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inTroducTion
In this History Booklet No. 6, the Valle de Xico Community 
Museum continues with its work in disseminating informa-
tion about the historical past of the region known as the 
Valley of Chalco, a place that constitutes the home of a 
large and growing population and which deserves to be 
investigated,  acknowledged, recognized and accepted by 
its residents as somewhere with a valuable historical and 
cultural tradition that began in ancient times, before the ar-
rival of the Europeans, and which, in a dignified manner, 
ought to fill us with pride.
To know Nahuatl poetry is to be introduced to a magical 
universe of the word made into a discourse or a reflection 
on our passage through this world. The word transformed 
into various genres that search for the beauty of language; 
the oral word as a way of transcending the individual and of 
assuming the voice of the community, the people and even 
the whole of humanity – channeling the divine forces to the 
people, as if the author was an interpreter of their feelings.
The desire for oral forms of creativity in the Chalco area 
manifested in a great quantity of poetry compiled in manu-
scripts which collect together the Nahuatl poetry attributed 
to the Chalco region.
[Image caption: “To gain knowledge, the plumed serpent 
is touched by the spear of creation, blood flows from its 
wound with flowers.” Borgia Codex]

nahuaTl poETry
For the Nahua people, the origin of the art of poetry began in 
a mythical place called Tamoanchan that was ruled over by 
the god, Tláloc. It was a place with abundant water, exuber-
ant vegetation, leafy trees, and birds and flowers in striking 
colors. There, in this tropical paradise, multi-colored birds, 
between their trills and songs, sipped the honey from the 
flowers of the Flowering Tree. This was the true poetry that 
men learned, a poetry of harmony between living beings and 
nature. The world created by the poets was a reflection of 
this paradise of Tláloc’s. The nobility and princes had pal-
aces with vast parks in which they tried to reproduce the 
ambiance of Tamoanchan: large gardens with plants, ani-
mals and birds that were brought from the tropical regions, 
gardens which created spaces that were meant for medita-
tion and composing cantos, or songs.  Gatherings were held 
there that were attended by intellectuals, poets and philoso-
phers who belonged to a ‘lodge’ of friends, or Icniuhyotl. Dis-
cussions revolved around the mysteries of the origin of man, 
the meaning of death, the possibility of life after death, and 
the function of art as a means to transcend time.
At the end of the 15th century there was a famous gath-
ering of poets at the Huexotzinco estate, in the home of 
Tecayehuatzin, a lord and poet of the region. The poets 
began their discussions by considering the question of 
the importance of poetry: is it perhaps the only truth of the 
earth? They arrived at the conclusion that “the flower and 
the canto” had made friendship possible between them; 
that it permitted a dialogue from the heart between friends, 
as we can read in a poem that provides a testimony to that 
gathering of poets:

O Friends,
Harken to the dream of a word:
Every Spring makes us live.
Golden corn refreshes,
Red corn becomes jewels.
We know they are true,
The hearts of our friends!
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poETs froM ThE chalco-aMEquEMEcan rEgion
There follows below a list of some of the poets to whom we 
have been able to accredit the authorship of one or more 
poems from the Chalco-Amequemecan region.
Chalchiuhtlatonac – Lord of Chalco (governed from 1303 
to 1309).
Tlepetztic – (?)
Aquiauhtzin – erotic poet born in the beginning of the 15th 
century, in the Chalca-Amequemecan region; his com-
plete name was Aquiauhtzin Cuauhquiyahauacatzintli. 
Two of his poems survive in the manuscript “The Collec-
tion of Mexican Cantos”. The one with an erotic theme was 
composed in the year 13-cane (1479). The second poem 
he wrote in Huexotzinco in 1490, when he participated in 
a gathering of intellectuals and poets at the invitation of 
Lord Tecayehuatzin.
Chichicuepon – was not a king or a distinguished warrior, 
it seems, but a nobleman dispossessed of his property, 
the settlement of Tlihuacan in the Chalco region. This poet 
lived through the defeat of the Chalcas when they were 
conquered by Moctezuma Ihuiccamina. Chichicuepon, who 
belonged to the ancient nobility of Chalco, was involved in 
litigation over lands with some of the nobles in the area. This 
would finally cost him his life. His poetry laments the sad fate 
of Chalco and its people. He praised the ancient governors 
and remembered the misfortunes of war, as well as the glori-
ous past, and he describes the unfortunate present. He be-
gins his poem with a question regarding existence, existence 
beyond death. He lost his life in the year 7-rabbit (1486).

