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FROM THE EDITORS

This issue of the Contributions in New World Archaeology journal contains papers from 
the 24th th and 16th of 
November, 2019. The main conference theme was: ‘Contact and Conquest in the Maya World 

’. The intention was to refer to events from 500 years ago, since the start of the 
conquest of Mexico, 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 

cultures before the Spanish invasion. 
During the conference, more than 20 papers were presented, most of which are published 

presents the subject of interaction between the Maya and Teotihuacan and concentrates on 

epigraphic and archaeological records. 

(‘
of Guatemala

invasion of the second part of the fourth century.
The following article ‘

reports on the reexamination of Uaxactun mural paintings from Structure B-XIII, which provide 
new insights on the problem of the ‘entrada

What do ceramics tell 

Classic period’. It builds on the subject of Teotihuacan invasion and contact and concentrates 

imported from this central Mexican metropolis. Based on ceramic data, the author attempts to 

and regions during the Early Classic period. 
Mary Kate Kelly’s paper (‘Political domination and linguistic preferences in ancient Maya 

’) focuses on what may be 
termed the prestige language used by the Maya elites at court, and shows how conquest and 



8 From the editors

In their paper titled ‘Gold and calques in Mesoamerica: tracing the introduction of gold 

to Mesoamerica through linguistic evidence

show how the term for ‘gold’ was adopted from Central America and then spread through 

The volume closes with an article by Rosa-Maria Worm Danbo titled ‘An investigation of 

’. The author describes certain signs that bear 

the implications of such signs sharing.
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TRACING THE INTRODUCTION OF GOLD TO  

MESOAMERICA THROUGH LINGUISTIC EVIDENCE

 

Abstract

Gold appears relatively late in the Mesoamerican archeological record, initially imported as pieces from Central 
America in the Classic period. Nevertheless, Mesoamerican languages share a set of lexical calques referring to gold 

family in Eastern Mesoamerica, probably in Mayan, into Nahuatl which transformed it into ‘god excrement’ and passed 
-

gold, Mesoamerica, linguistic calques, loanwords

Resumen

Centroamérica en el período Clásico. Sin embargo, las lenguas mesoamericanas comparten un calco léxico que se 

Mesoamérica oriental, probablemente  maya, al náhuatl que  introdujo  dicho término en el occidente de Mesoamérica. 

Palabras clave: 

INTRODUCTION

account of its relative dearth, being rare in many Mesoamerican cultures and absent in others 
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onwards (Simmons et al. 2009). In much the same way, the largest concentration of gold objects 
in the Maya area are the materials dredged from the great cenote at Chichen Itza, which based 
on form, stylistic features, and associated materials, can also be assigned to the early-to-mid 

Mesoamerica. 

Andes, with specimens dated to around 2000 B.C.E. (Aldenderfer et al. 2008) although an 
independent copper technology appears quite early in North America as well. Andean metallurgy 
aside, most Native American processing of iron ores focused on heating and cold hammering 

into Mesoamerica through trade and contact. 
tumbaga gold (51% gold, 

Figure 1. Map of Mesoamerica showing the distribution of language families, languages and archaeological 
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730 C.E. (Baudez 1992: 59). An even earlier specimen was found in a cache context at Altun 
Ha, dated to ca. 500 C.E., containing an assortment of jade objects, two pearls, six beads of 
spiny oyster shell (Spondylus califer) and a tumbaga bead in the shape of a large feline claw 

century.

Mesoamerican cultures. A widespread linguistic calque referring to gold either as ‘god 

particular material. This means that if we can linguistically trace the path of borrowing between 
languages, we can reasonably expect this path to illustrate the route through which gold itself 
spread into Mesoamerica. In this way, linguistic data can be used as independent evidence about 
the introduction of gold into and across Mesoamerica, and also used to support hypotheses about 
the ethnolinguistic identities of populations and the archaeological evidence demonstrating the 
use among these groups, in a given area.

