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FROM THE EDITORS

This issue of the Contributions in New World Archaeology journal contains the second 

set of papers presented at the 24th

th and 16th of November, 2019. The title of the 24th EMC was Contact 

and Conquest in the Maya World and Beyond, and it concentrated on the events 500 years 

ago, since the start of the conquest of Mexico, as well as the colonization and collision of 

cultures from the early sixteenth century onwards, the changes it brought about, and the dawn 

of globalization. The conference also addressed the subject of conquests and contacts between 

contributions has been published in volume 13 of CNWA. The present volume contains another 

set of six papers that are mostly concentrated on the subject of Spanish conquest and changes it 

brought to Mesoamerica as seen in the art, ceramic production, languages, and religion, and how 

Vasijas no 

conquistadas: Patrones de continuidad de la cerámica maya. The author describes changes 

brought by conquest and colonization in the process of ceramic production in Guatemala and 

Mexico. The author also shows that despite the introduction of new European ceramic modes, 

many production techniques and decorations of pre-Columbian origin were maintained in the 

manufacture of ceramics not only during the colonial period but even up until today.

The following article, Didactics and cosmos: heaven and hell in the early colonial 

murals of Santa María Xoxoteco, Hidalgo, Mexico

the fascinating colonial period murals that were used in the process of evangelization and 

conversion of indigenous people of central Mexico. Clemmensen concentrates on presenting 

many iconographic elements of pre-Columbian origin that were used by friars and local artists 

to describe the most important concepts and elements of the Christian religion.

Chilam Balam ‘prophecies’ 

and the Spanish invasion and occupation of Yucatan. The author discusses the famous passages 

ah kin, the ritual specialists and diviners who 

ah kin 

were contemporary cohorts from neighboring polities in the western and northern peninsula and 

that they urged their old enemy, the Itza Maya, to accept the new religion and people from the 
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Linguistic archaeology in the Poqomchi’-speaking area: tracing 

language contacts before and after the conquest focuses on language contacts in the Maya 

In the next paper, New World words and things in the Old World: How the Americas 

conquered the world, 

Columbian exchange by analyzing the history of lexical borrowings from Indigenous languages 

Whereas the Columbian exchange brought numerous plants and animals, as well as technology 

more restricted, involving primarily cultivated plants. However, the author points out that if 

we consider the Columbian exchange to be an ongoing process, there are numerous species 

of the species and cultigens, the history of their global dispersal, and the Indigenous methods 

that foster diversity, provides us with better tools to understand the interconnectedness of culture 

times, to unwanted consequences, as in the case of malnutrition or famines caused by maize 

in Africa and potatoes in Ireland. Besides these, the study discusses loanwords that originate 

in Indigenous American languages and reveals interesting generational patterns in their usage 

outside the area of the origin of the terms: some terms that were common a few decades ago 

have all but disappeared today, while others have started a new life in popular culture.

The peninsular Maya’s 

The author continues with the topic of indigenous responses 

political jurisdiction near the Spanish viceregal administrative seat in Mérida, and other 

the northeastern peninsular Maya hinterlands. The study suggests a more autonomously derived 

divine substrate to characterize Maya religious practice – rather than a Roman Catholic and 

religious conquest in the area.



Contributions in New World Archaeology 14: 33-58

DIDACTICS AND COSMOS:  
HEAVEN AND HELL IN THE EARLY COLONIAL MURALS  

OF SANTA MARÍA XOXOTECO, HIDALGO, MEXICO

Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies, University of Copenhagen, Denmark.

E- mail: mikkelboeg@gmail.com

Abstract

The 16th

I analyse the representations of heaven and hell in the murals, and I demonstrate how the artists chose motifs with 

the friars and the indigenous authors and artists of using Mesoamerican concepts and motifs to convey Christianity and 

function from the perspective of the Augustinian mission. I then turn to some of the lesser-studied parts of the murals: 

– the mouth of hells on the sidewalls and the adjacent representations of Satan mixed with the characteristics of the 

tzitzimime, an Aztec class of deities branded by the early missionaries as devils.

