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THE TREE OF LIFE SYMBOL; 1TS SIGNIFICANCE IN

ANCIENT AMERICAN RELIGION

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

- .
-EggiProblam.ggwggg.Thesis | _
| Whan.the Europeans arrived in the New World iﬁ the

_éarly Eiiteenth century, they were amazed to discover that-the
cross was extensively used by the natives as a religlous
symbol, Many fantastic hypotheses were advanced by the early'
explorers to explain its presence, some even postulating that.
St. Thomas had come to the New World and taught the Christlian :
religion to the ancient Americans,

Since the time of 1ts early discovery much has been
learned concerning the distribution of this symbol in the
New-World. It was used in architecturse, éuCh as c¢ruciform
tombs, and was extensively employed in sculptures and
~hieroglyphic manuscripts as a decorative element, Itﬁ many
forms included the Greek, Latin, St. Andrew, Maltese, and Tau_

crosses, as well as a conventlonallzed c¢ross-shaped tree that

has since been designated as the "Tree of Life."
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Thé lattér fofm of the crbss, the so-called
- MPree of ILife," 1s one of the most interesting symbols in_the.'
ﬁncient religion of the central "Mesoamerican®™ area of the
New‘World (that is, central Mexico and northern Central
 pmerica). The religious significance of this symbol has yet

faxbe determined and constitutes the problem of this th6313.'_'

Purpose of the Study .
L_ Hﬁtitoﬁ mu¢h 1s known today éboﬁt ﬁhé'feligion.of
'aﬁciant'Mesoamsrica; and it will only be through an intensive
'comparative study of the vﬁrious delties as presented in the

hieroglyphlc manuscripts and native writings, and of the

- - symbolic religious art in the architectural and sculptural.

remains, that greater knowledge of the subject will be gained;
The "Tree of Life,™ one of the most striking religious symbols
! of the area, may be one key to such knowledge. -

. There is alsc the possibllity that such a study will
give énlightenmﬁnt on the origin of the high civilizations
of“tpis area. There are today especially two theories '
advanced to solve the problem of Mesoamerican origins, the
-first-umaintained'by nearly all Americanists--that tﬁe advanced
Mesoamerican civlilizations developed indigenously in the New
World; and the second, that they were the result of diffusion

or direct colonization from the Old'WOrld. In view of the
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fact that the "Tree of Life® 18 also a prominent religious

symbol in the anclent civilizations of the 0ld World, 1its
occurrence in anclent America, 1if carefully studled and com-
pared with that in the 014 World, may constitute impeortant
evidence for solving this fundamental problem of Mesoamerlcan
origins,

Many writers have mentioned the presence of the cross 1n
the New World, but there have been few publications which have
dealt.with the aymbollexolusively. In 1879 the Smithéﬁnian
Iﬁa;itute published Charles Rau's The Palenguo Tablet-(ETablet
of tha,Croas“).l This, however; is an hiatar;cal'studj:ihidh
makes.no attempt to intqrprét the.aymboliam‘qr the tablet. 1In
1901 Adam.Qniroga'sLE_Cruz1gEL£marica was published,z_and in

1902 Societe Seiaﬁtifique_da Bruxelles published Les Croix

Precolomblennes by E. Baauvois.3 Theses two publications also
arée of an historical and descriptive nature only. The writer
knéws of no publicationiér study other than the present one
which concerns 1fself_pr1mgrily with the important problem of
interpretation of the 'Trée of Life"™ symbol.

lcharles Rau, The Palenque Tablet (Washington: Published
by the Smithsonian Institute, 13795. |

ZAdam.Quirog&,'ta Cruz en America (Buenas Aires:
Editorial Americana, 190l1). .

3R, Beauvols, Les Crolx Precolomblennes (Bruxelles:

Publiee par La Societe Sclentiflque de Bruxelles, 1902).
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Methed and Procedure

The ®Tree of Life™ is closely assocliated with a number
of symbols in the great cbmplex of Mesoamerican religious
symbollism, as for example with the symbols of the four direec-
tiong and associated four ®Sky-bearers.™ It will be impossible
in thls preliminary study to Include a discussion of such
related symbols, The present Investigation will be llimited,
therefore, to the eruciform tree and to those e¢losely
associated elements which must especially be considered in the
interpretation of the symbol.

It will be necessary, also, to place the greatest
emphasls on the ™Tree of Life" in the ﬁaya aresa, since in that
region are found the clearest as well as earliest and most
numerous representatiens of the symbol.

There wlll of necessity be weaknesses in the study. In
the first place, the fleld of religious symbolism is vast and
complex, requiring years of intensive study to acquire a basic
understanding of the interrelationship of specific symbols.
Then, too, until the hieroglyphic writing is fully deciphered,
there must always be an element of uncertainty as to the actual
meaning of certaln signs and.éymbols. However, despite such
handicaps, 1t will bé possible to arrive at certain definite

conclusions as to the meaning of the "Tree of Life" symbol.
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Organization of the Thesils

The study wlll consist of eight chapters and an
appendix. TIn the remsining part of this introductory chapter
will be presented background information essential to a full
understanding of theproblem, and a survey of the religion of
the advanced cultist civilizatlion of ancilent Mesocamerica,
Chapter II will present the "Tree of Life™ symbol as a whole,
The next five chapters will discuss the main elements of the
symbol involved in its interpretation. Chapter VIII wlill con-
gist of a summary of the preceding material and iInterpretative
conclusions. The appendlix will discuss an intriguing signi-
ficance of the "Tree of Life" symbol in ancient America, in

view of its occurrence glso in the 0l1d World.