In this study we trace the linguistic calques for the word for ‘gold’, starting out from the 
observation that there are two groups of calques, those that refer to gold as ‘sun excrement’ and 
those that refer to it as ‘god excrement’. A survey of the distribution of the terms in Mesoamerican 
languages show that ‘sun excrement’ is found primarily in Eastern Mesoamerica, whereas ‘god 
excrement’ is found mostly in Western Mesoamerica. The aim of this paper is to understand 
how, when, and where the split between the two sets of calques occurred. Using evidence from 
comparative historical linguistics and from epigraphy, we show that the semantic change from 

to be the language that received the calque as ‘sun excrement’ from an Eastern Mesoamerican 
source, but which transmitted it as ‘god excrement’ to other languages in Western Mesoamerica. 
The linguistic evidence is compatible with two explanations: Either Nahuatl borrowed the term 
from an Eastern Mesoamerican language before undergoing a semantic change that altered the 

languages adopted the Nahuatl term through a written medium since epigraphic evidence 
reveals a logogram in Aztec writing with the value TEO, which represents a sun, or a partial 

originated south of Mesoamerica rather than North or West of it, the former explanation must 
be preferred. 

By correlating this linguistic chronology of borrowing and calquing with the archaeological 
and ethnohistorical record we are able to date the arrival of gold in Western Mesoamerica in the 

formation of the Mesoamerican linguistic area.
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The study of vocabularies of Mesoamerican languages has a long history of being used as 

for those things, practices, institutions and ideas. In addition to borrowing of vocabulary between 

loan translation. Calques are compound words or multi-word phrases that have been borrowed 
from a source language into a recipient language using direct translation of each lexical root, in 
the same way that American English gratte-ciel, Spanish 
rascacielos and Danish 

enumerating 52 calques that could be considered characteristic of Mesoamerica as a linguistic 

difrasismos, and 
become calques when translated to a receptor language. Such difrasismos are typically used to 
designate culturally salient concepts and their meaning are generally greater than the sum of the 
constituent parts. Some difrasismos, repeat the same information in the two segments and this 

the extent of the whole, in much the same way as the conception of alpha and omega. In yet other 
constructions the initial portion serves to qualify or modify the semantic and syntactic head of 

word for “temples”). 
-

ment-sun’. While it is not always clear precisely what motivates particular metaphors, in the 
case of the Mayan lexeme it would seem to be rather descriptive, quite probably describing 

-
semble human excrement, is not restricted to gold, but is also used to describe other naturally 

-
ment-star’ (Aulie and Aulie 1978: 109). Related calques are found in Totonac, where meteorites 

has this calque, but as witlatl, ‘star-excrement’, which refers to obsidian and to sinuous 

While it is a given that calques attest to language contact, the fact that calques transfer only 
the sense and structure of the compound, but rely on inherited vocabulary and not borrowings 
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that Danish borrowed English  as 
of very tall buildings historically originated in North America at the end of the 1800s, and not 

refer to.

term was obviously translated from one language to the other” (Thompson 1943: 22-23). In 
contemplating the direction of the translations Thompson was inclined to see that the borrowing 
had to have occurred from the Aztec to the Maya, “since the lowland Maya were much poorer 
goldsmiths than the Nahua and, furthermore, gold does not exist in most parts of the lowland 
Maya territory, one can assume that the Maya translated the Mexican term” (Thompson 

calques, Cecil Brown was inclined to accept Thompson’s argument and argued that the “spread 
of the [calque for gold] through Mesoamerican languages could have occurred at any time from 
900 C.E. onward, including the post-contact period” (Brown 2011: 192). In the following we 

suggesting that the opposite direction of transfer is more probable, from Mayan into Nahuatl. 

