
Huitzilopochtli became a sign of Mexica dominance, Coyolxauhqui became a sign for
any city-states that would attempt to challenge that dominance. In such a metaphorical
story, those other city-states were feminised. All the serpents were killed along with
Coyolxauhqui; she was beheaded and her body parts did not form a whole that could
challenge Huitzilopochtli in any manner.

Huitzilopochtli thus became in this story a warrior who would defend his mother –
even if she had become sexually suspect – while asserting sexual control over his sister.
The sexual control that Huitzilopochtli exerted over both his mother and sister may
resemble to us a kind of patriarchal sexual control, and indeed much Nahua ritual
points to male dominance. This may lead us to believe, however, that Nahua society
had a similar system of sexual honour and virtue that many historians have argued
comprised Spanish patriarchal discourse.44 But, as scholars studying Nahua gender
have shown more fully, Nahua society at the time of the Spanish conquest was much
more complex than this.45

In this narrative, we must recall the position of the land. The Mexica would
not have been able to settle in Tenochtitlan, or to plant maize without the fertilising
presence of the parts of Coyolxauhqui’s body. In many senses, this recalls Rubin’s point
in ‘The Traffic in Women’, that women’s bodies fertilise social relationships between
men, who engage in gift exchange over the bodies of women.46 Thus, symbolically
Coyolxauhqui’s shattered body became the key to this exchange, just as women’s
bodies (as the women were married off to leaders of other city-states) would become
similarly key to such an exchange in the social field.

The symbolic presence of Coyolxauhqui’s phallus, through her loincloth, signifies
not the imaginary presence of a penis, but rather a fear that Mexica leaders had regarding
the potential of their subordinates to rise up. This feminine phallic power, also asserted
through the presence of snakes, phallic figures connected with the earth, and thus
also with femininity in the case of Coyolxauhqui, needed to be controlled in the
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Figure 4: Chalchiuhtlicue. Reprinted from Tonalamatl of Aubin (facsimile),
Eduard Seler, ed. (Berlin, London: Hazell, Watson, & Viney, 1900-01), p. 5.

Nahua universe. Such a phallic presence, though, points again to the symbolic import
of feminine sexuality, an import that we cannot understand if we do not develop a
theoretical framework that deals with the symbols and signifiers of sexuality, even
when they become connected with the ‘wrong’ gender.47

The fertility god(desse)s

Nahua ritual texts at the time of the conquest closely connected war with fertility, and
Cihuacoatl, like most other god(desse)s, signified both of these. Through her position
alongside all of the male warriors, she presented the preferred warrior symbol. The
men had to go forth into other territories, defeat their enemies and symbolically implant
a new society. The only way to keep that new society moving forward was through
sexual reproduction that made gods, humans, animals and the earth fertile. In order
to accomplish this task, the warriors recognised that they needed both masculine and
feminine principles; hence the position of Cihuacoatl as a warrior, particularly one
continually re-enacting the defeat of those fighting against the Mexica.48 And the
presence of the second skin of the priest, the clothing of the god(dess), would also
mimic the warriors, who wore their own second skins, those of the animals.

Other god(desse)s present us with further evidence of the power of fertility. In
these god(desse)s, we see that for the Nahuas feminine sexuality connects with gender
in particular ways that move us beyond Rubin’s formulations. In the Tonalamatl of
Aubin, we find an extraordinary and obscure image that signifies the roles of two fertility
goddesses: Chalchiuhtlicue and Tlazolteotl (Figure 4).49 There we see Chalchiuhtlicue
with Tlazolteotl’s head emanating from between her legs like an outstretched penis. In
Chalchiuhtlicue’s more standard image, like that of the Codex Borbonicus (Figure 5),
we see her unleashing the floods from beneath her throne, and we witness people
caught in the torrents of water.50 Her nose ornament serves to present her as a fertility
god(dess).51 And, importantly, one of the images across from her is Tlazolteotl’s
headdress. Here the people caught in the stream may be a man and a woman sacrificed to
the god(dess), although they may also symbolise men and women born to the cleansing
effects of Chalchiuhtlicue’s water.52 As a midwife bathed a newborn, she called upon
Chalchiuhtlicue. Either way, Chalchiuhtlicue’s flood created and/or destroyed both
male and female.
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Figure 5: Chalchiuhtlicue. Reprinted from Codex Borbonicus (facsimile)
(Madrid, Vienna, Mexico City: Sociedad Estatal Quinto Centenario, Akademische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1991), p. 3.

