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The Dual Faces of Aztec Goddesses: Fertility, Power, and Sacrifice

Fiona McVeigh

Abstract
This article examines the dual nature of Aztec goddesses and argues that their

roles cannot be adequately understood through the conventional binary of
nurturing fertility deities versus destructive female antagonists. While scholars
have often categorized goddesses as either maternal protectors or rebellious
villains, this study demonstrates that many deities simultaneously embodied
creation, sacrifice, fertility, warfare, and death. Drawing on Aztec mythology,
archaeological evidence, colonial-era codices, and modern scholarship, this
paper analyzes figures including Coatlicue, Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina, Coyolxauhqui,
Malinalxochitl, Toci, Chicomecoatl, and Xilonen to show how duality
functioned within individual goddesses rather than simply between opposing
divine archetypes. Their complex symbolism also parallels the multifaceted
social roles of women, who were associated with childbirth, agriculture,
healing, and economic production while occupying an essential position
alongside men in maintaining cosmic and social order. By challenging
interpretations that present Aztec religion as primarily patriarchal or its
goddesses as one-dimensional figures, this article argues that Aztec Goddesses
exemplified the cyclical relationship between life and death, creation and
destruction, revealing a more nuanced understanding of gender and power in
Aztec society.

This paper was originally written in the Winter semester of 2024 for Dr. Beatriz de
Alba-Koch’s HSTR376 and was reworked for publication in The Ascendant Historian.
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Duality shaped both divine and earthly realms, as seen in both the daily lives of
Aztec women and Ometedtl—the God of Duality residing in the thirteenth tier of
heaven."** When analyzing large Aztec cities such as Tenochtitlan, it is easy to focus on
the patriarchal aspects of the Aztec capital: men go off to war while women remain tied
to the hearth and home."” However, the gender dynamics were much more nuanced as,
unlike many patriarchal societies of Europe during this period, Aztec society considered
women full citizens; they could own property, work a variety of different trades, and
even divorce."”® This complementary dynamic stemmed from the Aztec concept of
duality—an interdependent relationship between opposing forces that ensured societal
balance. Society depended on shared responsibility between men and women, each
contributing to different aspects that ensured balance and harmony.'* This separation of
fields of influence appears in aspects of the Aztec Pantheon, which juxtaposes the
primary male god of war, Huitzilopochtli, with his mother Coatlicue, a fertility
goddess.'* In contrast to the ideal of the great mother, there are female antagonists, such
as Coyolxauhqui, whose death at the hands of Huitzilopochtli marks his first act as a
god."! However, those are not the only two categories, as goddesses whom people

prayed to in childbirth such as Cihuateotl are also personified as a band of fearsome

136 Richard Haly, “Bare Bones: Rethinking Mesoamerican Divinity.” History of Religions 31, no. 3 (1992): 270.
137 Tenochtitlan was the capital city of the Aztec Empire, located in the center of Lake Texcoco.

138 Caroline Dodds Pennock, “A Remarkably Patterned Life’: Domestic and Public in the Aztec Household City.”
Gender & History 23,no. 3 (2011): 529.

13 Pennock, “A Remarkably Patterned Life” 528.

1% Aleksandar Boskovi¢, “Aztec Great Goddesses.” In Mesoamerican Religions and Archaeology (United
Kingdom: Archaeopress Publishing Ltd, 2017), 59.

4 Miriam Lopez Hernandez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 1st English ed, (2012), 62.
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female spirits."? Additionally, Toci served as both the original mother of the gods and a
goddess of war.'"® Through examining the scholarship and ancient depictions of these
goddesses, this analysis will explore whether duality in Aztec goddesses offered women
a multifaceted role in society or whether these figures ultimately reinforced more
restrictive gender roles within the larger structure of Aztec culture. This paper argues
that the roles of Aztec goddesses, though often categorized as either nurturing or
destructive, are not strictly separate but rather represent a dynamic and interconnected
relationship that reflects the complex gender roles within Aztec society.

Aztec culture understood gender dynamics as a parallel system, rooted in concepts
of reciprocity and complementarity. The continuing success of the empire relied on the
contributions of every citizen, male or female."* Socially, women were inextricably
linked to the processes of menstruation and childbirth; adding to the Aztec population
was as essential as men giving their blood to Aztec conflicts."”® Conversely, while men
were required to engage in battle, paying the debt of blood owed to the gods, women
experienced their own form of warfare through childbirth, with those who died giving
birth revered by the Aztecs as warriors.'*® Despite the emphasis on childbirth, women’s

roles were not confined to reproduction. Women could hold skilled positions, such as

12 Boskovié, “Aztec Great Goddesses,” 59.
'3 Burr Cartwright Brundage, The Jade Steps: A Ritual Life of the Aztecs (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
1985), 51.