The Archasological Setting
Thé Mescamerican Area

The area of the New World embraced in this study com-
prises that portion of Mexico and Central America where, in
pre-Columbian times, flourished the high civilization of those
remarkable peoples known to us today as the Maya, Aztecs,
Toltecs, Zapotecs, Olmecs, etc,; that is, the area comprising
the states of Mexico lying south of roughly 22° North Latitude,
including those in northern Central America, aﬁd the territory

of Quintana Roo; also, in Central America, the republics of
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Guatemala and El Salvador, the western parts of Honduras and
Nlcaragua, and northern Costa.Rica (see Figure 1). In 1943

the term "Mesoamerica®™ was introduced to designate this area
in place of the over-worked term "Middle America,® which had
been used by archaeologlsts to refer not only to the reglon
occupled by these peoples of advanced cultures, but also to-thﬁ
entire territory from Panama to the Rlo Grande, at times

including even the Andean region of Sauth.Amﬂric&;h_

The Ancient Archseological History of MesoamaricaS

Of the first steps toward high civilization in Mseso-
emerlca, very little is known. A few traces of early hunting
groups dating from late Ice Age #nd early post-Ice Age times--
that is, from a period about 15,000 years ago--haxe been found
In the Valley of Mexico, but they apparently besr no relation-
ship to the later peoples occupylng that area,

Above the remains of these early "Nomadic Hunting"
cultures thére should be found the remains of primlitive farm-
ing cultures, representing the rudimentery stage of civiliza-

tion, including the beginnings of sedentary life based on

hFor a detailed charscterization of the "Mesoamerican
area® see Paul Kirchoff, Acta Americana, Veol. 1, No. 1l

(January-March, 1943), pp. 92-107.

5After*M.'Wells Jakeman, Class Lectures, course in
Mesoamericean archaeology, Brigham Young University, 1949,
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ag_ricu_l‘turé and the devalﬁpment of-' such arts as pottery-
méking, ¢cloth-making, and house-bullding. Strangely enough,
however, of this stage of culture growth no definlte trace
has yet bsen found in Mesoamerica,

The esarliest advanced culture so far identified in the
area may be sald to represent a stage of development midway
between the undiscovered and hypothetlie "Primitive Farming®
cultures and the ®"High Mesoamerican® civilizati’on.~ Ag yetr
discovered only at sites in highland central Mexico (the
"Lower Middle®™ or ®"Copilco-Zacatenco® culture of that regien),
this firast ancient agricultural civilization of Mesoamerica
dates probably, in its undiscovered beginnings, to the third
millennium B, C, In thls period the basic subsistence complex
and handicraft technologles of anclent American civiligation,
such as malize agriculture, loom-weaving, pottery-making by the
coil technique, and wattle-and-daub house constructlon,
suddenly make thelir appearance, Numerous hand-made cléy
figurines apparently represent a mother goddess as votlve
offerings in a fertility cult. This firat adv;anced culture
may be designated (in view of its characteristic, simple
figurine eult), the "Early Cultist® civiligation.

The second advanced agricultural eivilization of
Mesoamerica, the "Advanced “ultist™ or "High Mesocamerican,®

which was characterlzed by davelopéd ritual, saw the flowering
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of Mesoamerican culture. Although more complex and progressive,
from the beginning, than the ®Early Cultist®™ civilization, it
was evlidently not & direct outgrowth of the latter, and 1is,
therefore, also of unknown origin, This pericd is merked by

the "dominance of religion, or at least cultism, in nearly

all activities, « -« « « centering In the worship or cult of =
god of raln, fertlility, or life, and featurlng temple ritual

and symbolic religious art.“6

Its general charsascteristics
include towns and citles, intenslive agriculture (with irriga-
tion in dry regions), true corn, fine cotton textiles,
advanced pottery, mound-bullding, masonry and architecture,
fine stone sculpture, metallurgy, hieroglyphié writing,
advanced calendar system, theocratlc government, craft
speclialization, and c¢lass distinctions,

This civilization had three main periods of development.
During the earliest, the "Formative®™ or "Pre-Classic" period
or culture, dating from perhaps 200 B. C. or earlier to about
350 or 400 A. D., the principal characteristics of the
Advanced Cultist civilization were established. In the final
phase of this earliest period, deting to about 200-350 (L4L00) A. D.
(the only phase of this period so far discovered to any extent),

there emerged such regional cultist developments of the

6Jﬁkeman, loc. cit.



10
civilization as the "Early Olmec® in southern Mexisco and the
Gulf Coast reglon and the nearly_identical "Rarly Hayﬁ." :'I.n
Yucatan, the "Upper Middle® or '”GuicuilcogTicoinan" in high-
land central Mexico, and the "Miraflores®™ in highiand .
Gua.temﬁla. | .

The second period of the Advanae& Cultist eivilization

was that of the "Florescent Ceremonial® or ®"Classie™ cultures,
or advanced regional speeializatidna (Classie Oliée or La

Venta, Classie Maya, Téoﬁiliua'can, Class-ié. "Zaﬁet.ae); dating

from sbout 350 (400) to about 890 A. D. _Thi_s_~-was- the period

of full cui‘oist development, fé'atur_ing high pyramid templea,.

complex ceremonial centers, elaberate rituals occasionally invel-

ving human sacrifice, and a rich religious symbolism (™Jaguar

' mask," "feathered serpent,® "tree of 1life,"™ ete.)., It was also

the perlod of the classid'achiévements of anclent Mesoamerica

111_1311';31'1_ arts. as stone sculpture, stueco modeling, vase painting,

and astronomy and chronology.

The Florescent Ceremonial or Classic period came to an
end :!.n" change, unrest, and temporary retrogression; some cltles
fell into ruin or were abandoned, while others passed under
alien domination. Pollowing the disappearance of the ceremonisl
cultures, however, the Advaneced Cultlist civilization was agaln

unified under militant cultists, such as the famous Toeltec
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priest-king and conqueror Quetzalcoatl,7 and thus was ushered
in the third or "Millitaristic® Ipariod. War gods and militarism
now became dominant, with conquest carried on for tribute and
for victims for human sacrifice, and religlous centers becomling
walled or fortified towns., The period is marked, however, by
a renaissance in art, and by the classic achievements of
ancient Mesocamerica in architecture. Three phases mark the
period. The first, a transitional phase lasting from about
890 to 1000 A. D., was one of barbarian invasions, and the
conquests and "empire®™ of Quetzalcoatl or Kukulcan. The second,
the ¥Toltec™® p]:iase, lasted from 1000 to about 1175 A. D. (epoch
of Tula in central Mexico and "Mexican Maya" Chichen Itza in
Yucatan). This was followed by the "Mixteca-Nahua®™ or "Aztec"®
period, dating from sbout 1175 to 1521/1545 A, D., which
brought the Militaristic development to a climax in the Aztec
Emplire, With the fall of the Aztecs to the European invaders
in 1521, and of the Maya in 1545, came the end of the decadent
Militaristic cultures, and therewith also the end of the

ancient Mesoamerican civilization,

Not to be confused with the ancient god "Quetzalcoatl,®™
whose bird or feathered-serpent emblem first appears on the
temples of the preceding Florescent Ceremonisal period,