poem by chichicuepon

Hear now the word
Left for us
By the Lord Chichicuepon
Who fell in battle:
Perhaps in the realm of the dead
There will be the food and the words of princes? (...)

Other poems exist that are attributed to the Chalco region 
but which are anonymous and no data is available that 
would allow us to attribute authorship.

genres of nahuatl poetry
The most representative themes of Nahuatl poetry and 
which pertain to the genres cultivated by those poets of 
remote times are the following:
Cantos Floridos (Flower Cantos), or Xochicuicatl. They are 
also called Xopancuictl, “Cantos de Primavera” (Spring 
Cantos), which is the lyrical poetry most representative of 
“flower poetry”. They focus and reflect on aspects of life 
from a philosophical point of view, and were able to mani-
fest a profound universal truth expressed with the images 
loved by prehispanic people such as flowers, feathers, 
birds, gold, jade, emeralds, turquoise, etc. They speak of 
the beauty of the earth, of the joy of living, and reflected 
the happiness that allowed the poet to create his poems. 
But deep down, at times, is the presence of the shadow of 
death, a concern for the ephemerality of life and a preoc-
cupation with transcendence, of leaving a trace of their 
passage through the world.

life is brief

O flowers we hold,
O songs we sing,
We part for the realm of mystery!
At least for a day
We are together my friends!
We drop our flowers,
Leave behind our songs
With all of earth!
My friends! Rejoice! Enjoy! My friends!

hisTorical sourcEs of nahuaTl poETry
There are writings where there appear and where are con-
served some of the poems from the oral tradition of the 
prehispanic peoples that were collected by monks, and in-
digenous people who had become literate in Spanish, which 
allow us even into our own times to be familiar with the art 
of recitation by memory of customs and traditions, with the 
past and the magical story of those times. We will mention 
here a few of these whose merit consists in that they were 
not lost, and, as we are dealing with pictographic writing, we 
must keep in mind that it is not an exact projection of spoken 
language but more of an element to aid memory. Poems can 
be found in “Some Historical Annals of the Mexica Nation”, 
written around 1528 and now in the National Library of Paris; 
The Chimalpopoca Codex: the manuscript, “The Collection 
of Mexican Cantos”, in the National Library of Mexico; and 
another document, “A Novel about the Lords of New Spain” 
that is in the Latin American Collection at the University of 
Texas Library, as well as in the many and various documents 
from Father Bernardino de Sahagún’s informants contained 
in the Matritense Codex, and in the Florentine Codex – a 
later copy, but more complete than the texts that are in the 
Royal Palace in Madrid and in the Academy of History. 
The manuscript, “A Novel about the Lords of New Spain”, 
contains poetry from several regions that spoke Nahuatl, 
especially from Chalco and Huexotzinco, and Tenochtitlan, 
Texcoco and Tlacopan, all prehispanic in origin and with no 
influence from Christian poetry.
It should be clarified that when a place such as Chalco, 
for example, is mentioned it is in reference to a geographi-
cal region more than to a specific population (in the past, 
Chalco-Amequemecan meant a region where important 
places such as Xico, Cocotitlan, Tlalmanalco, Temamatla, 
Ayapongo, Juchitepec, etc., were located).
For all that, it is easy to suppose that the Chalco region, in-
cluding the site of Xico, was one of the most populous re-
gions with a cultural richness well-documented by the quan-
tity of manuscripts of Nahuatl poetry that can be attributed 
to the area, testimonies that speak of the intellectual vitality 
of the inhabitants before the arrival of the Europeans.