Chalchiuhtlicue controlled the water and bathed the newborn child, ridding
her/him of dirt. The important ceremony, bringing the child into the world, was partially
controlled by this god(dess) and, by implication, by Tlazolteotl as well. The two were
paired, as art historian Eloise Quiñones-Keber maintains, because of the association
between dirt and cleanliness. Tlaztoleotl’s ‘dual association with generation and filth
is recognised; the latter is part of her name . . . Thus the pairing of Tlaztolteotl and
Chalchiuhtlicue . . . may have been intended for contrasting purposes, one representing
filth, the other the cleansing with water that followed birth’. 53 While Quiñones-Keber
places too much emphasis on these two as individual god(desse)s rather than com-
plements, I agree on the necessity of both in Nahua thought for the maintenance of
fertility.

The two god(desse)s in Figure 4 connect with each other in the cleansing process:
one signifying water and the other trash. Chalchiuhtlicue, at least in the birthing
process, would serve to clean the trash created by Tlazolteotl.54 Perhaps the tlacuilo
who authored the Tonalamatl of Aubin saw Tlazolteotl as a masculine type of figure,
relating to Chalchiuhtlicue’s femininity. Yet, we may have problems supporting such a
binary opposition. Chalchiuhtlicue’s name derived from ‘precious jade’ (chalchihuitl)
and ‘skirt’ (cueitl), while Tlazolteotl came from ‘trash’ (tlazolli). The skirt signified
female identity but trash had no particular gender in Nahua thought. Further, as we
will see, Tlazolteotl’s gender is far from clear. And Chalchiuhtlicue, while consistently
represented as feminine and having a female body, appears here to have had a penis;
other images related her to warfare.55

The penile image, associating not the symbolism of the phallus (through the
loincloth), but rather the physiological male member, seems entirely unique in the
Nahua corpus. Perhaps the tlacuilo intended Tlazolteotl as penis to signify the fertility
of both god(desse)s. In the images in the water in Figures 4 and 5, we witness the male
and the female figures, both clothed (the male figure appears to wear only a loincloth).56

Chalchiuhtlicue symbolised both the destruction of the flood and the creation of birth.
The use of Tlazolteotl could suggest two elements: first, the use of dirt and water
in the washing away of the trash of the newborn child; second, the male and female
principles involved in creation. But we cannot maintain Tlazolteotl as the masculine
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Figure 6: Gods of Excess. Reprinted from Codex Borgia (facsimile)
(Graz, Austria: Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1976), p. 74.

principle – and certainly not as the penis. Indeed, her headdress in Figure 5 probably
signifies offerings to the god(dess) in order to protect children in the birthing process.

A pre-conquest Nahua image common to several texts presented Tlazolteotl as an
erotic god(dess) partnered with a similarly erotic (male) deity (Figure 6).57 Tlazolteotl
gives birth to a glyph of a flower, symbolising her as the parent of sexual excess.58

Several other elements of this image are noteworthy. First, and most immediately
apparent, Tlazolteotl is naked except for her headgear and her necklace. The nudity of
women in pre-conquest manuscripts always appears to have signified sexual excess.59

Second, Tlazolteotl’s headdress and earrings are made of a spindle and unspun cotton,
signifying her as the god(dess) of spinning cotton.60 Third, her right foot sits on a flint
knife, an implement used in blood sacrifice. The (male) deity below her also has a
flower emanating from him (could the flower emanate from an umbilical cord?), and
he has a cord ending in a skull coming out of his anus. The figures together signify
the panoply of sexual excesses committed by the gods. These indeed were deities
of sexual excess, and the Nahua pantheon required them to engage in activities that
standard Nahua society would have viewed as excessive for men and women.

In post-conquest times, Tlazolteotl not only continued but, more appropriately,
she traversed the entire social field. Thus she became a signifier of sin, but she kept
some of her role as a mother god(dess) who committed activities deemed excessive.
She maintained her position as one who would pick up the trash, and she continued
to provide more trash. She fomented an ‘Eve-like’ image, just as she also re-presented
the holy mother, the Virgin Mary, in a somewhat different and more sexualised guise.