: Survey of the Religion of the R

II Advanced Cultist Civilization of Ancient Mesoamarica
| | Rellgion or cultism dominated every phase of 11fa in
. tha-gdvanced.CultiSt-or High Mesoamerican civilzation. It
i’iﬁcludEd'aupantheonzof gods and developed theology, elabcrate€ '
f témple rites or ceremonies;-a;graded.priesthood, and a complei i;;;
f:symbolist N h . -
- The panthedn éeémingly cdnsisted of innumﬁrable deitles,;3:
 some great, and others of lesser significance, however, study of;fﬁ
" the situation reveals that many of the gods were actually'mﬂrelyifﬂ
different aspects or manifestations of a few Great Gods, each
being called by:fhﬁ_nangWhichibest expregged the speclal asp&é#fjﬁ
fapregented, T T [

}zgg,creator;gggyy-ﬁt'the7héaa,bf the pantheon stood o
- ﬁhe~Graator of the-Universé;jthé God bf Iife and SuStenance,_ﬁffJT
| He was the sumpreme, indfféﬁle'Gﬁd; $0 far1ab0ve the ordinar? ¥}l@
Péﬂple that he played but a small roléﬁin their lives, }In' :

Yucatan;this.Supreme Creator God was called Hunab Ku, "the

| Ohe God." The seventeenth-century Yucatan historian cholluda f‘j
~ describes him as “the one llving and true God, who they Said f(;j

- Is the greatest of the gods, and who cannot be figured or

—

;&represented'becausa he is incorporesl. . . .“8' In the Book of 5“

| 8@1330 Lopez de Cogolludo, Historla de Yucaten (Madrids
Ivan Garcia Infanzon, 1688), p. 192 ("Creian los Indios de L
Yucatan que avia un Dios unico, viuo, y verdadero, que dezizn
ser el mayor de los Dioses, y que no tenia figura, ni se podia
figurar por ser incorpcreo. A este llameban Hunab Ku, « . . . -
- De. este dezlan, que procedlan todas las cosas, y como & incorporeo,
- no 1e adoraban con imagen alguna. . « « +").. -




1

Chilem Balam of Chumayel he is called Oxlahunti-ku which

means literally "Thirteen God (or Gods).” Rojs states that
the "Thirteen Gods™ are probably the geds of the thirteen
heavens of the Maya cosmos, who are usually treated as a
single god.9 Barrera Vemquez suggests that this name signifies
that he was the "Infinite God."LV

Turning to central Mexlico, we find that the head of
the Aztec pant:heaﬁ was Tlogue Nahaque, the Creator, %a Lsupreme
and ineffable god,® whose worship was also reatricted.]‘l Below
him, however, was & creative couple, Tonacatecuhtli, ®Creator
God, Lord of our Substance,®™ and his wife Tonacacihuatl, who
fulfilled the function of parents and qr_igin_ for other divinitie_s.?‘z

The Codex Tellerisno-Remensls states that this god Tonacatecuhtll

"when it appeared good to him, breathed and divided the waters

of the heaven and the earth, which at flrst were all confused

nl3

together, and disposed them as they are now, In southern

9Reﬁvtll:ah L. Roys, editor, The Book of Chilam Balam of
Chumayel (Washington: Carnegle Institution of washlIngton, 1933),

p-?-

,loAlfredo Barrera vgsquez',' "l.os Dioses Mayas,®™ Mefxico

Prehispanico (Mexico: Rafael Loera.y Chavez, 1946), p. 512. The
number thirteen was a symbol for completion or infinity in Maya
nmarﬁlﬂgy-

llgeorge C. Vaillant, Aztecs of Mexico (Garden City, N. Y.:

D. Appleton-Century Company, 1940}, P. 17k,

121p1d., p. 17h.

13r,0wis Spence, The Gods of Mexice (New York: Frederick A.
Stokes Company, 1920), p. OT7e
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Mexico the Zapotec creator god equivalent to Tlogue Nahaque
and Hunab Ku was known by such names as Coqui-Xee, Coqui-Cella
(*Lord of the Beginning®™), or Piji-tao ("the Great Wind").
It was sald of him that _"he was the creator of all things and
was himself uncreated."ul- There also was a creator palr (like
Tonacateéuhtli and Tonacacihuatl of the Aztecs), called Cozasna,
"Creator, Maker of all Beasts,®™ and Hulchaana, "Creator, Maker
of Men and Fishes."15

In highland Guatemala, the supreme god in. the Creative
Councll of the Quiche nation was Hunahpu, who held a positibn
similar to that of Hunab Ku of the Maya, and was assoclated with
two other gods, Gukumatz and Hurukan, in the work of creation.
A creator palr, Xplyaco¢ and Xmucane, ldentlcal or closely '
connected with Tonacatecuhtll and Tenacacihuatl of the Azfecs >

were the Quiche father snd moether gads.lé

The Rain, Fertlllty, or Life God.~-The central delity of

Mesoamerlca was, however, the raliln, fertility, or life god. 1In

Yucatan his principal manifestatlion was that of Chac, the Rain

God. "™Chac was a rain-god, primarily, and by assocliation, god

of the wind, thunder, and lightning, and hence by extension, of

' l’-l-Hartley Burr Alexander, in The Mytholo of all Races,
(Bastan: Marshsall Jones Company, 1920), Vol. X, P. 57.

