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Monumenta Mexicana
This section of Cabrera’s epic poem Monumenta Mexicana is included because
of the great influence of the Quetzalcoatl legend. Quetzalcoatl is the most ubiquitous and mysterious figure in pre-Columbian Mexico and the entire southern
portion of the Western Hemisphere. His name, which comes from the Nahuatl
language, literally means feathered serpent. In Mayan lands he is roughly equivalent to Kukulcan, whose name also means feathered serpent. Quetzalcoatl and
his worship are first documented in the period 400–600 ce in the great city of
Teotihuacan, a religious center in the Mexican highlands, which was generally
believed to have originated around the time of Christ. After the Spanish conquest
a number of writings describe the god “Quetzalcoatl” and relate him to a ruler
of the mytho-historic Toltec city of Tula, or Tollan, and give him the names “Ce
Acatl,” “Topiltzin,” “Nacxitl,” or “Quetzal.” Cabrera uses both “Quetzalcoatl”
and “Quetzal” when referring to the legendary ruler. Historians differ on the
question whether narratives about this ruler describe actual events. According to
the stories, Tula or Tollan was a great stone city that became dominant around
1050 after the decline of Teotihuacan. Quetzalcoatl was king of Tollan; his defeat, at the hands of people more brutal than he, led to his departure as the
Feathered Serpent, who vowed to return. This departure in a boat with a promise
to return was central to the mythology of the region. While some modern scholars
question whether this legend had a great bearing on the Mayan and Aztec reluctance to make short work of the Spaniards, it is worth noting that Columbus was
amused, and then annoyed, by the Indians he encountered, all of whom seemed to
have announced, even after some time spent living among Columbus’s men, that
the Europeans had descended from the skies. That belief about Europeans does
not seem to have occurred among the Indians of North America.

Quetzalcoatl the King
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