Figure 2. Mexican gold “nugget” weighing 481 grams (photograph by Garry Bishop).
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MAYAN LANGUAGES

example the epigraphic evidence that was unavailable to him when he wrote in the 1940s. 
In fact, the earliest written attestation of the calque for ‘gold’ in Maya hieroglyphic writing 

308-311). There, in a nominal segment, at the end of the text adorning the carved lintel the 
segment , 

(10.2.1.0.0), demonstrating that this calque was already in use in Eastern Cholan by at least 
the ninth century.  Thereby, had the calque been introduced from Nahuatl, one would expect 

 ‘excrement-deity’, which would be the expected 
Cholan Maya equivalent of Nahuatl witlatl

or another Western Mesoamerican language using the ‘god-excrement’ calque, as being the 
source language for the calque in Mayan. 

In the Maya area, the compound form is attested predominantly in the lowland languages, 

including Tojolabal ( , ‘metal’) and Mocho’ (

languages. Most surprisingly, the lexeme is also attested in Huastec, greatly separated from the 

Figure 3.
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for an alternative account). The dispersal of the compound in the languages of these branches are 

its eventual dispersal in the resultant daughter languages, with minimal phonetic emendation. 
 in Ch’ol for ‘moneda’ (Aulie and Aulie 1978: 110), whereas 

<taquin  in Ch’orti’ is ‘metal’ (Hull 2005: 

In Chontal, the compound is found as part of 
yoco

but apparently also used in some compounds as meaning either ‘white’ or even “indigenous”. 
, ‘silver money’ 

loaned as  across lowland Mayan languages during the Classic period and maintained as 

otherwise, to specify the type of metal involved.
The same view has been formulated by Terrence Kaufman who proposes the pre-proto-

 for ‘metal’ (Kaufman 2003: 400). Although Kaufman 

as ‘gold’, based on a difrasismo that metaphorically conveys a description of the mineral in 
its natural state. That this ore would go on to designate other types of metals, including silver, 
through analogical processes is not altogether surprising given the sequence in which metals 
were introduced to most Mesoamerican cultures (Hosler 1995). It is most probably through the 
intervention of Chontal traders travelling along the Gulf Coast that Huastec received the form 

as ‘aunque a la plata, y oro suelen llamar Taquin
el que se entiende de lo hablan

complete , ‘white (precious) metal’ for ‘silver’ (see Thompson 1943: 23).  Interestingly, 
the lexeme was not reanalyzed or translated into Huastec since ‘excrement’ is  and 
‘sun’ is , much as ‘white’ is 
was <Mantaquin> man- morpheme is 
undoubtedly related to the adjective mán ~ 

unclear at present is whether Huastec received the term  with the meaning of ‘metal’ (as in 
 ‘white’ to create the derived lexeme 

(i.e., after. 1200 C.E.), given that Mesoamerican metalsmiths produced silver as a byproduct 

of 

was devised analogously to segregate the noble metals from metals in general. Interestingly, 

, which has prompted the observation that 
“Given that both Chicomuceltec and Huastec share the borrowing, the fact of this particular 
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With a broader vantage it becomes evident that there is a split distribution within 
Mesoamerica of languages using ‘sun-excrement’ versus languages using ‘god-excrement’ in 

(ColMix pers. comm. 2019). The proto-
Mixean root 
1995: 445-446), whereas hamatin 
(Knudson 1980), where the root *hama (Wichmann 1995: 312) can be reconstructed for proto-

tin  

OTOMANGUEAN LANGUAGES

 ‘deity’ (found for example 
khä-ndyo “god”, nikhö “church”, mbakhö “priest”, khöhpi 

ci  “God” po, a 
reconstructable root found in words meaning ‘dirty’ or ‘excrement’ which also has the alternate 
forms bo, mbo and pho is 
distinct from the word for ‘sun’ hyadi

becoming

*po

mbo

and pho (e.g. foho ‘excrement’ in Mezquital 

that this calque (which she gives as ) is particularly common in the meaning “metal” in the 