161’0201 Vuh, trans. Adrian Recinos (Mexico: Fondo de
Cultura Economlica, 1947), pp. 87, 96.
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fertlility andlagriculture in a broad sense; that 1s the 1ldea

of growth and germination, and by stlill further extension, even

of the cornfields.“l7 Chac was not only regarded as a single

god, but also as four gods in one, a different Chac for each

of the cardinal polnts. Closely assoclated with the Chacs

and the four cardinal points were the Bacabs or ¥sSky-bearers?s

Among the multitude of gods whieh this nation worshipped,

they worshipped four, each of them called Bacab., They ssald
they were four brothers whom God, when he created the world,
placed at the four polnts of 1t, holdlng up the sky so that
1%t should not fall. They also sald of the Bscabs that they
escaped when the world was destroyed by the deluge. They
gave other names to each of them and designated by them the

part of the woiéd*#here God had placed him, bearing up the
heavens. . « »

Cogolludo states that the Bacabs were also gods of thelwinds.lg
The clese connection between rain and wind gods 1s to be noted
in Morley's statement: BChac seems to have been assocliated
with the ;ind-god; e ¢« « o« indeed the wind-god may again be only
a speclal manifegstation of the rain-god, and may have had no

n20

separate exlstence. . . . . ~  Roys polnts out that the native

author of the sixteenth-century Maya Motul dictionary considers

17Sylvanus G. Morley, The Ancient Maya (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1946), p. 213,

18Landa’siﬁalaciéﬁ de las Cosas de Yucatéﬁ, ed, and trans.
Alfred M. Tozzer (Papers of the Peabody Museum of American
Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University. Cambridge:
Published by the Museum, 1941), p. 136.

1900gelludo,‘ggr cilt., p. 197.

ZQH@PIBF} op. cit., p. 225,



17

the Chacs to be one person and states that Chac was a gigantic
man who taught agrieculture, whom they later considered the god
of bread, water, thunder, and lightning.21 The Raln God was &
benevolent deity, always the friend of man, assoclated wi.th
creation and life, and never his enemy; never 1s this god .
allied with the povi.;ers of death and destruction,<Z

In highland central Mexlco. the Rain God (or gods)
corresponding te Chac In Yucatan, was called Tlaloc, Tlaloc was
the god who lived in the terrestrial paradlse end who gave to
men life subsistence. That he was unquestionably one of thé
most venerated gods of Mexico la apparent from the fact that
five of the yearly festlvals were celebrated in his honor. He
was also an important deity of pre-Aztec times, being the
prineipal god of the Toltecs. As in Yucatan, so in Mexico there
were four "Sky-bearers®™ (compare the four Bacabs of the Maya),
identlical or closely associated with the Chacs, doubtlessly teo
be equated with them, namely, Tlaulzalpantecuhtli, Oton Tecuhtli,

Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl, and Mictlantecuhtll, These Sky-bearers
are the same as the Tzitzimime, gods of the alr who brought the
raln and water, ths thunder and 11ghtning.23

21303'8, op. ¢it,, p. 172.
22Morley, op. cit., p. 225.

233, Bric Thompson, S Bearers, Colors and Directions ir
Maya asnd Mexican Religion (Contributlons to American Archaeology
No. 10, Washington: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 193)4.) R
Pe 229,
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In southern Mexico, Cociljo, god of rain, thunder, and
lightning, and symbolized by the Jaguar, corresponds to Tlaloce
and Chac, On the esast coast of Mexico the Rain God was El Tajin,
also symbolized by the jaguar. In highland Guatemala the
equivalent delty was Tohil or Toh, god of rain, agriculture, and
the cardinal points. Hurukan, god of wind, however, may also be
considered a rain god.eh
The antiquity of the Rain-asnd-Wind God (or gods) 1s
noted by the archaeologist Armillas: "In the Gulf coast of
Mexico there lived in the time corresponding to the culture of
I.a.-Venta, a type of ancestor of Tlaloc and his near relatives
Chac, Coci jo, and Tajin.“25 Thompson also notes this antiquity:
Most typicﬁl. e « oils the worship of the rain gods of
fertility-~the Chacs of Yucatan, the Tlalocs of the Valley
of Mexico. . . oSeemingly this was the religion which early
sources inform us preceded the Introduction of l1ldolatry, 6

and which has partly survived to the present day., . . . .

The Great Priest God.=-The greast priest-god who intro-

duced the arts and sciences (hieroglyphic writings and books,

ZhMateos H%guera, "Cuadgo Sinoptico de los Panteones
Mesosmericenos,™ Mexico Prehispanico (Mexico: Rafael Loera y
Chavez, 1946), following p. .

25Pedro Armillas, quoted by Miguel Acosta Salgnes, ed.,
Bernardino de Sahagun, Hiastorlia General de las Cosas de Nueva

Espana (Mexico: Editorial Nueva Espana, S. A., IQEEL De 236

26J. Erie S. Thompson, "The Moon Goddess in Middle

America,” Contributions to American Anthropolo and History,

Vol, V, Nos. 24-29 (Contributions to American Anthropology and
History, No. 29. Washlngton: Published by the Carnegle Institute
of Washington, 1939}, p. 127.
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the calendar and chronology, etc.), was a very important deity

of Mescamerica. In the Maya area this god was called Itzamna,

Lord of the Heavens and Lord of Day and Night, the son of the
27

Creator God Hunab Ku, Itzamna was extensively worshlpped

under different names such as Kinich Ahau, Yaxcocahmut, Kabul,

etc., each being a different manifestation of the same delty,
As Kinich Ahau, "Sun-eyed Lord,"™ he was the Sun God or Lord of
Light; as Yaxcocahmut, the Sky-God; as Kabul, the Healing God,
But he also appears in one aspect to be the Rain or Life God,
Chec (or the deity whom the Chacs or rain gods represent),
since his most common neme Itzamne probably means “the Moisture

of Heaven,® while another of his titles is Itzimt'ul Chac 28

Moreover, he had a fourfold aspect like Chac, each aspect, as
In the case of Chac, being associated with a world direction and
a world color.29 During the "burner ceremony" he was invoked
along with the Chacs for rain making.30 The early authority

Ilzana states that he was assoclated with the sky, and attributes

27Morley, op. cit., p. 223.