In a 1629 treatise, based on an idolatry investigation in a Nahua-speaking com-
munity in Guerrero, we find several incantations that invoked Tlazolteotl and closely
related god(desse)s. In one, the Nahua informant discussed a cure that he called tetla-
zolaltiloni, ‘bathing someone regarding tlazolli’.61 Of course the washing away of the
trash would require water, so the shaman called upon a series of god(desse)s, including
Chalchiuhtlicue. These god(desse)s signified fire, water and incense. Then he called
upon the Tlazolteteoh, the god(desse)s of tlazolli.62 These together formed the cure for
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an illness caused by tlazolli and by what the Nahuas deemed ‘excess’. And one should
note here that Tlazolteotl was the guardian of the steam baths, places intended to cure
individuals, but ones that Catholic priests argued fomented sexual sin by allowing for
secret sexual liaisons.63 Nahuas regarded the steam bath, the temazcal, guarded by
Tlazolteotl, as a place in which the fire, water and incense came together to help one
engage in a cure.64 The being that created the disease was specifically coded as female,
whereas the disease itself had no specific gendered markers, and the ill person could
be either male or female. The curer, either male or female, led the diseased person
to the steam bath, which cured him or her. Only through the careful invocation of
both Chalchiuhtlicue and Tlazolteotl would the sick individual become cured. Thus,
these god(desse)s, fundamental god(desse)s of fertility, could cure disease and save
humanity. But they also could kill.

In the relationship established here between Tlazolteotl and Chalchiuhtlicue, we
may see, as did the Catholic priests, a parallel with baptism.65 Yet, I would argue that
we must instead interpret this cure in the context provided by the pre-conquest pairing
of Chachiuhtlicue with Tlazolteotl. The two did not form moral opposites as in the case
of baptism, where the holy water washes away the original sin. In the case of the ritual
purification involved in the steam bath, the water did wash away the trash, but only as
the trash god(dess) helped the water god(dess). The two together signified tlazolli; thus
together they worked to move the diseased person ritualistically back into the realm of
moderation. Chalchiuhtlicue required Tlazolteotl in order to help, in order to cure, the
individual.

Tlazolteotl remained Chalchiuhtlicue’s phallus even in the 1620s, but here she
has become the phallus more in her traditional sense, as in the symbolic register in
which Tlazolteotl combined male and female power within the same register. In other
words, here the phallus becomes not a physiological manifestation of the male body,
but rather a symbolic presentation of the power of gender and sexuality.

The colonial death of the god(dess)

The phallic imagery of the Chalchiuhtlicue/Tlazolteotl relationship remains obscure
until we analyse the place of the tongue in the images of the Nahua god(desse)s. In an
image from the mid-sixteenth-century Codex Magliabechiano (Figure 7), a codex writ-
ten in the Spanish language but preserving some traditional if decontextualised Nahua
imagery, we see that Cihuacoatl survived the conquest intact and in some senses became
scarier yet.66 But, as I have noted, the Codex Magliabechiano was primarily a Hispanic
text, with the images performing an illustrative role. Still, according to Dominican friar
Diego Durán, an astute observer of Nahua gods and rituals, Cihuacoatl’s open mouth
and tongue signified her lust for the hearts of men.67 At the same time, the tongue in
much Nahua discourse signified a lascivious nature.68 We see again the relationship
between warfare, sacrifice and feminine sexuality. Here the Spanish narrative says that
Cihuacoatl celebrates the festival of the dead.69

How do we understand the ever-present tongues of the god(desse)s? We must turn
to the rather ambiguous tzitzimime, death figures and underworld gods that art histo-
rian Cecelia Klein convincingly argues related closely to Cihuacoatl, their controlling
god(dess), and whose flint-knife-like tongues appear prominently in their images.70 As
we can see in Figure 8, from the Codex Magliabechiano, a snake appears to emanate
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Figure 7: Cihuacoatl. Reprinted from Codex Magliabechiano (facsimile).
Published as The Book of the Life of the Ancient Mexicans, Zelia Nuttall,
ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1903), f. 45r.