 Indo-Christian art, Colonial art, cosmology, Colonial Mexico, Mictlan, wall paintings,  Solar-Christ, 

tzitzimime

Resumen

-

representaciones adyacentes de Satán mezcladas con las características de tzitzimime, una categoría de dioses aztecas 

marcados como diablos por los primeros misionarios.

Palabras clave: Arte indocristiano, arte colonial, cosmología, Mexico colonial, Mictlan, pintura mural, Cristo-Sol, 

tzitzimime



INTRODUCTION

This article revisits the murals of the 16th century Augustinian chapel of Santa María 

Xoxoteco, a small village northeast of Mexico City in the mountains of the state of Hidalgo. 

The murals are famous for their elaborate illustrations of indigenous people tempted by devils 

encomendero

on his old religion rendered as a codex-style temple pyramid, and of the elaborate torture of 

both indigenous and European sinners in hell. In a unique and direct fashion, they attest to the 

complex interplay of religion, social life and politics in the early colonial period. The murals 

also illustrate the paradoxical nature of colonial art as they address the violence and suppression 

of the era, while also bearing witness to the religious and artistic creativity that resulted from the 

early contact between the Christian and the Mesoamerican cultures. 

Since the local inhabitants of Santa María Xoxoteco discovered the murals under layers of 

whitewash during restoration in the 1970s, the chapel has attracted scholarly attention. Shortly 

after the discovery, the architect Juan Artigas became involved in the restoration of the murals, 

and he published a monograph with descriptions and drawings of the chapel and murals (Artigas 

1979, 2009). The year before, the art historian Elena Estrada de Gerlero had published an article 

comparing the murals to those of the open chapel of nearby Actopan (Estrada de Gerlero 1978). 

In her article, she discusses the emphatic focus of the two chapels on the torments in hell and 

an eschatological frame of mind, characteristic of the 16th century when devastating smallpox 

and cocoliztli epidemics raged. More recent publications by the historians Arturo Hernández 

resort to a more heavy-handed indoctrination approach, due to the severe challenges they met 

being few in numbers and missionising on the fringe of Mesoamerica in challenging geographical 

Chichimecs would have created a need for explicit imagery that could have forced or threatened 

In previous publications, the overarching focus has been on the parts of the murals that 

of the chapel, and how they chose motifs for these realms that held a meaning not only within 

Christian iconography but also within the Mesoamerican religion. In doing this, they adhered to 

the colonial norms of including indigenous elements in the presentation of Christianity.
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have been able to demonstrate recurring themes, styles and motifs in the architecture, murals 

and sculptural art of a large number of colonial churches. Although they sometimes disagree 

to earlier views on both colonial art and the conquest itself. Writing in the 1960s, art historian 

George Kubler claimed that the pre-Columbian art motifs created within the colonial society 

indigenous religion had made it through the trauma of the conquest. Since then, however, a 

steadily growing body of translations of texts from indigenous languages and many important 

et al. 2005). Importantly, scholars have 

demonstrated the active participation of indigenous intellectuals in the development of the 

of Christianity, some of them perhaps less Christian and more indigenous than the friars would 

the 16th

in the art and architecture of the early colonial period, have made the visual arts accessible as 

that indigenous artists were responsible for almost all the murals painted in the early colonial 

period, and that there was a high degree of collaboration between the friars and the artists, 

and its place within the larger narrative of the religious development during the 16th century. 

contemporary sources, both written as well as visual. Comparing the murals with other doctrinal 

material of the time is necessary in establishing how they relate to the evangelisation of the 16th 

Before examining the representations of heaven and hell in the vault and on the sidewalls, 

THE CHAPEL AND THE MURALS

In pre-Columbian times, Xoxoteco was part of Metztitlan, an independent altepetl with a 
1. Shortly after the conquest, Metztitlan was subjugated 

by the Spaniards, and Hernán Cortés turned the region into an encomienda (Gerhard 1993: 

1 See Hernández (2008) for a deeper historical review of the area before and after the conquest.
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of Metztitlan, and from 1536 and in the following decades, they established a series of mission 

were few in numbers, and in Metztitlan a mere 4-5 resident missionaries faced the challenge of 

converting a population of some 20,000 individuals spread over many small villages throughout 

Metztitlan. However, throughout the region, the Augustinians established mostly small visita 

chapels without resident friars, among these the chapel of Xoxoteco. The chapel of Xoxoteco, 

in length and 7 meters in width, and a small adjoining building (Hernández 2008: 215). The 

murals, which are all located in the nave, can be divided into three categories: Biblical scenes, 
2. These themes are typical for the 

late medieval period, and the murals are in many ways very similar to the iconography found in 

contemporary churches throughout Europe.