14 Pennock, “A Remarkably Patterned Life,” 529.

145 Rosemary A. Joyce, Gender and Power in Prehispanic Mesoamerica (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000),
4,

146 Beatriz De Alba-Koch, “The Aztec World, Part 2,” lecture for HSTR 376E, October 16, 2024.
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healers and craftspeople, contributing to the economy and social fabric in significant

7 Within its state-sponsored religious priorities, Tenochtitlan does appear

ways.
patriarchal. The sacred precinct in the centre of the city houses the temples of prominent
male gods, such as Huitzilopochtli (god of the sun and war) and Tlaloc (god of water),
while the closest goddess temple, one of Coatlicue, stood outside of the precinct.'*®
However, the Aztec Empire was not just Tenochtitlan. As Joseph Kroger and Patrizia
Granziera highlight, male gods took on such prominence in Tenochtitlan because, as the
power of the Aztec state grew, a heightened focus on warrior gods legitimized the
conquest of other peoples through war and the demand for blood tributes. Outside of
Tenochtitlan, in conquered cities and the countryside, war rituals were far less important
than rituals of fertility and agriculture. This is reflected in the Aztec city of Colhuacan,
whose principal goddess was Toci, and the city Coatetelco, whose principal goddess was
Coatliltzin, a goddess who was revered for creating the lagoon which nourished the
town.' This regional diversity in religious priorities is essential to understand Aztec
goddesses not as marginal figures within a patriarchal pantheon, but as central deities
whose polarity between nurturing and destructive qualities was emphasized differently
depending on political and ritual needs.

In her book Aztec Women and Goddesses, Miriam Lopez Hernandez argues that

Aztec goddesses fell into two categories: the maternal, submissive protectress and the

7 Pennock, “A Remarkably Patterned Life,” 529.

148 Joseph Kroger and Patrizia Granziera, “The Goddess in Pre-Hispanic Mexico” in Aztec Goddesses and Christian
Madonnas: Images of the Divine Feminine in Mexico (United Kingdom: Routledge, 2012), 33.

149 Kroger and Granziera, “The Goddess in Pre-Hispanic Mexico,” 34-35.
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destructive villain.'”® While scholars such as Hernandez and Inga Clendinnen provide a
great foundational understanding of Aztec goddesses and their roles, their interpretive
frameworks can oversimplify the complexities of these deities. This external
dichotomy— the fertility goddess versus the rebellious antagonist— often embodies the
duality within Aztec goddesses. This paper contends that the duality of Aztec goddesses
is not solely external but exists within individual deities, who simultaneously contain
both nurturing and destructive qualities. One of the most famous examples of this
harmony is the statue of Coatlicue, housed in the National Museum of Anthropology in
Mexico City."”" This 2.5-meter tall statue portrays Coatlicue with two large snakes in
place of a head, implying decapitation. Around her neck is a necklace of human hearts
and hands, and her skirt is comprised of intertwined rattlesnakes, as Coatlicue translates
to “Snakes-her-skirt.”'>? Her decapitation is a highly contested subject, with each theory
revolving in some way around the birth of Huitzilopochtli. Cecelia Klein argues that
long before the birth of her son, Coatlicue was a primordial creator goddess who
sacrificed herself to ignite the sun, thus allowing the Aztec people to live.”” This
interpretation adds depth by recasting Coatlicue as more than a maternal figure, instead
positioning her as a deity whose self-sacrifice sustains the cosmos. Coatlicue was not
just the mother of Huitzilopochtli, but an active participant in the Aztec belief in

sacrificing their gods. This sacrifice thus creates a reciprocal debt for the Aztec warriors

130 Hernandez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 56.

! Lauren Kilroy-Ewbank, "Coatlicue." Smarthistory, December 20, 2020, Accessed December 13 2024.
https://smarthistory.org/coatlicue/.

132 Cecelia F. Klein, “A New Interpretation of the Aztec Statue Called Coatlicue, ‘Snakes-Her-Skirt.” Ethnohistory
55, no. 2 (2008): 229.