Figure 8: Tzitzimitl. Reprinted from Codex Magliabechiano (facsimile).
Published as The Book of the Life of the Ancient Mexicans, Zelia Nuttall,
ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1903), f. 76r.

from beneath the tzitzimitl. The cognate image from a related codex, the Codex Tudela,
which was created from the same prototype as the Codex Magliabechiano, contains
no snake; instead, blood comes from the tzitzimitl’s open mouth, pouring down the
front of the image, ending in an arrow-like point between the figure’s legs.71 The blood
signified the tzitzimitl’s power, which stemmed from the figure’s ability to get Nahuas
to engage in sacrifice. The blood moving from the open mouth, between the legs, to
the ground, replicates the positioning of the tongue, liver and snake on the body of the
Magliabechiano tzitzimitl.

The Spanish text describing this figure in the Codex Magliabechiano says that the
tzitzimitl is a ‘dead man’.72 Yet we see that he wears a huipil, the top worn by Nahua
women. His huipil covers his bony body, but the snake emanates prominently from
beneath him to show his phallic power, just as he wears a necklace of hearts (with a
liver at the centre) to show his ability to get people to engage in sacrifice for him.

Nahuas called these figures tzitzimime, underworld gods most often characterised
as male. As we shall see, such a characterisation mistakes a colonialist re-inscription
for pre-conquest reality. According to a wide variety of sources, Nahuas feared the
tzitzimime in a similar manner as they feared the cihuateteo, women who became
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god(desse)s when they died in childbirth.73 The tzitzimime and the cihuateteo would
come from the underworld and lurk in the forests, waiting to steal hearts. Only sufficient
sacrifice could satisfy them.

These fearful (highly masculine?) figures thus signified the draw of the under-
world, and they appropriately became recoded as demonic figures in the Nahua world.74

Or did they? Klein has shown that these figures in the pre-conquest imaginary appear
female. In addition to the huipil, the tzitizmime wore skirts laced on the bottom with
shells. The image from the Codex Tudela also has a red back panel laced with shells at
the bottom – Nahua women wore both the skirt and the back panel. The lacing of the
bottom with shells appears reminiscent of Cihuacoatl’s costume. A few early colonial
documents describe the tzitzimime as female. In fact, Klein shows that texts declaring
the tzitzimime as male appear to actively and consciously seek to alter the identity of
the tzitzimime to make them demonic. As the devil is male, likewise the tzitzimime
became male.75

In Nahua cosmology, these tzitzimime did not signify as male, or as purely evil.
They could help one with cures just as easily as they could kill an individual. But let us
explore for a moment the reason that these figures became both male and demonic, at
least in the Hispanic mind, during the early colonial period. First, as underworld gods
who created mischief for people on earth, in the imaginations of Catholic priests it made
great sense to categorise them as types of demons, ignoring the fact that Nahuas did
not view them as universally evil. Second, as deities pictured with properties presumed
phallic, the Spaniards could easily categorise them as male, ignoring sartorial codes
that would problematise such a gender categorisation. These two rationales, though,
suggest more of an unconscious process at work than the conscious re-categorisation
process promoted in some of the secondary literature: in other words, it was not so
much that the priests made an effort to re-categorise these individuals to fit into their
agendas. Rather, they witnessed images that they automatically coded in their minds
as demonic male figures, and they acted accordingly.

Cihuacoatl closely relates to the tzitzimime and the other death figures through
her tongue. Figure 7 prominently displays Cihuacoatl’s tongue, ready to penetrate
the heart for which she waits. Further, as a warrior god(dess), she carried the name
of ‘woman serpent’, a reference to one key phallic figure. We also see in her pre-
conquest image the prominent role of her tongue, which in Figure 9, from the Mexica
version of the calendar, is simply a flint knife, much like the tongue of the tzitzimitl in
the Magliabechiano image. The flint knife, the phallic signifier of sacrifice, becomes
equated with Cihuacoatl’s tongue in the collective memory produced in this state-
sponsored display.

We can also note the relationship of sexuality to the portrayal of the hair of
Cihuacoatl and the tzitzimime. In another image, Cihuacoatl’s hair is made up of
centipedes, scorpions and other insects – all signifiers of sexual excess.76 Pre-conquest
and colonial iconography consistently related such animals of the earth to excess.77

These relate to the common theme in Nahua sources: women portrayed as sexually
excessive had tousled hair. The knives in the hair of the tzitzimime seem likely to
portray a similar relation.