28Jakaman, loc, cit.; see also Thompson, "The Moon Goddess
in Middle Americs,™ Contributions to American Anthropolo
and History, Vel. V, Nos. ZE'29:.EE- cit,, p. 101,

29Thompson, "The Moon Goddess in Middle America,'

Contributions to American Anthropology and History, Vol., V,
NOS- - 9’ EE- C .y P- ®

301bid., p. 152.
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to him thé remark;., "I am the dew or substance of heaven and

the clouds.,"3l TItzamna's connection with rain is further
emphasized in an account 1n the RelaciSBUQE_CamEocolche‘I_
Chocola which states that in times of hunger (that is, when
there was no rain), the Méya,made sacrifices to 1tzamna, safing,
"Great lord'of the sky, who art placed in the clouds and in the
éky, give us a good year of maize.“32

Itzamna was a benevolent delty, never connected with
destruction and never associated with the symbois of death33
(cﬁmpare Chac), as indicated also by his worship as the éod
of medicine and of healing, under the title of Kebul.

The priesb-or cultureégod:inihighlandhcentral.Mexico |
correspoﬁding to Iltzamna of Yucatan apparently was 'uetzalcoatl,
“the Precious Bird- (or Feethered-) Serpent,” also called N
-Ehﬁcatl, God of the Winds, ILike Itzamna he was associated w;tﬁ
the four quarters., When Corté% landed at Vera Cruz, Montezuma
believed that the god Quetzalcoatl had returned, and therefore

sent him'™the dress that was appropriate to him," which consisted

31lRernardo de LLizena, Historia de Yucatén (Mexico, D. F.:

Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 13935, De E.

32Thompson, "The Moon Goddess in Middle America,™

Contributions to American Anthropolo and History, Vol. V,
Nos. §E-29, loc. clt,

33M0rley, op. ¢cilt., p. 222,
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'éf the costumes of the four gods of the.cardinal points.Bh
Spence states that these four delties were dominant in the fouf
- quarters of the heavens, and that in the higher theology they
had become fused in the conception of Quetzalcoatl, or were

- varliantsof him_35 His association with rsin 1s also to be
noted in the fact that he wore a miter that was spotted like

36

a jaguar skin (the jaguar was a symbol of thefﬂain.God37).

Sal gnes suggests that the Raln God of the Toltecs was also_'  
god of winds, hence both Tlaloc and QuetZalcoatl.38 .
That Quetzalcoatl was a very ancient god of Mexlco 15-
indicated.by'the sculptured representations of his feathered-i
serpent symbol on the "Temple of Quetzalcoatl® at Tedtihuaﬁﬁn,la -
center of the Teotihuacan civilization of the Florescent o
Ceremonlial perlod preceding the time of the Toltecs and Aztecs.,
The "Reincarnated"” Priest-God.=--It should be noted that
this god.Qneﬁzalcoatl 1s not to be confused with his priest-

representatives and "reincarnations® of later times who also

3hBennardino de Sahagﬁn, Historla General de las Cosas

de Nueva Espana, ed. Miguel Acosta Saignes (Mexico: Editorial
Nueva Espana, S. A., 1946), Vol. 3, pp. 20-2l.,
358pence, op. cit., p. 119,

36Sahagﬁn,'gg, cit., Vol. 1, p. 23.

. 31 1he jaguar was a symbol of the Rain God in southern and
eastern Mexico (see above). See also Herbert J., Spinden, A Stud
of Maya Art (Memoirs of the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology
and Ethnology, Harvard University, Csambridge: Published by the

‘Museum, 1913), p. 77.

38Acosta Saignes, loc. cit., pP. 22, note 1.
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bore the title ®Quetzalcoatl.® The most prominent of these
Iater prieat Quetzaleoatls was the famous tenth-century hero

Ce Acatl Quetzalecostl, priest-king of the Toltecs at Tula in

Hexice, also known in Yucatan as Kukulcan, and in b.ighland
Guatemala as Gucumatz, names equivalent in meaning to
Quetzalcoatl in the Mayan languages of those lands, He 1is
described as a tall, stately figure wiﬁh a long beard and
Caucasian features.39 (An gctual portralt in stons of this
Qnetzalcoatl or Kukulcan has been discovered in a carving at
Chiéhen Itza In Yucatan, one of the eclties he conquered [aée
above, page 312], in which he 18 clearly depicted with a long
flowing beard.) '

This tenth-century Q;uetzalco_a.tl or Kukulcan 1s said teo
have lintrodneed ldolatry into Yuc;'atah. An early Maya account
1n Spanish states that: | |

The ancients say. . . .that anclently, for nearly eight

hundred years,- they did not worship idols in this land.
And after the Mexlcans entered it and took possession of 1i¢,

a captain who was called Q\_mtzalcoatl in the Mexican language,
which means, . . .!'Feathered Serpent,'. . . .introduced

idolatry into this. land and the use ef idols for gods., . . .
It 1s said that the flrst settlers of Chichen Itza were

not idolaters until Kukulcan, s Mexican ﬁgptain, entered
these parts, who taught them 1idolatry.

/
397uan de Tor uemada, Monarquia Indiana, Vol. 2 (Mexico:
Bdltorial Salvador Chavez Hayhoe, IQEE, »y Po EB.
hOGaspa.r Antonio Chi, "Historical Recollections , " ed,
and trans. by M. Wells Jakeman in his The Orlgins and History of
the Mavyas, gart 1 (Los Angeles: Research Publishling Company,
9u5)s p. 95.
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 Although.Queﬁtalcoatl-Kukulcan brought cruelty and
.:tyranny into Yucatan in his task of establishing his empire in
that land, he also brought to the Maya a new era of peace and
architectural splendor. During the time he reigned over hils
Yucatan empire, Chichen Itza reached the zenith of its glory in
cultural achievement. After hls departure from Yucsatan a festiv
 was celebrated in his honor:

There were among the Indians some who said that he had
gone to heaven with the gods, and on this account they
regarded him as a god, and fixed a time for him in which
they should celebrate a festival to him as such, and this
was celebraﬁid throughout the land until the destruction
of Mayapan.

In Mexico Quetzalcoatl-Kukulcan was deifled after his

death as the god of Venus, the morning ster.