13 Klein, “A New Interpretation of the Aztec Statue Called Coatlicue, ‘Snakes-Her-Skirt,” 235.
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to pay, supplying the blood necessary to nourish the gods.'** Around Coatlicue’s neck,
the skull, hands, and hearts represent the importance of human sacrifice, reinforcing the
cyclical relationship of sacrifice and reward central to Aztec cosmology.'” This sacred
dichotomy within Coatlicue between death and giving life adds complexity to the
concept of the maternal protectress.'”® She is not passive, as the maternal protectress
characterized by Hernandez would be; her actions are responsible for the sustaining of
humanity.

This internal duality is not unique to Coatlicue. Another goddess who represents a
similarly complex blend of roles and symbolism is Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina, whose portrayals
in Aztec Codices further challenge neatly divided goddess archetypes. Described as the
“god of garbage and filth” by Franciscan chronicler Fray Toribio de Benavente, she has
more recently been attributed to fertile earth, which is fed by death and decay.'”” Most
strikingly, Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina’s portrayal includes strong associations with warrior
imagery, adding a surprising layer to her characterization. She is the patroness of the day
of the Jaguar and one of her calendrical names in Nahuatl (the Aztec language) was Ce
Cuauhtli, which refers to the eagle.'”® This creates an immediate association with animals
that symbolize warrior values. In various Aztec Codices such as Codex Borgia and

Codex Cospi—pre-Columbian manuscripts depicting Aztec religious and cultural

13 Pennock, “A Remarkably Patterned Life,” 536.

135 Ann De Le6n, “Coatlicue or How to Write the Dismembered Body.” MLN 125, no. 2 (2010): 281.

15 Hernandez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 54.

157 Toribio de Benavente (Motolinia), Memoriales: o, libro de las cosas de la Nueva Esparia y de los naturales de
ella, [Memorials, or Book of the Things of New Spain and Its Native Peoples] ed. Edmundo O’Gorman (Mexico
City: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México, 1971), 307.

1% Guilhem Olivier, “‘Why Give Birth to Enemies?’: The Warrior Aspects of the Aztec Goddess
Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina.” Res Cambridge, Mass., no. 65/66 (2014): 55.
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practices— Tlazolteotl is shown in war paint, wielding a spear and shield, and often
holding a child captive. This suggests a relation to childbirth, as in Aztec belief systems,
“giving birth was comparable to taking a captive on the battlefield.”'* Within her
portrayal, Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina is neither the fertility goddess nor the antagonist: she is a
warrior, a mother, and an agricultural goddess. Her polarity is evident in the relationship
between life and death. Life is represented by her child and the fertile soil she nourishes,
while death is embodied by her warrior aspect and the decay essential to sustaining that
soil.

Among the many Aztec goddesses, those portrayed as villains—particularly the
adversaries of Huitzilopochtli—hold significant importance in understanding the
complexities of Aztec religion. Two primary female antagonists within Aztec mythology
are Coyolxauhqui, the goddess of the moon, and Malinalxochitl, a great sorceress and
goddess of snakes. Within Aztec cosmology, Coyolxauhqui is enraged by her mother’s
—Coatlicue’s— pregnancy, and plots to kill her. When she tries, Huitzilopochtli emerges
from Coatlicue adorned in a full set of armour to slay or (depending on the
interpretation) sacrifice Coyolxauhqui, tossing her body down the Coatepec mountain.'®
At Tenochtitlan, a large stone carved with the image of a dismembered Coyolxauhqui
was placed at the bottom of the Templo Mayor, the temple of Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc.
Malinalxochitl, on the other hand, was a sister to the sun god, but he abandoned her

26

while she slept, signalling a disdain for her sorcery.” Hernandez characterizes

139 Olivier, “Why Give Birth to Enemies?” 55-56.
190 Herndndez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 61.
Hernandez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 62.
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Coyolxauhqui as a “selfish deity, rebellious and intransigent” and Malinalxochitl as “a
model for undesirable female behaviour.”'®" However, as demonstrated with previous
deities, Aztec goddesses, even antagonists, embody a duality that reflects deeper cultural
narratives about the balance of power, rebellion and sacrifice.