The sources prominently displayed the tongues of certain deities, and these
tongues meant different things under different circumstances, but in each case the
tongue signified a ritual element of excess unmistakably absent from accepted daily
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Figure 9: Cihuacoatl, from a Nahua calendar. Photograph by Pete Sigal.

practices. Witness the tongues of the tzitzimime. These tongues present the excess
related to feasting upon blood and heart. The tongue of Tlazolteotl signified her las-
civious nature. In Figure 9, Cihuacoatl’s flint-knife tongue signified her importance in
sacrifice.

The tongue in each of these images presents us with a narrative related to power.
The individual with the exposed tongue has power over others, and that tongue con-
sistently signifies the excesses of ritual, prohibited in daily life. These phallic tongues,
related closely with Cihuacoatl and other deities, suggest that god(desse)s have power
over people.

While Cihuacoatl was hardly a typical god(dess), she signified what all others did:
a coming together of two principles, the feminine (fertility and feminine sexuality) and
the masculine (warfare and masculine sexuality). It is this coming together of variously
gendered phenomena that may force us to question whether these god(desse)s can be
characterised as goddesses at all.

In pre-conquest times we find significant gender ambiguity in the positions of
many supernatural figures. In the Codex Laud, the presence of the phallus asserted a
dynamic power relationship between the phallicised deity and the humans portrayed
in the act of childbirth. In two images from this codex, we find related death figures
with both loincloths and skirts (see Figures 10 and 11).78

In Figure 10, we see that the death figure has his sacrificial knife pointed at the
woman who appears to hand over her child. The obvious suggestion that this child
will be sacrificed is less important to us than the phallic nature of the death figure.
The symbolic role of sacrifice and the power of the sacrificial knife relate back to the
loincloth – not necessarily seen as hiding a penis, but certainly as a symbolic registration
of the phallic power of the death figure, here containing both male (loincloth) and
female (skirt) attributes.

In another case, Figure 11, we see the same death figure, this time without a
sacrificial knife, as the child has yet to be born. The death figure points to a naked
pregnant woman. We also see a snake’s tail pointing toward the woman, and a bird
enters her mouth. Again, the death figure, with both skirt and loincloth, relates to the
system of sacrifice (as well as the dangers of childbirth).

The images of the gods connect the loincloth closely with the power of the actor.
Each deity maintains his or her power through the presence of some sign of the phallus.
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Figure 10: Death figure. Reprinted from Codex Laud
(facsimile), Ferdinand Anders, ed. (Austria: Akademische
Druck- und Verlagsanstalt; Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura
Económica, 1994), p. 27.

Figure 11: Death figure. Reprinted from Codex Laud
(facsimile), Ferdinand Anders, ed. (Austria: Akademis-
che Druck- und Verlagsanstalt; Mexico City: Fondo de
Cultura Económica, 1994), p. 30.

And in each case these phallic signifiers relate closely to sexual excess. I argue that the
phallus placed on the body of the god(dess) asserts a type of (feminine) sexual power
in the cosmological realm.

We witness these power dynamics further as we explore the relationship between
the god(desse)s. As Chalchiuhtlicue had the identity of the ‘precious jade skirt’, and the
skirt in Nahua discourse signified female, despite her penis in Figure 4, she appears to
remain female.79 We must note that we have found few images of Nahua women with
loincloths, so the portrayal of god(desse)s with loincloths, snakes and other phallic
signifiers appears not to have extended to human women.80

Indeed, the Nahuas viewed the bulk of the god(desse)s as combined warriors
and fertility figures. The authors of these texts signify the roles of these god(desse)s
through the representation of images of fertility (including presenting them as giving
birth, but most often simply showing them with elements to spin or weave cotton, or
with maize, as Nahuas linked both cotton and maize to fertility) and images of war
(most often, as with the case of Cihuacoatl, with shields and bundles of arrows, but
also including knives and other implements of sacrifice).
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Figure 12: Tlazolteotl. Reprinted from Codex Laud (facsimile),
Ferdinand Anders, ed. (Austria: Akademische Druck- und Verla-
gsanstalt; Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1994), p. 29.