The biblical scenes are located on the wall behind the altar with depictions from Genesis, 

2
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Figure 1.
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Figure 2.
Judgement, b) creation of Eve, c) the original sin and expulsion from paradise, d) mouth of hell and rep-

resentation of Satan, e) idolatry vs Christianity, f) temptation of adultery (?), g) temptation of stealing (?), 

of imbibement. Graphics and photos by the author.
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follows a standard composition with Jesus sitting on an orb parting the righteous from the 

relating the story of the resurrection of Christ. The scenes of temptation and torments in hell 

38

Figure 3. -

elment and cannibalism (left wall). Graphics by the author.
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sinned. To the convert in the New World, however, this logic was not necessarily so obvious. 

In Mesoamerica, it was not your deeds in life that decided your fate in the afterlife, but the type 

in another place, and so on. Most people – all those who died an undramatic death – went to 

the underworld, to the place the Aztecs called Mictlan 

comportment in life and the afterlife.

serious problem, not least because they experienced a clear connection between intoxication 

the painting has badly deteriorated. Another vignette depicts two men and two women with 

above, a cogent and instructive scene shows a baptised indigenous man turning away from his 

old religion represented by a pre-Columbian temple pyramid and two indigenous priests with 

small emblem with the initials IHS, the monogram of Christ. 

The last two vignettes seem to have a more acute and political dimension, as they both show 

a Spaniard wielding a weapon on an indigenous man. In one image, the latter is well dressed, 

Hernández 2008: 188-189, 225). 

more desperate measures in the region of Metztitlan. However, devils and hellish torture were 

standard components in medieval art and not that surprising in the murals of Xoxoteco, especially 

considering the pronounced eschatological beliefs of the New World-friars and their concern 

less prevalent among the Augustinians, the latter did see themselves in a wider cosmological-
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evident from a telling anecdote recorded by the Augustinian chronicler Juan de Grijalva writing 

in the 17th

sculpture of the deity Mola worshipped by the population of Metztitlan. When interrogated by 

Roa, Mola

into venerating him for generations were now burning in hell (Grijalva 1985: 90). The devil was 

and more realistic than a modern viewer might imagine.

In the middle of the vault, a large round motif encircled by yellow sun rays and an outer circle 

 

globus cruciger – an orb with a cross – as well as a halo around the head. The silhouette appears 

to portray Christ as salvator mundi framed as the sun. The artists also painted another circular 

40

Figure 4.  
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Figure 5. 

Figure 6. 
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Figure 7.
1890: III: 306.
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motif in the vault between the Christ-motif and the wall behind the altar, but the central image 

in this circular form, if there ever was one, is gone today.

the head of a small reptilian, reminiscent of the mouth of hell just below it, bites the arm of an 

good and evil, as a humorous comment on the overall theme of the murals. 

of inscribed or written year. Artigas proposed that the paintings were made between 1540 and 

1556, primarily based on the type of clothing worn by the individuals in the paintings (Artigas 

1979: 82). Estrada de Gerlero compared the style of the paintings to contemporary codices, but 

before 1585 where most murals were whitewashed on the order of the Third Mexican Council 

(Estrada de Gerlero 1978: 86-87). More in line with Artigas, Hernández argued that the murals 

were painted in the mid-16th century. However, he based his argument on an analysis of the 

A unique circumstance regarding the murals of Xoxoteco is that almost the exact same 

composition and motifs exist in another chapel from the same period, in the town of Actopan 

late 1970s, a few years after those of Xoxoteco, and they turned out to be almost identical 

had room to paint a few more scenes from the Bible, but it remains obvious that the murals in 

the two chapels must have been painted either from the same template or by copying the other. 