The Mother Goddess.--Also importent in the pantheon of -
gods was the Mother Goddess, apparently the Moon Goddess, and |
the wife, o sometlimes sister, of the sun. She was also the
patron of textile workers and the presumed inventor of weaving.ha

She preslided over generation and.childbirth,u3 and was known as

our Grandmother®™ and as the "Mother of the Gods.“m+ In Mexican

‘il

hlLanda's Relacion de las Cosas de Yucatan, ed. cit.,

p. 157.

' hzThampsan, "The Moon Goddess in Middle Americe,” |

Contributions to American Anthropolo and Hlstory, Vol. V, Nos

4-29, op. ¢it., pp. 29, 132. See also Lopez de Cogolludo, ed.

cit., p. 190, |
LBS&hagun, _e_g_:- Ci.t.; VO].- 1, pp- 26"'28-

birhampson, "The Moon Goddess in Middle America,®
Contributions to American Anthropology and History, Vol. V, Nos.
2’.'."29, 22: cit-, Pe 137. See also Tﬂzzer, OD. citi, Pe 10‘
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jl theol'oéy t.he Mothe.r Goddess was also the earth goddess and mother
= 61‘ the maize god,h‘s and in Maya theology she appears to have beeﬁ-
the same."l'b She was also a goddess of divination, and was very

closely connected with watar.h’? In the Mexican area she had many

titles or synonyms, among them Tlezolteotl, Toci, Xochiguetzal,

Ixcuina, and TBtOiIlIlB.H.L['B Among the Mays she was known as Ixchel

and Ix Azal Uah.hg In all 1likelihood the innumerable female

figurines that have been found in Mesomerica were used in
fertility rites in the worship of the Mother Goddess,
' The God of Death.--One of the important. deities of

Hesoameric& was the god of death, known as Ah Puch or Hunhau
among the Maya end Mictlentecuhtll among the Mexicans. From him,
- all evil, especially death, emanated. ‘He was the ruler dver the_
underworld or ®"Hell,™ and wﬁs though 61‘ as the princ'e of all .

the devils.go' |

,'FSVaillant,, op. cit., p. 182. '

| L"éThompson, "The Moon Goddess in Middle America,™
- Contributions to American Anthropology and Histery, Vol,., ¥,
NOS. -29, 'ﬂ- Git., P. ) '

1'.7Sah&g{ln, _e_t_i_- » cit-__’ Pe 27-

| -h'BVaillan;t, op. cit., p. 182, Ses also Thompson, "The
Moon Goddess in Middle America,” Contributions to American
Anthropology and History, Vol. V, Nos. -29, ©p. Cite., PP. 127-128.

hgThompson, "The Moon Goddess in Middle America,"
Contributions to American Anth.ro ology and History, Vol. V,

Hos. 9, op. ¢
,.I

5OLanda's Relacion de las Cosas de Yucatdn, ed. cit.,

p. 132,
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The Mexican War Gods.--Two very ilmportant Mexican deitles

were Tezcatllipoca and Huitzilopochtli, From the events recounted

in the annels, it seemsthat the introduction of these tw0 g¢ds

by the Aztecs largely replaced the old cult of Quetzalcoatl'”

aﬁd Tlaloc.”! The war god Huitzilopochtll was chief deity of |

Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital. S&hagﬂh describes him as very
warllke, a great destroyer of towns and the murderer of many

~ people.”? It was especlelly in connection with the worship of

l this god that human sacrifice was practiced.

Tezcatlipoca is a god who is hard to define, Sometimes
he appears as the adversary of Quetzalcoatl, the Toltec divinitj;
.Sametimes, however, Quetzalcoatl was deplcted as aIWhite
Tezcatlipoca., Vaillant states that under the name_bf “Feathered
Serpent™ but with the attributes and powers of Tezcatlipoca,
he (Quetzalcoatl) presided over the destinies of Cholula,-a )
central Mexican city in which was built a laerge round tample to.
the z0d Quetzalcoatl.’>

Tezcatlipoca was a widely worshipped god whose powers and
attributes were shared by others, This god presided over the four
directions.sh Sahagun speaks of him as an invisible god who went

5lyaillant, op. cit., pp. 58-59.
SZSahagun, ed. cit., Vol, 1, p. 19.
53vaillant, op. cit., p. 175
x5thid., P. 175.
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about in all places, the sky, the earth, and the ﬁnﬁerworld.55l

The Lesser Gods,--There were also innumerable lesser gods
-ingMeso&ﬁeriéa;l There were the gods of the upper and léwer .
worlds, gods of the elements, ths eaﬁth, the air, fire, and water;
geds of mountalns and volcances; gods Qf medicine and disease,
-gads of carnal vice; gods of the twenty days and ef the numerals
and the katuns or twenty-year perieds of the calendars tribal
gods; gods of fertllity; gods ef'ﬁlowers, dances, songs, and.
‘games; gods of petters,_weavéra.and.mat-makers; gods of warkef$  ,
in wood, done, and metal; gods of banguet and feasts; asiwéll és_
many gods connected with sowing, ripening,"anﬂ»thﬁ ha3vaa§_56'

Cosmological and Theological Aspeets of Ancient Meso-

-amﬁrican Eéiisi6ﬁ;;;I£ was the belief of all of the people of
ancient Mesoamerica that other worlds, each of which,had*begn
destroyed by a cabtaclysm, preceded the present order. One of
these destructi@ns ﬁas-by a great fload.57

An excellent account of the creation of the world-iﬂ-

related in the Popol Vuh, national book of the Qniéhﬁ.Maya;ss

SSSahagﬁﬁ, ed. cit., Vol. 1, p. 21,

SéThﬂmas.A. Jayca;-Mexican Archaeolo (New York: G. P.
Putnam's Sons, 191lL), pp. LO, LG, | .