ThE poETry of chalco
The level of cultural development reached by the prehis-
panic peoples in the Chalco area and in the eastern zone 
of the state of Mexico, the geographical region which Xico 
belongs to, is evidenced by the data recorded regarding the 
Flower and Canto Assemblies that achieved the height of 
their splendor in the epoch of Nezahualcóyotl. This was a 
time when literature and poetry reached their highest level 
of refinement in the art of saying things and in philosophical 
discussions. These assemblies brought together the intellec-
tuals of the Valley of Anáhuac.
For the prehispanic world, poetry was intimately linked with 
music and dance. The metaphor of “Flower and Canto”, “in 
Xóchitl in Cuicatl”, indicates that poetry searched for the 
beauty of the expression of the word (Flower), and that it was 
not read or declaimed, but rather sung (Canto). The hiero-
glyph that represents ‘word’ (a scroll) appears accompanied 
by flowers to designate it thus; the flowered word: poetry.
The study of Nahuatl poetry, according to its theme or place 
of origin, permits us to give it some classifications. Birgitta Le-
ander has noted some characteristics that can be observed 
in the poems in relation to place of origin. In the Nahuatl 
world, it is thought that the most accomplished poetry for 
its abundant use of imagery and its recourse to exquisite 
metaphors is from the Texcocana region. The poetry from 
Chalco is said to resemble that of Texcoco with regard to 
its refinement and use of metaphor.
Occasionally, the Nahuas would refer to poems from dif-
ferent regions with names that would indicate their origin; 
in this way, those of the type Chalcayotl speak of the can-
tos or poems “in the style of Chalco”.
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The genre which developed as the Cantos de Guerra, or 
Yaocuicatl, was cultivated mainly during the Mexica pres-
ence, when the cult of the Sun and the conception of the 
mystic-warrior were consolidated; where the significance 
of death in battle acquired the ritual character of glorifi-
cation. The warrior assumed the desire to die in battle, 
although at times there is a terror of dying.

The destruction of chalco

You, Lords of Chalco,
Cry no more:
The will of the Giver of Life
Is with us.
In Atlixco
You fought in vain.
Lord Toteoci, Prince Cohuatl,
Giver of Life
Wounds our hearts.
Prince Toteoci, Lord Cohuatl
Cries.
Temilotzin and Tohtzin
Are wounded.
We from Chalco are destroyed
Amoloya is wounded.
Eagles and jaguars,
Mexicas, Acolhuas, Tepanecas
Have set upon the Chalcas.

(by Chichicuepon)
Translation: Miguel León-Portilla

The cantos destined to praise the gods, Teocuicatl, are 
generally hymns or praises. In those where the gods are 
mentioned, it is difficult to identify them as pertaining to 
this genre in particular since Nahuatl poetry was essen-
tially religious and for that reason the gods are mentioned 
in all the genres.

fragment of a canto to cihuacoatl

Thorns, thorns fill my hand,
Thorns, thorns fill my hand:
The holy corn is sown
As I carry the rattle-staff!
The sacred broom, sacred broom
Fills my hand.
The holy corn is sown
As I carry the rattle-staff!
A song to your glory,
Cihuacoatl, our mother,
The queen of Chalma
Fill me with sunlight
My Prince Mixcoatl!
Our mother, warrior woman
Our mother, warrior woman,
Deer of Culhuacan….

From the Tepepulco collection made by Sahagún. 
See ‘Twenty Hymns’, pp. 134 ss. It is the goddess 
Mother in her role as the feminine aspect, Cihua-
coatl; the goddess of fertility and grain. The poem is 
from the Chalco region, in the southern area of the 
Valley of Mexico. The god Mixcóatl is a solar god who 
is also called Tonaquetl in this poem: he who makes 
the day. The poem is incomplete.

