
THE BUTTERFLY AND RELATED SYMBOLS IN. THE ART OF PRE-HISPANIC 
MEXICO.

The ancient peoples of Mexico were great observers of 
natural phenomena, seeing in the endless cycles of nature deep 
philosophical and religious meanings. Clear evidence of divine 
power over their lives was observed in the daily and seasonal 
movements of the sacred sun, moon and stars which signalled 
the times of rain and drought, of planting and harvesting, of 
peace and war. In other words the cycles of life, death and 
rebirth which defined the lives of all living things including 
human beings. Of the many symbols that these ancient peoples 
found in natural cycles the butterfly, flowers, corn, fire and 
the serpent were among the most important expressions of this 
process and were interrelated in both simple and complex ways.

Few other natural creatures so profoundly symbolized the 
stages of human life and the transformation of man's spirit 
better than the butterfly. It begins its life as a tiny egg 
almost appearing out of nowhere. It soon developes into a larval 
caterpiller, snake-like but with legs and a segmented body. 
Its resemblance to a serpent unites it with the symbolic meaning 
of that creature, one of the most ancient and powerful 
representations of the life force. When the snake shed its dead 
skin it was thought to be reborn from its own essence. Likewise, 
when caterpillars matured they too eventually shed their skin 
as they transformed themselves into a mummy-like chrysalis, 
appearing dead and with a hard skeletal shell. In the cold of 
winter snakes also entered a death-like torpor often gathering 
in large numbers for warmth in caves like the intertwined 
rattlesnakes of the great earth goddess Coatlicue's skirt. The 
fiery warmth of the spring sun eventually brought renewed 
vitality. The snakes seemed reborn out of the earth, and the 
mummies of "dead" caterpillers split and yielded forth a 
resplendent flying butterfly - to ancient eyes the reborn spirit 
in exultation.

The butterfly's close association with the warmth of the 
sun and with flowers united its symbolism with that of the fire 
god who was the ultimate source of life and the spirit. Often 
called "Ineffable Flower" in Aztec hymns, the god of fire always 

< presided over the four cardinal directions as the center and 
Axis Mundi. As patron of the Axis Mundi he and his female form 

awt? occupied the highest realm of heaven as well as the volcanic 
fires of the underworld. Since the fire god determined the moment 
of human conception when the spirit entered man's life, he 
dictated the date of a man's birth and hence his fate. Thus 
the god of fire was the god of time as well.

7 Since the fire god ushered man's soul into this world, 
it was he who had the power to release the soul back again into 
the realm of the spirit which occurred when the body was 
cremated. As with the life cycle of the butterfly, the fire 
god too was subject to his own metamorphosis from birth to death 
and rebirth. As Xocotl - Otontecuhtli he was worshipped by the 
Aztecs as the divine spark called out of the heavens by the



sacred fire drill to ignite the new fire. As Ixcozauhqui he 
became the vigorous yellow flame bursting forth like a flower 
or a fluttering butterfly. Finally, as the old fire of ash, 
glowing embers and feeble blue flame he was known as Xiuhtecuhtli 
Huehueteotl awaiting to be reborn by fire drill or by human 
breath blowing new life back into the coals.
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these columns probably represented the ancestral dead, warrior 
spirits wearing butterfly insignia over their hearts.

The association of the butterfly with the spirits of dead 
warriors made it inevitable that the butterfly would be connected 
with the sun, that ultimate celestial warrior, and the daily 
stages of the sun roughly paralleled a warrior's life. At dawn 
the sun appeared as a viral young soldier 
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the sun as he weakened in his descent toward the western horizon, 
as Cuauhtemoc, the descending eagle. Although the sun did not 
actually die as it vanished in the west, in the Aztec mind its 
disappearance was a kind of symbolic death. But 
perilous nightly journey under the earth it emerged 
rebirth on the eastern horizon, A
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or skin to emerge into the sunlight. The green unripe ear of 
corn, the xilotl was worshipped as the young virginal corn 
goddess Xilonen. The mature ripe corn became deified as Cinteotl- 
Chicomecoatl, sometimes thought of as male, sometimes female. 
As the old dried seed corn enclosed in its dried husk, corn 
was honored as Ilamatecuhtli-Tocihuatl "Old Grandmother." This 
dried seed corn, now symbolically dead, was stored in the grain 
bin to await planting and rebirth with the warmth of the next 
spring sun.

There was one god in the Aztec pantheon whose iconography 
embraced almost all of the symbols mentioned above. His name 
was Xochipilli, "Flower Prince." He probably originated among 
the Mixtecs of Puebla and Oaxaca. By the time he was imported 
into the Valley of Mexico he was primarily thought of as the 
patron of the palace folk, both nobles and serving people, 
and as the god of feasting, music and revelry and of games, 
especially patolli and tlachtli, the famous Mesoamerican 
bailgame. His calendar name was Macilxochitl, " 5 Flower."

Many images of this god survive, especially in the form 
of figural clay brasures or fire containers called Xantils. 
The word "xochitl" appearing in both his names clearly refers 
to fire. As Xochipilli "Flower Prince" the god was associated 
with Tlazohpilli - Piltzintecuhtli the valiant young sun. As 
Macuilxochitl "Five Flower" he was again identified with the 
god of fire who always occupies the center of the four directions 
which was thought of as the fifth direction. A great number 
of the beautiful decorated ceramics which have survived from 
Cholula - because they were probably made for feasts and 
festivals - display not only the four-petalled flower of 
Xochipilli, but also his tricolor blanket. To these symbols 
are often added the sign of the sun ray, called the tonallo, 
which stands for the sun's heat. Almost always included is the 
well known step fret design, the xicalcoliuhqui, which defines 
the bowl as a sacred center or navel, a place of offerings and 
an abode of the fire god. Finally there often appears along 
the rims of these bowls painted corn cobs marking the four 
directions.

When Xochipilli is shown in person, either in sculpture 
or painted in the ancient books he is easily recognized by his 
singular face paint. On both sides of his mouth and extending 
along his cheeks are painted designs. On the face of one version 
of Xochipilli can be seen two butterfly wings. On each cheek 
of another a hand is painted. And on still another a flower 
adorns both sides of the god's face. Since the hand is associated 
with the number five and with the fire god as the sacred center 
and Axis Mundi, it joins the butterfly and the flower signs 
in defining Xochipilli as at least in part a god of fire and 
in part a representative of the sun. The close relationship 
of the growth of corn to the seasonal movements of the sun 
finally unites in Xochipilli the qualities of a god of corn.

It is not difficult then to see how Xochipilli-Macuilxochitl 
evolved into a god of feasting, and music, and rejoicing, for 
he was one of the gods responsible for the abundant corn harvest, 
always a cause for celebration. Each of these festivals began



with the drilling and lighting of a new fire. As the flames 
bloomed forth and rose into the air, no doubt many of celebrants 
seated around the fire saw for an instant in the fluttering 
flames the wings of the butterfly that lovely symbol of the 
ageless metamorphosis of spirit into matter and matter into 
spirit.
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