language family, the word for ‘gold’ is mbu1 3 “dinero” (Suárez 1983: 601). The word is 

calque, ‘sun excrement’.  Suárez does not give a word for ‘god’ in his word list, but in the words 
for church and priest ja1 2 and ja1 2 respectively, we see a root 2 

 and Nahuatl which also appears as a 
modifying element in the words for priest and church in these two languages. But Malinaltepec 
Tlapanec does not use this root in the word for money (which presumably originally meant 
‘gold’ or ‘precious metal’). Rather, Suárez (1983: 605) gives a2mba1 ‘ ’ and a3 3 
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‘sol’ (Suárez 1983: 631).  According to the grammatical rules given by Suárez (1983: 105) 
a2mba1 belongs to a noun class that has a vowel shift when possessed, producing the form 
a2mbu:1  (1983: 103) This suggests that mbu1 3 could be derived from the phrase a2mbu:1

a3 3 ‘excrement of the sun’, having undergone contraction as the phrase was lexicalized as 
a compound noun. 

The word is found as  ‘plata’ in the Nicaraguan Subtiaba language, closely related 

cognate to the Tlapanec form. 

do not share the root found in Tlapanec-Subtiaba, and in the scant documentation available the 

nyumnbui, nomo, or numbu and ‘god’ 
(Brinton 1886). Whereas Chiapanec has ‘sun’ mapíhu, and god ‘ . Clearly, 

one of the two languages must have adopted the custom of referring to the sun as ‘god’, or the 
god as ‘sun’. 

de Alvarado records dziñuhu quaa for ‘gold’: the element ñuhu

for ‘god’, and quaa dzi- has no clear translation in the Mixtec 
recorded by Alvarado (1942). In accordance with Alvarado’s entry for ‘gold’ Michael Swanton 
has provided us with his reconstruction of a proto-Mixtec word for ‘gold’ * , where the 
second element *  also matches the proto-Mixtec word for ‘god’. Michael Swanton (pers. 
comm. 2019) has related to us that in some Mixtec varieties exhibit the cognate ñuhu ‘god’, 

Nahuatl, be a language in which the meanings ‘sun’ and ‘god’ are related, and as such another 

gold objects, lends some merit to this possibility.

pichíchicàche for ‘gold’ (“oro cualquiera”), and for ‘money’ 
he gives, among other forms, pichichi nagàche, where nagàche corresponds to the word for 
‘yellow’. It seems that the word pichichi may have meant originally ‘gold’ or ‘metal’, with the 

pi chichi, which 

‘sun’ and ‘god’, since the words ‘god’ pitáo, ‘sun’ ‘ , seem related—perhaps even as the 

also gives the word copijcha in the meaning “sun”, suggesting that the meaning is extended 
 as the 

origin of pitáo which he analyzes literally as ‘a being-holy’, with *  being the word for 
‘holy’ or ‘great’, and he reconstructs the word *  in the meaning ‘sun’ ~ ‘day’. It 

transfer of the word from Eastern to Western Mesoamerica. Nevertheless, since it appears that 

source of this calque in Nahuatl, and the opposite direction of calqueing appears considerably 
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CHIBCHAN LANGUAGES AND SOUTH AMERICAN CONNECTIONS

Although located outside of Mesoamerica, Chibchan languages are of interest, because 

now western Costa Rica and southern Nicaragua, and because they were probably the ones to 
introduce gold into the Mesoamerican culture area from the sixth century onwards. Bray reports 
that in Kogi, a Chibchan language of Colombia, the word for ‘gold’ is niuiba and the word for 
‘sun’ is nui

 ‘yellow metal’ where  means ‘metal’, and 
interestingly the Rama word for ‘sun’ and ‘day’ is 

Chibchan linguistics we are not able to subject them to a proper historical analysis, but they do 

question meriting further study by chibchanists.  