These myths, while often simplified in their presentation, have been the subject of
nuanced reinterpretations by contemporary scholars who highlight deeper cultural and
symbolic meanings. Cherrie Moraga, a feminist writer and playwright, argues that
Coyolxauhqui plotted to kill her mother because she refused to submit to a world where
“war became God.”'** Maria

Anzures, a consultant on Nahua culture, is quoted and translated by Jennie Luna and
Martha

Galeana in their work “Remembering Coyolxauhqui as a Birthing Text” and proposes
that Coyolxauhqui’s dismemberment was not her defining principle, but instead, her
splitting apart represents the possibility of new life.'®® Finally, Luna and Galeana argue
that the fighting between Coyolxauhqui and Huitzilopochtli is a metaphorical
representation of the sun chasing the moon across the sky each day.'® While they argue
distinct interpretations, each of these scholars shares a core goal: to introduce nuance and
duality into the uncomplicated portrayal of Coyolxauhqui as a villain. Her role in Aztec

mythology, both as a symbol of rebellion and a figure of renewal, exemplifies the

161 Hernandez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 64.

162 Cherrie Moraga, The Last Generation: Prose and Poetry (Toronto: Women’s Press, 1993), 73.

16 Jennie Luna and Galeana, “Remembering Coyolxauhqui as a Birthing Text” Regeneracion Tlacuilolli 2, no. 1
(2016): 18.

184 Luna and Galeana, “Remembering Coyolxauhqui as a Birthing Text,” 22.
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cultural emphasis on the balance between chaos and order, life and death, light and
darkness. Rather than being purely antagonistic, Coyolxauhqui's narrative reflects the
complexity of Aztec mythology, where even acts of defiance and destruction serve a
larger cosmic purpose. By embodying this contradiction, Coyolxauhqui, like other Aztec
deities, encapsulates the cultural understanding that life and death, creation and
destruction, are inextricably linked, revealing a worldview that celebrates complexity
rather than simplification.

While Coyolxauhqui’s myth receives significant attention, Malinalxochitl’s
story—though less discussed—also embodies this duality of antagonist and nurturer.
After being abandoned by Huitzilopochtli, Malinalxochitl flees with her followers and
conceives a child with Chimalcuauhtli, a Malinalco king.'® From this union, her son
Copil is born. Copil, like his mother, is a great magician, and he attempts to get revenge
on Huitzilopochtli for abandoning Malinalxochitl. This leads to the death of Copil, and
upon his death, the sun god throws his heart in the middle of Lake Texcoco, where it
grows into the nopal cactus. The eagle lands on this cactus in the Aztec foundational
narrative, which ultimately leads to the Aztec people establishing their capital city in the
middle of the lake.'® Thus, Copil's death functions as a pivotal part of the founding of
Tenochtitlan, symbolizing the beginning of the Aztec people and their empire. In this
myth, Malinalxochitl embodies both the antagonist, as she and her son seek revenge for

her abandonment, and the maternal goddess, as her son’s fate is essential to the birth of

165 Hernandez, Aztec Women and Goddesses, 63; Malinalco was a non-Aztec settlement.

1% A. F Aveni, E. E Calnek, and H Hartung, “Myth, Environment, and the Orientation of the Templo Mayor of
Tenochtitlan.” American Antiquity 53, no. 2 (1988): 292.
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the capital Aztec city. The tales of Coyolxauhqui and Malinalxochitl display how even
antagonists embody the depth and duality present in Aztec mythology, where characters
who challenge authority can also symbolize renewal, creation, and transformation.
Within Aztec beliefs, goddesses associated with fertility and maize (corn),
including Chicomecoatl, Xilonen and Toci, were central to the idea that women were
integral to the cyclical stability of life and society. Unlike other Mesoamerican
civilizations, such as the Olmecs and Maya, who had male maize gods, the Aztec maize
deities were both female and male. The Aztecs, like the Maya, believed that humans
were formed from maize and were nourished by it, hence why Maize gods and
goddesses are incredibly significant.'” The two primary maize gods were Centeotl, the
male god of maize and Chicomecoatl, the goddess of maize and nourishment.'® Within
this sphere of deities, there was also Xilonen, the goddess of young maize. In Gabriel
Silva Collins and Antonia E Foias’ paper “Maize Goddesses and Aztec Gender
Dynamics,” they outline that the frequent pairing of male and female deities— such as
Centeotl and Chicomecoatl, Tlaloc and Chalchiuhtlicue (the goddess of rivers) and
Xilonen and Piltzintecuhtli (the young maize lord— demonstrates gender
complementarity.'® This perspective challenges the often misogynistic interpretations of
Aztec culture. Further bolstering this argument is that stone Aztec images represent the

fertility goddesses more than any other deity.'” This element of Aztec history directly

17 Kroger and Granziera, “The Goddess in Pre-Hispanic Mexico”, 26.

168 Kim N. Richter and Alicia Maria Houtrouw, eds., Digital Florentine Codex, Book 1: “The Gods,” folio 3r (Los
Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2023), accessed December 14, 2024, https://florentinecodex.getty.edu/.