Apart from the extra additional scenes, only a few details in the composition and some minor 

changes to the motifs set the two mural programs apart. The artists who painted Xoxoteco, 

Tecamachalco (Ballesteros 1999: 72). 

43

Figure 8. Detail from the grotesque. 
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the Augustinian mission, I now return to the representations of paradise in the vault and the 

underworld on the sidewalls.

CONVERGING COSMOLOGIES: THE COLONIAL INTERPRETATIONS 
 OF HEAVEN AND HELL IN XOXOTECO

A severe challenge for the friars consisted in conveying the Christian concepts of heaven 

and hell to the indigenous population3. To implement the Christian cosmos, the friars and 

their indigenous assistants chose to model it upon indigenous cosmological realms, and they 

Mictlan

by the death deity Mictlanteuctli and his consort Mictlancihuatl 

Mictlan

it became the commonly used model for hell, although some further explanation was needed 

actors playing the role of demons and sinners (Schuessler 2013: 128-175). Some friars also held 

local demonstrations of the torments in hell by burning live animals or pouring hot water over 

In the same way as the friars reused the concept of Mictlan, they exploited various indigenous 

Mictlan was 

those of the indigenous afterworlds that were lush gardens and characterised by a wealth of 

in Nahuatl is an illustrative example, where heaven – as well as Bethlehem and other holy 

3

(Galinier 2004: 22). Neither did the concepts of virtue and sin, and today – just as in the 16th century – 

of the human body. Galinier argues that this dualism has pre-Columbian roots and that it is not a result of 
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these psalms were derived from pre-Columbian Nahuatl poetry and now served a Christian 

the Christian conception, but something else, or more, that could be called upon during 

th 

Both cosmological realms were obvious candidates for mural painting with the purpose 

Actopan are some of the most illustrative depictions of hell in the context of colonial mural 

ex-convento of Malinalco 

has the most famous colonial depiction of paradise in the form of an ambitious mural cycle, with 

from Malinalco, many churches and convents have beautifully painted vaults that surely depict 

Reyes of Metztitlan. The Xoxoteco-murals contain both a depiction of paradise and a depiction 

of hell, and I treat these in the following sections.

In the churches of medieval Europe, paradise was typically depicted in the vault, due to 

the association of this realm with the above and the celestial abode (Davidson 1994a: 4-7). The 

the vegetal motifs, the zoomorphic and anthropomorphic creatures, and the large sun-disc 

surrounding a Christ-motif. Together with the other elements in the vault, they denote paradise 

from a Christian viewpoint, but, as I aim to show, the artists in Xoxoteco selected motifs from 

the Christian tradition that aligned the Christian paradise with indigenous afterworlds.

Flora and Fauna

in warm colours with a high degree of detail and variation. This imagery would no doubt have 
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were the transformed souls of dead warriors and of women who died during labour (see Berlo 

would have recognised this metaphor in their recycling of a European grotesque motif in the 

present context.

Christ as a Solar Deity

with roots in the Jewish and Christian adoptions of solar cults from the Near Eastern, Egyptian, 

the Solar-Christ with them to the New World, where they promoted the parallel between the sun 

2004: 174-175). In Mesoamerica, however, the sun played an important role in myth and ritual, 

the Aztec religion, Tonatiuh par exellence and 

out, misunderstandings could easily arise if the converts understood the sun not as an analogy 

for Christ – as the friars intended – but as identical with Christ himself in the same way that 

Tonatiuh

roles in the creation and maintenance of earthly life, the ordering of time and space, and as the 

the evangelisation process.

Apart from the conceptual overlap of the two notions of the sun, there was also an overlap 

Columbian monuments, objects, and codices, the Mesoamerican sun deity was depicted within 

sun rays alternated with other symbols in varying ways. The visual tradition of depicting a 
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Schiller 1971: II:109). In Xoxoteco, the sun disc with its yellow sun rays and red 

symbols encircling Christ elegantly accommodates the sun-deity motif of two visual traditions.