None of this will surprise those with knowledge of Nahua notions of childbirth.
Nahuas provided a woman giving birth to a child the title of ‘warrior’. In the Florentine
Codex, a midwife exhorted the pregnant woman, about to give birth, to ‘grasp well the
little shield. My daughter, my youngest one: be an eagle woman. Face it. Imitate the
eagle woman, Cihuacoatl’.81 The reference to ‘eagle woman’ (quauhcihuatl) referred
to the eagle designation of an acclaimed warrior.82 The shield referred to Cihuacoatl’s
shield. Thus Cihuacoatl became the god(dess) who protected women during childbirth.
Her warrior personality became the personality of the woman giving birth to the child.

Tlazolteotl also helped women through the process of childbirth, and her image
suggests a similar combination of gendered attributes. But, unlike Cihuacoatl, who
combined sartorial images of femininity with external accoutrements of masculinity,
many other god(desse)s, including Tlazolteotl, ‘played’ with concepts of sexual excess
and the human body while also asserting the coming together of genders. Thus we
witness, in Figure 12 (from the Codex Laud), Tlazolteotl’s exposed breasts signifying
the sexed female body, while other elements signify a coming together of two genders
and a phallic symbolism.83 We see that Tlazolteotl wears a skirt, a feminine cueitl,
but even on the skirt we note a problematic notion: the bones signify her role in
sacrifice, largely considered a masculine ritual sphere. Still, many sacrifices occur
for the god(desse)s, so even though male priests and victims dominate most of the
ceremonies from the vantage points of the viewers, the god(desse)s play a major role.
Further, the cihuateteo commonly wore such skirts.84 More centrally, emanating from
beneath Tlazolteotl’s skirt, we find a loincloth, a seemingly exclusive signifier of the
male body, intended to evoke the male member. As we rarely see penises in any Nahua
texts, one might suggest that the author intends the loincloth to evoke the penis; to
suggest its presence without directly showing it. The loincloth is thus a signifier without
a signified.

The signifier (loincloth) is a creative application of the signified (phallus) that
does not exist in any place but the symbolic sphere. Thus, while a Nahua individual
can imagine the possibility of a penis beneath Tlazolteotl’s loincloth, just as that
individual can imagine the possibility of a penis beneath the man’s loincloth, in both
cases the Nahua cultural and linguistic frames intend the loincloth not to assert such an
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Figure 13: Tlazolteotl. Reprinted from Codex Laud (facsimile),
Ferdinand Anders, ed. (Austria: Akademische Druck- und Ver-
lagsanstalt; Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1994),
p. 39.

imaginary, but rather to leave a symbolic imprint that relates to the power and prestige
of the individual wearing the loincloth. The tlacuilo does not intend to make the Nahua
commoner believe that Tlazolteotl’s loincloth hides her penis. Rather, these authorial
voices intend the loincloth to evoke a certain sense of awe at the power (encoded as
phallic) of the individual thus portrayed.85

But Tlazolteotl cannot be coded as male. She gives birth to children, and she
signifies a feminine sexuality that seems at one moment out of control and at another
moment not only in control but also leading to the continuation of society. In another
image from the Codex Laud (Figure 13), we see Tlazolteotl in much of her traditional
costume and headdress.86 Here she holds cotton-spinning implements in one hand and
sacrificial implements in the other. She wears a cueitl, but instead of the loincloth we
saw above, she here has a serpent coming out from beneath her skirt. The serpent’s head
encloses the head of a man also seen on the other side of the image. The man wears
the mask of Ehecatl, the god of wind. The man’s head connects with a body that seems
to disappear into a glyph that contains some serpent-like creatures. The man points
a (beckoning? accusatory?) finger at Tlazolteotl. All the while, underneath the man,
we see an unusual image of a naked woman in a squatting (childbirth?) position, with
her pubic hair highlighted. This woman has many of the features of Tlazolteotl, but
she lacks the facial paint and the identifying markers associated with spinning cotton.
The woman connects with the highly feminine Tlazolteotl, who herself connects with
the phallic figure, the god of wind. All together, they signify a coherent, if excessive,
unity. Tlazolteotl becomes at once a phallic aggressor (using Ehecatl to have sex with
the woman?) and a god(dess) engaged in feminine sexuality (being the woman, having
sex with Ehecatl?).