OTHER LANGUAGES

have the oldest metallurgical tradition in Mesoamerica, with the earliest evidence of copper 
usage dating around 700 C.E. Hosler (2009) has convincingly argued that the West Mexican 

Ecuador, and that it is thereby separate from the introduction of gold from Central America. 

has separate words for gold and other metals and does not use the calque. The dictionary of 
Maturino Gilberti from 1558 gives the following terms:  tiamu ‘iron’, tiyamucharapeti ‘copper’ 
(analyzable as tiamu ‘hierro’ + charapeti ‘red’), tiripeti ‘gold’, tayacata ‘silver’.  These are 
entirely unrelated to the words for ‘god’ tucupacha and for ‘excrement’ azutzeta. It seems that 

the sun and moon respectively, though they did not encode this lexically.

‘metal’ (iron or copper) [e.g. Nahuatl tepostli, Totonac Mixtec caa,  quíba,  

colonial and contemporary contexts.

positing a shift in the form of the calque as the word crossed between these two subregions 
of Mesoamerica. Using linguistic and epigraphic evidence it is possible to demonstrate that 
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Nahuatl must have received the calque from Eastern Mesoamerica, changed it, before passing 

Table 1. The distribution of the calques: Sun-excrement and God-excrement

Languages1 Lexeme Gloss Analysis

Classic Maya ‘gold’ excrement-sun

Ch’olti’ <taquin> ‘iron’ fossilized

Ch’orti’ ‘metal’ fossilized

Ch’ol ‘money’ fossilized

‘gold’ yellow metal

Tsotsil ‘silver’ augmentative-metal

Chontal ‘silver’

‘silver’ white-metal

<mantaquin> ‘gold’ yellow-metal

Mixe (Ayutla) ‘money’ sun-excrement

hama-tin ‘money’ sun-excrement

Nahuatl 1. witlatl ‘gold’ god-excrement

Nahuatl 2. w ‘gold’ its-excrement sun

Mixtec (1593) <dzi-ñuhu quaa> ‘gold’ ?-god yellow

‘gold’ ?-god

‘metal, money’ excrement-god

‘metal’ excrement.of-sun

Subtiaba ‘silver’ excrement.of-sun

1 Regarding the spelling of the Native American languages and language names rendered in this paper we have 

use standard phonemic orthographies. 

GOLD, GODS, AND THE SUN IN NAHUATL

The word for “gold” or precious metal in Nahuatl is witlatl witlatl ‘excrement’ 
 is a morpheme 

Nahua. The word is found in many Nahuatl dialects today in the meaning “gold”.

the morpheme -. The root is ubiquitous in religious contexts, being part of the names of 
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several major Aztec deities, but also found as a classifying element in words for things that are 
considered particularly ancient or powerful (Klein 1993). And in some contexts, the word  

we will return to in more detail below. In other contexts however, 
), 

on the eve of the present creation discuss who is going to become the sun ( ). Clearly, in 
Nahuatl in the early Colonial period there is a semantic and conceptual overlap between the sun 
and the concept of divinity, also supported by epigraphic evidence touched upon above. Another 

(also found as and This word refers to the time of day from noon 
until sunset, and is probably analyzable as composed of - and the second morpheme probably 
related to those meaning ‘half’ , or ‘late’  “midday” is

meaning ‘late’ and 
 element in . The word is found in both the eastern 

 or 
(Boas 1917: 43), showing that the word reconstructs to the earliest stage of Nahuan. The word 

 seems to have been coined in proto-Nahuatl as *  ‘sun-late’ or ‘sun-half’ with the 
 element referring to the sun, rather than to a deity. 

was made between witlatl ‘yellow god-excrement’ (referring to “gold”) and 
witlatl ‘white god-excrement’ (referring to “silver”)—but given the relative paucity of silver in 

icuitl 

tonatiuh w

sacred energy. This association is also found in Nahua writing, and in the following we attempt 

writing, much as other Mesoamerican writing systems, is a logophonetic writing system that 

are closely related. The words (‘sun, day, vital energy’), and (‘sun’) are written 