) | /
- - 575and&§'Relaciéh de lasg Cosas de Yucsastan, ed. cit.,
pp. 135, 136. '
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A Mexican account as given by a modern interpreter of an anclent

pre-Columblan book of the Aztecs, the Codex Telleriano-Remensis,

in speaking of the god Tonacatecuhtll states that thls god ". . . .
when 1t appeared good to him, bresthed and divided the waters of
the heavens and the earth, whiech at first were all confused te-
gether, and disposed them as they are no*m"sg

The world was conceived of as having thirteen heavens,
arranged in layers, the lowest of which was the earth. These
heavens répresented the dwelling places of the gods, the Creator
God beling in the highest.é’e Also there were nine underworlds
arranged in layers, each presided over by one of the ®"Nine Gods

of the Lower World" (the Bolontiku of the Mgysa) or "Nine Lords
61

of the Hight" (in highland central Mexico). In the Mgy a area
the lowest of the layers, Mitnal, was preslded over by Ah Puch,
- Lord of Death.62 The nine underworlds in Mexico were called
Mictlan, and were ruled over by Mictlantecithtli and his wife,
Miatlancihuatl.63 Sahagun describes paradise smmd hell 1n his
writings, and designates the type of people aasigned to each

"degree of glory.”éh

59spence, op. cit., p. 36.
60Horley, op. ¢cit., p. 216, See also Vaillant, op. clt.,

p. 170,
61‘R9ys, op. cit., p. 99, note 4.
62Hﬁrley, op. cit., p. 216,
63vat1lant, op. c¢it., p. 18l.
Ohsanagin, ed. cit.,pp. 313-319.
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Althoug,h there was seemingly no knowledge of a
resurrection of the body after death, the peoples of Meso-
smerica believed in the immortality of the soul.and a judgement,
There was a continual struggle between the powers of good and
evil over man's destiny. The Maya belief 1s revealed by Landa:

They sald that the future life was divided inte a good

and & bad life--into a painful one and one full of rest,

The bad and painful one was for the vicious people, whille
the good and delightful one was for those whgs,had lived well
according to thelr manner of living. « . « &

The Priesthood.-~The priesthood was a very lnfluential
class in Mesoamerica, being more powerful even than the nobllity.
The high prlests held the keys of their religion in the Maya
area and were suceceeded by a son or other nearest relative.66

The priests taught the sclences ammd wrote the books. Landa
states of the high priest that:

In him was the key of thelr learning and it was to
these matters that they dedicated themselves mostly. . . «
He seldom dealt with matters pertaining to the sacrifices
except at the time of the principal feg$ts or in very
important matters of busliness. « « « .«

Actuelly the priests impersonated the gods on earth.
Valliant states that the priests were in charge of the worship,

temple, and ritual of each specific god or goddess and that in

65%&%2@1 ed. cit.,
p. 131,

661bid', ppi 27’ 215#

e

671bid., p. 27.
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the ceremonlies they as_amed the dress of the divinity, imper-

68

sonating him on esarth. The same thing 18 noted in the Mgy a

areas
There, in the Casa de las' Cabesas in Itzamal; dwelt
the prlests of the gods, and they were revered to such an
extent that it was they who were the lords snd who punished
and rewarded and who were obeyed with great fear and that
which they asserted was belleved in with sucg fear that there
was nothing that would have besn lncredibvle, 9
Temple Ritual and Ceremoniles.--~Throughout Mesosmerica
there were rites snd ceremonies performed to honor and placate
the gods for needs of all sorts, both individual and group.
Scme of the general features in such ceremonies included pre-
liminary fasting and abstinences, and the selection by priestly
divination of an auspicious day en which to celebrate the rite,
On the designated day there was the expulsion of the evil spirit
from the midst of the worshippers, the incensing of idols, the
offering of prayers, the sascrificing of some living thing in
order to smear with blood the image of the god in whose honer
the cerenony was held, and general feasting and drinking.7°
The most lmportant ceremonles centered around the

commencement of the New Year. At this time the o0ld ceremonial
fires 1n the temples were extingulshed snd new fires were lighted,

68yg111ant, op. cit., p. 186.
69]:,12&11&, _ﬁ_é.‘.. citn, Pe 51-

TOLandats Relacidn de las Cosas de Yucatgn, ed. eit.,
P. 138, See also Morley, op. cit., p. ,
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'Templas were ronovated, houses refurbished, and new utensils
né.de. 11 Thﬁra woere also ceremonies In celobration of the
elghteen months, each one having 1ts speclal patron daify and
peculiar rites.72 Ceremonies were performed in the Maya area
at the ereetion of the katun stone or manumenf at the end of
each of the thirteen katuns or? twenty-year periods.73 - There
was also an array of gods or geddesses presiding over the .
twenty days, who had to be honored a.nd placated at the-
appropriate ’sime.-m

Temples.-~The priesthood conducted the mest important
religlous carmoﬂies_ at places_.of worahip or temples. Pemple
or religious_architecture, therefore, was highl;- developed, .A.
definite evolution can be traced from the low altar-platform of
the Formative peried into the high flat-topped pyramid or stepped
tower temple of the Floresecent Ceremonial and Militaristie perieds,
the pyramld servlng as a pedestal base for the temple itself on
top, raisling the latter abeve the common dwellings., Assoclated
buildings_' which presumably housed the temple staff paralleled

this development of the temple. Thus came Into existence the

7:l'\Ttad.Il.lzmt,.. op. cit., pp. 200-281.
elacidn de las Cosas de Yucatém od. cit.,

Landa's R
pp. 151-16b, See also Valllant, op. cit., pp. 196-1

7319:-193, op. cit., p. 2jl.
TH'Vaillant, op. ¢it., pp. 190-191l.
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'ceremonial canter' with its temple pyramida a1d palaces of
the prieat-rulers gronped sround plazas and courta; the whola
'placed on a great natural or artiricial terrace or 'acropolis. 
- The temples were not erected to house congregations, but_
'rather as shrines of the gods. The principal ceremonies were .
-condugted-at the entrance to the temple on top of the pyrﬁmid;:,.
in full view of the spectators grouped be1ot.in the t&mplo ":“
plaza. '
| Réligions Art Sbeoii .--Cloaely associated with the
temple architecture was the aculptured religioua ornamﬂntation.
of the temples themselves and thelr pyramids.' Sculptured
.._figuraa azd designs were essentially aynbolic of the:main god;
that is, the Rain-Wind-Life-and-Light God. Symbolism was
pletorially expressed on the walls of the tamples, and also 1n
tha sacred,bedks, on the robea azd head-dreases of the priests,
and on ceremonial vases, Every_life-rorn.entering into the
embellishment of temples and palades was employed for 1ts
significance in the religious symbolism of the buildera,fwhafhar
serpent, Jaguer, blrd, monster, or Kuman figure. The human ” B
figures were priests representing the principal deilty, {dentified
' by their various masks or other symbolic emblems, Holmes
stresses the d gnificance of the symbolism of ancient Meso-
'aﬁefican'religion in the following words:
. We may. « « .premise that very many of the purely -