Another genre which was frequently used by the ancient 
poets is the Cantos de Angustia (Cantos of Anguish) or Ic-
nocuicatl, in which the poet makes his desperation mani-
fest in the face of death, since it is the representation of 
annihilation from which none are saved, and it is felt that 
not even poetry, the flower or the canto could save man 
from his implacable destiny.
Examples exist of this type of poetry, which capture the 
profound drama of the feeling of despair the poet feels 
before the uncertainties of an afterlife.

The Enigma of living

It is not true that we live,
It is not true that we stay
In this world.
I will leave the beautiful flowers!
I will leave and search for the place of mystery!
But for this brief moment
Sing well!

Another genre used by the Nahua poets were the Cantos 
“Traviesos” (‘Naughty’ or ‘Mischievous’ Cantos) or pica-
resques, Cuecuehcuicatl, which dealt with frivolous themes 
or with sexual illusions and which the monks who were the 
copyists of the oral traditions of the native people, seemed 
to not want to collect for prosperity. As a consequence, 
there are very few samples of these types of poems. Here, 
we present one attributed to the region of Chalco.

song of the women of chalco

Let us rise, little sisters
Let us go, let us go search for flowers,
Let us go, let us go and gather flowers.
Here they are, here they are,
The flowers of water and of fire,
Flowers of the shield,
Flowers made for men, for honor,
Flowers of war…

by Aquiauhtzin Cuauhquiyahuacatzintli de Ayapango
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May you flourish in peacefulness
And sweet calmness,
That turns away the vanity that twists men.
For this short time walk
With our master, that he be clement,
That he guide you
Our Creator has strong arms!
His shoulders are broad!
Our Creator watches over you.
I, your father, nor your mother
Love you not as much as does he.
Of course! He planned you,
Sent you to us!

Poems translated into English by Jimmie Durham

There was another genre, which recounted the history of 
the Nahua people since their origin, naming those who 
had governed them and enumerating important deeds or 
specific successes. These cantos are called Cantos Verda-
deros (True Cantos) or Melahuacuicatl.
Here, we present a fragment that describes the birth of 
the supreme Aztec priest, Tlacaélel, taken from the Annals 
of Chimalpahin Cuauhtlehuantizin, the historian of the 
Chalco-Amequemecan region in colonial times.

The birth of Tlacaélel

It was the year 10 Rabbit *1

So, as has been told by the ancient Mexicas,
The first Motecuhzoma, Ilhuicamina, was born.
He who shone with the splendor of jade
Who came into the world as the sun was rising.
Miyahuaxihuatzin, Princess of Cuauhnahuac *2 
Was his mother.
Tlacaélel was born on the same day
In the morning when, it is said, the sun
Was about to rise.
By luck, it is said, he was the oldest.
His mother was Cacanacihuatzin,
Princess of Teocalhiyacan.
They had different mothers
But the same father, Huitzilihuitl II,
King of Tenochtitlan.

*1 – 1398
*2 – Cuernavaca

The lack of phonetic writing contributed to the develop-
ment of memory. The oratorial arguments and the edu-
cational discourses had to be transmitted orally and this 
enabled them to be rescued by colonial historians after 
the conquest. They have a great moral content and help to 
illustrate the familial and social relationships that were at 
the heart of Nahua society.

ode from a father to a son

My son, my jewel, beautiful quetzal feather:
You have arrived.
The Creator has let you into the World.
The One We All Live For has crafted you,
Presented you.
Your mother, your father, your uncles, aunts,
Your family
Have come to see you.
We marvel at your face,
Your glance, your strong neck.
We cry with joy.
You have arrived to life!
Now for a short time
You will witness, bear witness.
You have come to make your way in the World.
You have come to grow.

Like a small bird first opening its heart
To song and flight,
You seem ready to leave this room!
As if you spread your wings!
See how he moves his hands,
His feet!
Ready to fly!
What is the plan
Of He For Whom We All Live?
One day, perhaps two,
We have you on loan,
As though an adornment of bright feathers
Lent by the goodness of our Master.
Will you live on the Earth?