-, for example in the Xolotl Corpus 
where the name of the ruler Tlacateotl is written simply with a sun logogram, with the value 
TEO TEO, 

which is never used to write the root tona-, evidently has the logographic function TEO, as we 

1987: 177, 557, 1998: 79).  This variant can be described as a ‘halved sun’ and this logogram is 
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Transliteration Colonial Gloss Analysis Source

TEO-TENAM <Teotenango> - fols. 10r and 33r
TEO-TLAL <Teotlalpan> -pan fol. 51r
TEO-NOCH <Teonichtitla> fol. 42r
TEO-A-TZIN <Teoatzingo> - fol. 16r
TEO-SIN <Teoçiocan> fol. 49r

These place names have traditionally been etymologized and translated using as their 

Teotenango 
Teotlalpan

the Mendoza as Teoçiocan

Teociniyocan ‘place of teocinte maize’, suggesting that the form found in the Codex Mendoza 
is a contraction of this full name. In any case, the - part of the word is represented by the 

SIN (from sintli ‘maize’). 

argued that the graphic origin of the halved sun 
sign in Nahua writing may stem from lexemes 
such as 
de sol, la tarde del día’, as well as the variants 

, ‘in the 

ser tarde’, and 

What these lexemes all have in common is the 
conception that the day, or sun, is halved with 
the latter part of the day being . In this 

to point the reader towards the reading, 

as  or  (although it is read as 
 in certain instances). The convention 

may also be developed from the idea of a 
setting sun, to suggest the celestial body in 
its descendant aspect, a convention found in 
other Mesoamerican writing systems. The 
logographic representation of TEO as a partial 
sun, certainly points to a semantic connection 
between the two concepts in Nahuatl. This 
polysemic connection by which the root - 
could refer both to the concept of deity or 
divinity and to the sun, might not have been 

Figure 4. Examples of the partial and complete 
TEO. a) The second ruler 

of Tlatelolco, Tlacateotzin (Codex Xolotl), b) 
Teoatzingo, and c) Teotlalpan (Codex Mendoza) 
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collaborators and informants endeavored to document Nahuatl discourse patterns, provide 

This segment can be analyzed as:

Tevtl qualo tlallolini    yn teutl. quitoznequi Tonatiuh
w

 means to say the sun)’ 

The supplementary clause disambiguates the reference of <tevtl

ensure that the meaning of ‘sun’ is conveyed, and that it is not understood in the other potential 

Nahua readers by the native collaborators, or it may have been prompted by the recognition that 
the use of  as ‘sun’ in Nahuatl was uncommon by the late sixteenth century, and might not 
be readily understood.  

gold. Under the heading “coztic teucuitlatl” “yellow gold”, the author gives <tonatiuh icuitl> 
 witl

scribe provides a full explanation of the semantic relation between the two names:

Inin teucuitlal in coztic in iztac in itoca itech quiza in itoca teutl ioan cuitlatl. Ipampa 

in maviztic in coztic in cualli in iectli in tlazotli in necuiltonolli in netlamachtilli in 

neci tlavizcalpan, iuhquinma apitzaltontli quitocaiotica tonatiuh icuitl cenca coztic 

itech tlaantli, y, in coztic teucuitlatl, amo iehoatl inipalnemoani, initechcopa mitoa, 

neteutiloia. Auh in tonatiuh zan vel itoca catca teutl, nepantla teutl, mitotiaia, valquiza 

quitoznequi onac, oncalac teutl. 