conventionsal designs, the scrolls, the frets, the meanders
‘and zigzags, had meenings hidden te the uninitiated, caming
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down from their less conventlonal phases of development.
It 1s pretty certain that even in the latest period of
Maya history that various motives employed in decoration
were not only significant, but that they were not used
out of their traditional or approprliate assoclations,
and when we see 8 life form or even a non-graphic device
assoclated with a given structure we may fairly assume

that 1t has, or had, a special significance and function
in thet connection,/5

| 75William.H. Holmes, Archasologicel Studies Amon the
Ancient Cities of Mexico (Anthropologlical Series, vol. 1I, |

Chicago: Fleld Columbian Museum, n., d.), p. 52.



 CHAPTER II
. THE "TREE OF LIFE"™ IN ANCIENT MESOAMERICA

Distribution
| Thé éress-shaped tree ,_. dés_'igﬂa‘b,eé;_ fby'_aréﬁ'ﬁeoiegistaj |
| as fhe" “—Txée.a' of Eife” (a sgﬁba‘lism which has vet, however,
- '-t'@i be definitely established for its New World representa- ._
'tifms) occurs frequently in tha religiaus art of ancient
- Mesoamerica., 1t is partrayed in sculptures and in native”
-ﬁiéregiwhic manuseripts or codices, and is freqaently re-
ferrad to in the early non-hiaraglyphiﬁ writings of the |
'sixt;aanth century. - o
S 'I‘he aaulptured fepresemtations ef the ancient Mes@-
g ameriea.n “Tree of Life“ are found esyeeially in the Ma:;ra area,
| Frem Palenque y &8n ancient Maya city lacated in the Usumacinta
Valley in the present State of Chiapas, come. the two best .
' knem an.d_ala_o mﬁ_st complete delineations of this smbal. o
These are., first; the "Tablet of the Grossf? discovefed on th‘e'
back wall 9f the temple since designated as the Temple of the
Cross; and seeond the “Ta.blet of the Folliated Cross," f]’."ﬁlﬂ_
the Temple of the Fol-iated. Cross.. Both of these remarkable

sculptures date from the Middle Classic Maya period, more
33
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precisely from about 692 A. D. The original Tablet of the
Cross isnow on display in the Nationasl Museum of Mexico in

2 A plaster cast of this tablet is owned by the

‘Mexico City,
- Department of Archaeology of Brighem Young University. The
writer has recelved no answer to writtfen inquiries regarding
the Tablet of the Foliated Cross, but lack of writiten material
on the subject would seem to indicate that it is no longer

in existence,

Two other sculptured representations, less complete
than the above-namﬁd.but'contaihing essential features of the
symbol, are to be found in the Maya area, The first is on
Lintel 2 at Yexchilan, an ancient city also in the Usumacinta
.Valley, Chiapas. Thls also dates-from.ééz A. D. or shortly
aftar.3 The second is found on the northern panel fram.the "
Temple of the Wall Panels, a bullding in the.ﬂonjas group ﬁt  '
Chichen Itza dating from the ®Mexican™ or Toltec period; that
- 1s, from the eleventh-twelfth centuries A. D;h
Representations of the "Tree of Life".remarkablj

similar to these sculptured examples are to be seen in the

lMorley, op. eit., pp. 63, 335.

zJakaman,'private communicatlion,
3Morley, op. cit., pp. 335-336.
uKarl Ruppert, Temple of the Wall Panels (Contributions

to American Archaeology No. 3. Wadi ton: arnegle Institutlion
of Washington, 1931), pp. 120-121, 130.
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,Surviving Maya aﬁdFMéiiéan hieroglyphic:manuscr;pts or codieeé
dating from the centurles immedlately preceding the European
céhquest. | |

Qf.tha three kﬁﬂwh Mﬁja codidés, two, namély'fhg.. ‘.

Codex Dresdensis and the Codex Tro-Cortesianus,,pdrtray'the sq4f

called Tree of Life. Unfortunately, nothing is known of ﬁhé

early history of these manuscripts. The Dresden Codex was dis-
covered in Vienna, Austria, in 1839, and was given to theiRoyal-
Library, now known as the State Library, at Dresden, Germany,

where it remains today,s- Although for many years believed to bé  '
an Aztec codex, it has now been establiﬂhed that it originated |
in the Petén region of Guatemala, spe¢1f1¢ally'in the vicinity w_ Li
. of Tikal, Selbal, and Pledras Negras, during the Classic Maya or

014 Empire period, and was carried to Yucatan by Maya immigrants

" at the time of the fall of the 0ld Eupire.® Dr. M. Wells Jakeman
: bélieves that this codei Bis very probably a copy or recopy of”a _‘

late 01d Empire or Trans1tional-periadgmanuscript,“7 hence

5Morley,,22, cit., pp. 297-299. |
6J. Antonio Villacorta and Carlos A. Villacorta, Codices |

~ Mayas, Dresdensis-Peresianus-Tro-Cortesiesnus (Guatemala City: -

De 1a Sociedad de Geografia e Historia de Guatemala, 1933), pp. 8-9.
M. Wells Jakeman, The Origin and History of the Mayas

Part 1, (Los Angeles: Research Publishing Company, 1945), p. 18

("from the evidence of its inclusion of full 'Long Count! dates,

not found in the inseriptions later than the Transitional Period,
and the Lunar Count, a feature of the later inscriptions of the

01d Empire.™ PFurther evidence for this dating of the original
Dresden manuscript 1s adduced by Morley,op.clt.,pp.299,30l. Spinden,
g%,cit,,pi15h,states that this codex 1i.e. the extant copy ™may
with some assurance be assigned to northern Yucatan and to a date

not later than 1200 A. D."}