Thus, for Tlazolteotl, her character as a god(dess) stems from her excessive
activity, seemingly in both the masculine and feminine sexual spheres. Her phallus,
whether as a snake or as a loincloth, never entirely obscures her skirt. Both are necessary
for her to engage in her excessive behaviour.

Tlazolteotl’s sexual excess, a central part of her character, points to her position as
a gender-indeterminate deity. With her secondary sexual characteristics often shown,
we must categorise her as a goddess. Yet here I have argued that the more important
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categorisation is the grammatically impossible position of the god(dess), one who
signified the power of both genders, but primarily through symbolic structures and
sexual excesses. If we are to ‘separate gender and sexuality analytically to more
accurately reflect their separate social existence’, we fail to analyse Tlazolteotl, at least
as she existed before the Spanish arrived. If instead, we use this theoretical intervention
as a point of contention, we may be able to find a ‘traffic in women’ that is loaded with
phallic significance – and colonial context.

Remembering Cihuacoatl

In 1539 in the Nahua town of Culhuacan, the leader of the community led his people
in the worship of a series of deities among the most prominent fertility gods, at a
place called Xochitlan (‘Flower Land’), probably referring to Tamoanchan, the home
of the gods.87 Xochitlan related to a cave in Culhuacan in which they performed the
ceremonies. The cave, signifying the womb of the earth god(dess), was the place where
they worshipped Tezcatlipoca (a warrior god) and Cihuacoatl.88 There, several priests
dressed in the (unspecified) clothes of the gods began to sacrifice their own blood.
Then they performed a heart excision sacrifice of a youth, feeding his heart and his
blood to Tezcatlipoca and Cihuacoatl.89

As little assimilation would have occurred by 1539, the promotion of such deities
is unsurprising. Even in 1629, though, we find that Cihuacoatl survived in the mem-
ories and imaginations of some Nahuas. In an idolatry investigation, we find Nahuas
worshipping this god(dess). There the god(dess) helped to capture deer and engage in
curing rites.90

How is it possible that Nahua leaders promoted a religion devoted to Cihuacoatl
and the others? How is it possible that commoners worshipped her and other fertility
god(desse)s with such vigour? The seventeenth-century Nahua commoners produced
a memory of fertility god(desse)s not because of the needs of an obscure pre-conquest
system that we remember as the Aztec empire, but rather because of their contemporary
needs and desires. They needed to make the earth fertile and to produce cures for
disease. They desired gods that would aid them in sexual performance. Catholicism
could not do this, so Nahua commoners used oral and written practice to keep re-
producing their fertility god(desse)s. The commoners in particular imagined Cihuacoatl
as a god(dess) linked closely with both warfare and fertility. And she promoted feminine
sexuality.

We fail, though, to understand her position if we promote a strict division between
gender and sexuality. Indeed, neither of these categories is adequate to describe and
analyse the positions of the god(desse)s, their changes through colonialism and their
ritual purposes. Rubin’s call to separate gender and sexuality from each other becomes,
in the story of the Nahuas, an incomplete project. While we must analyse sexuality as a
unit distinct from gender, we cannot do so for non-western peoples unless we develop
different theoretical and methodological frameworks for understanding the positions
of Nahua deities and people.

Victor Turner argues that the liminal space of ritual is likened to the womb,
bisexuality and other elements.91 ‘Betwixt and between’ and ‘bisexual’ sound like
good ways to contextualise Nahua beliefs in Cihuacoatl, Tlazolteotl and the others.
But Turner himself used this place to analyse not deities, but rather human participants
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in ritual performance. Moreover, the deities signify not liminality, but rather large
containers, bundles of attributes that had the power to transform all. Through a close
analysis of the ritual process, writ large and small, we can determine the ways in
which the deities become entities that exceed gender and transform sexuality. Hence,
as we re-enter the Nahua world in order to develop a better analysis of sexuality as it
presents itself in non-western societies, we necessarily move beyond not only the all-
encompassing category of gender, as Rubin advocates, but also the supposedly stable
category of sexuality.
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