It ought to be mentioned that the Solar-Christ in the vault of Xoxoteco was one of several, 

perhaps many, depictions of Christ within a sun disc in the vaults of the Augustinian mission 

zone. In spite of the relatively few preserved murals, similar Solar-Christs can be found in other 

chapels in the vicinity, such as that of Iztacoyotla, where a baby Jesus-motif encircled by sun 

Tlaxco, and although these are of a later date, they could very well be restorations of the original 

An Indigenous-Christian Paradise

Basically, the vault of Xoxoteco depicts a paradise with a medieval Christian iconography 

vegetal symbolism in other colonial descriptions and depictions of paradise is repeated in the 

and anthropomorphic entities would also have pitched well with contemporary representations 

in the doctrinal material. The Solar-Christ was an important hybrid symbol in colonial religion, 

Devils and Caves: The Colonial Underworld

integrated part of pre-Columbian rituals, such as the Aztec tlacaxipehualiztli and ochpaniztli 

practiced systematically before the conquest, and the placement of two heads on the top beam 

of a wooden stand give associations to the tzompantli, 

the devils blows a conch shell-trumpet (Artigas 1979: 91-92), an instrument used by priests at 

the high points of rituals. By choosing these torture methods and placing them on the central 

himself, as described in the following.
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The Satan-tzitzimime Hybrids

with a mouth of hell and a Satan-representation in front of it has clear models in medieval 

iconography: the mouth of hell was a medieval symbol of hell invented in the 10th century, 

48

Figure 9. a) Hell mouth with representation of Satan on right wall, b) mouth of hell with representation of 

Satan on left wall. Graphics by the author, c) Codex Tudela fol. 46. 

Mikkel Bøg Clemmensen



artists in Xoxoteco clearly deemed the mouth of hell to be an important part of the murals, 

entire height of the sidewall friezes. Their prominent place within the murals may not only be 

stem from the meaning of the symbol of the animal mouth in pre-Columbian iconography. In 

Mesoamerica, animal jaws symbolised cave entrances, which were places of ritual potency and 

Some missionaries exploited this coincidence, describing the Christian underworld as a cave in 

also made use of the visual overlap between the two traditions. In the Codex Durán (1581), the 

mythological origin cave of the Aztecs, Chicomoztoc – in pre-Columbian contexts depicted as 

49

Figure 10.
late 14th
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origin in Mesoamerican thought is portrayed through a Christian symbol signalling the entrance 

of the underworld are thus clearly exposed (Nielsen 2020: 245). In composing the murals of 

symbol to consolidate the theme of the underworld. The placement of a deity – Satan mixed 

with traits from the tzitzimime, as explained below – in front of the mouths of hell furthermore 

accords with the Mesoamerican concept of caves as places of residence for fertility deities (see 

the mouth of hell and Satan could  be seen as meaningful within two cultural traditions.

smaller serpents rise. While the facial characteristics have mostly vanished, a few details on the 

features what seems to be an outgrowth of some sort, perhaps once depicting a devilish face. 

whereas the being on the opposite, right wall has received little or no scholarly attention (apart 

from Clemmensen 2018).

Descriptions and depictions of Satan have been inspired by various local deities 

throughout the history of Christianity, not least during the New World-mission (Báez-

tzitzimime, 

a complex group of supernatural beings branded as devils in the colonial era. Klein (2000) 

tzitzimime. The hands and hearts, worn in the form 

tzitzimime4.  

These two traits are also reminiscent of the illustrations of a tzitzimitl in Codex Magliabechiano 

tzitzimime 

Coatlicue statue exhibited in the Museo Nacional de Antropología, 

that also has serpent heads rising from the torso instead of a human head (Boone 1999). This 

4

Tlaloc based on similarities with 
a Tlaloc Primeros Memoriales. Macuil Martínez states that the Mesoamerican 

and fertility deities had tzitzimime aspects.
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it is in fact a tzitzimitl, together with other female deities associated with fertility such the 

cihuapipiltin,

tzitzimime, nor is it 

a typical Aztec headdress. However, as Macuil Martinez (2017: 66-67) has noted, it has models 

in other non-Aztec sources, for example the Codex Vindobonensis where certain persons bear a 

one of the characteristic traits of the tzitzimime (Klein 2000: 41-45), but in Xoxoteco this trait 

tzitzimime or other deities, but rather hybrids combining many of the traits from the tzitzimime, 

or certain related fertility deities, and those of Satan. The serpent crown was, for example, most 

have wanted to infuse in this portrait.