1 Gabriel Silva, and Antonia E Foias, “Maize Goddesses and Aztec Gender Dynamics.” Material Culture Review
88 (2018): 13.

1" Silva, and Foias, “Maize Goddesses and Aztec Gender Dynamics,” 14.
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contradicts historians such as Inga Clendinnen, who argue that Aztec women were
oppressed in a male-dominated society, holding no sacred power of their own.'”
Childbirth demonstrated women’s sacred power, as the “primal force of the Earth
Mother was believed to be made flesh in the body of the pregnant woman.”'"

Within the 365 days of the solar calendar, or the Xiuhpohualli calendar, there
were 18 months when the Aztecs would worship different gods. Of these 18, the Aztecs
devoted two-thirds of the celebrations to goddesses.'” One of these, the sacred festival of
Ochpaniztli which occurred in September to celebrate the growing of maize, was
dedicated to Toci and other fertility goddesses. Toci’s ritual had women and warriors
central to the proceedings. Midwives, female physicians and courtesans would fight for
days, channeling the power of Toci.'” This demonstrates the sacred power women
wielded and the duality present in the worship of goddesses. Toci’s complexity is also
apparent through her titles, as she was not simply “Our
Grandmother” but also the “Woman of Discord,” containing a strong association with
combat.*! > Chicomecoatl also appeared during Ochpaniztli, where the ixiptla— or an
impersonator of a deity— dressed up as Chicomecoatl was sacrificed and priests used
her blood to fertilize the seeds of maize, ensuring the next year's harvest. Another
festival, Hueytecuihutli, celebrated the growth of new corn, featuring an ixiptla of

Xilonen who is kept in a perpetual state of happiness for days before she is made to

'"! Inga Clendinnen, Aztecs : An Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 294.

1”2 Pennock, “A Remarkably Patterned Life,” 537.

173 Kroger and Granziera, “The Goddess in Pre-Hispanic Mexico”: 36.

17 Caroline Dodds Pennock, “Women of Discord: Female Power in Aztec Thought.” The Historical Journal 61, no.
2 (2018): 290.

175 Kroger and Granziera, “The Goddess in Pre-Hispanic Mexico,” 58.
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witness the sacrifice of four men, priests excise their hearts before tossing them into the
sacred hearth of the city.'” They decapitate the girl and add her to the hearth and, finally,
corn is roasted over the bodies.'”” These rituals emphasize the dual nature of Aztec
fertility goddesses: while they were revered as life-givers and sustainers of agriculture,
their worship demanded death and blood. This reinforces their connection to the cyclical
nature of existence; gods and goddesses created humanity, and thus humankind
nourished them through blood, or “precious water.”'”

To conclude, throughout Aztec mythology, goddesses are not simply figures who
fit into the mould of submission or antagonism. They are multi-faceted and rich deities
that not only contrast to other goddesses but also contain duality and complexity within
themselves. Duality, through the lens of the goddesses, is not just contained in the
categories of nurturing vs destruction, but instead reflects the interconnected nature of
both roles, reinforcing the Aztec understanding of life as cyclical. While this paper has
covered various goddesses—ranging from the filth-cleansing Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina, to the
antagonistic Coyolxauhqui, and the fertility-protecting Xilonen— their separate fields of
influence does not diminish the reciprocal nature of Aztec religion. The blood spilled by
Coyolxauhqui nourishes the soil tended by
Tlazolteotl, and that same soil bears the maize which Xilonen protects and fosters. Aztec

religion and culture was built on complementarity; though each goddess's duties may

176 An ixiptla was the sacred surrogate of a god, often appearing as an image, statue, or person; in this case, the
ixiptla for Xilonen was a young girl.

"7 Brundage, The Jade Steps: A Ritual Life of the Aztecs, 214.

1”8 Margo Kitts, Sacrifice : Themes, Theories, and Controversies, (1st ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2022), 9.



Ascendant Historian | 70

have been different, they all contributed to the function and success of the Aztec people.
This mutual interdependence extends to the daily lives of Aztec people as, while men
and women occupy different scopes of society, both are equally essential to the
civilization's achievements. While scholars such as Hernandez and Clendinnen have
argued that Aztec culture and religion were primarily patriarchal, the valued and diverse
nature of the goddesses and the myriad positions women could occupy suggest a more
nuanced view, one in which both male and female forces are integral to the maintenance
of order and prosperity. Ultimately, the varying interpretations and celebrations of Aztec
goddesses reveal a society where balance and reciprocity, both within their religion and

daily life, were essential to the spiritual and social fabric of their culture.
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