The iconographic indications pointing to the tzitzimime as a source of inspiration for the 

motifs in Xoxoteco are supported by the fact that these deities were favourite objects for the 

tzitzimime appeared to have had several benevolent aspects. They were, for example, called 

2019: 246-247), as does the symbol of hands and hearts (Klein 2000: 45). Nevertheless, according 

to the written sources, their reputation appears to have accentuated their frightening appearance 

devils. Reviewing the sources describing and depicting the possible pre-Columbian conceptions 

of the tzitzimime, 

heaven, sometimes in the form of stars, from where they had the ability to descend to earth to 

cihuapipiltin, 

1950-1982: VI: 163). Here, the missionaries saw a parallel between the descent of the tzitzimime 

and the fallen angels (Boone 1999: 198), and with a general fear of the tzitzimime among the 

population, they were a good match for the demons of hell. The eschatological aspects of these 

beliefs.

Some of the more vivid descriptions of the tzitzimime as demons come from the hands of 

the residents of Mictlan are described with a range of indigenous characteristics:
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Everywhere they eat people, everywhere they bite people, everywhere they 

Some of the traits, such as the long nails, are present in the depictions in Xoxoteco, while 

artists in Xoxoteco seem to have chosen certain traits – although not necessarily the same – from 

the tzitzimime

The artists may also have intended a connection between the Satan-tzitzimime 

the Solar-Christ painted in the vault. In Aztec mythology, the tzitzimime participated in a cosmic 

eclipses where the tzitzimime were perceived as stars that became visible next to the eclipsed 

be a benevolent role, the tzitzimime, in their form as the souls of women who died in childbirth, 

the sun until its zenith, passing on the responsibility to the women who led the sun the rest of the 

way until it set. Here they delivered it into the hands of the inhabitants of Mictlan. These close 

associations between the tzitzimime and the sun and the celestial realm add another dimension to 

the murals of Xoxoteco: The cosmic battle, or relationship, between the tzitzimime and the sun 

in Aztec mythology becomes the Christian cosmic battle between Satan and Jesus.

It must be mentioned that apart from the tzitzimime, the artists may have fused another 

2015: 140-148). However, in the Aztec religion, the deer-serpent, mazacoatl, also has these 

characteristics. Mazacoatl

mazacoatl in sermons and plays 

(Alcántara Rojas 2013: 117-118). As with the tzitzimime, mazacoatl had both curing abilities 

and dangerous aspects, and during the colonial era, it was branded as a devilish creature by the 

friars (Nielsen 2020).

CONCLUSIONS

th century are characterised by a presence of both Christian and 

Mesoamerican iconography and concepts, one of the reasons being that friars and indigenous 

artists modelled Christianity upon elements from indigenous religion (Edgerton 2001: 2). In 

colonial mixture of traditions. Even though the murals formally remain within the boundaries 
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of Christian iconography, they accommodate graphic and conceptual changes to the Christian 

cosmos. These changes comprise a certain way of presenting paradise through an adapted vegetal 

symbolism with meaning within both cultures, the employment of the Solar-Christ compatible 

with both Mesoamerican and Christian beliefs, the choice of certain torture methods that are 

reminiscent of indigenous ritual, the emphasis on the mouth of hell signalling an entrance to the 

tzitzimime traits to Satan that draw a 

parallel between these beings of the night and the evil god of the Christian cosmos.

conveying the concept of sin and the connection between the deeds in life and the fate in the 

another layer of didactics in the form of a well-planned and thoroughly colonial presentation of 

juxtaposition of heaven and hell with the Solar-Christ and the tzitzimime

these realms – are unique within the corpus of preserved visual sources from the 16th century.

th European Maya Conference in Cracow. I would 

misinterpretations or shortcomings remain my sole responsibility.
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