This ‘gold’, the yellow and the white, its name comes from, its name is ‘god’ and 
‘excrement’. Because the wondrous, the yellow, the good, the right, the appreciated, the 
riches, the wealth, is the fate, the belonging, the rightful property, of the rulers, of our 

It is not him, the Christian God (“he by whom there is life”), about whom this is said, it 

were worshipped. And the sun, its name was just ‘god’, “the god is at the zenith” they 
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Teotlac

(translation by the authors)

witlatl, 

” [the god 
entered]. Given the word in Corachol and the word 

mid-sixteenth century were well aware of fact that could refer not only to deities, but also 

, the Christian God, the gods of the Aztec pantheon, and the celestial 
object. It does this by modifying the word  when used in reference to the Christian God, 
“the true ”, “the only ”, and by using the word “he by whom there is 

language and rendered it in Nahuatl as “god excrement” given the semantic overlap of the 

semantic reference of the word 
sacred”. But when did the practice of calling the sun  arise? Here we turn to evidence from 
historical linguistics. 

The Uto-Aztecan (UA) root meaning ‘sun’ is *  as evidenced 
by Hopi taawa, Warihio-Tarahumara *tawé, Mayo tawari, Huichol tau. This root is found in 
Nahuatl in the form 
from this verb are the words ‘sun’ and 

aw au

 “gopher”,  “coyote” (coincidentally the sound change of *au to o is 
aurum > Spanish oro), and it is also an ongoing process within Nahuatl 

*taw 
however, is not cognate with the root - and so is not found in the Nahua word for ‘gold’. The 
sun, under the name  nevertheless is also an important deity in the Aztec pantheon, in 
mythology associated with Huitzilopochtli, and with eagles. In the mythology of the Huichol 
people, Uto-Aztecan relatives to the Nahuas, Taw ‘sun’ is also the name of one of the major 

general term for deities or things invested with sacred energy.
The etymology of the Nahuan root  has not been previously ascertained, since no 

cognates for the root have been found in other UA languages until now. The following section 
provides a proposal for an etymology of Nahuatl , which also explains the historical 
semantic relation between the concepts ‘sun’ and ‘god’ among the Nahua and their immediate 
ancestors.
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, based only on the forms found in Nahuan languages 

form in pre-proto-Nahuan, may not have ended in -o, but could also have been * with a 
aw

can be either e, i, u or 
 we have found the following data for the languages Cora and Huichol. Cora and Huichol 

presented additional evidence for this subgrouping, reconstructing several lexical items for 
proto-Corachol-Nahuan. 

Huichol), under the entry “sol” he writes: “
le dezian que era su padre . To call it tayoappa is idolatry because they said that 

tayoappa> with an initial a and the oa 
diphthong, but under the entry ‘padre . It seems that the Cora 
had customarily called the sun tayaoppa ~ tiyaoppa, with the meaning “father”, but that the 

(probably representing 
the pronunciation [ ]), so as to not commit idolatry through sun worship. Comparing the 
Cora form with Huichol, we see that in Huichol there is a cognate word yaw or yew that means 

yeu, but 
the author has heard it as yaw

ta- (corresponding to Cora ti- or te-) it becomes tayaw

Huichol the word tayaw ‘our father’ is also used to refer to male progenitor gods, prominently 
including the sun (which can therefore be referred to either as Taw or as tayaw). Given the 

tayoappa is erroneous, and that the 
second form ti-yaw-pa

yaw

pa element remains uncertain. Certainly, the Cora and Huichol evidence show that there is a 
tradition in these languages for referring to the sun both with a word referring to the celestial 

yaw. 
The connection between the word for ‘our father’ tiyaw and the sun in Cora and Huichol, 

prompts the following proposal for an etymology for the Nahuatl word . Similar to Cora and 
Huichol, the common ancestor language of Cora, Huichol and pre-proto-Nahuatl may have used 
the term **taw

address ** ‘our father’ when referring to the sun as deity. In Cora, missionaries imposed 
the term written <
tayaw ‘our father’ and taw ‘sun’. In proto-Nahuatl original **taw had become *  ‘sun’ (now 
only found in combination with the verbalizing ending -na), while *  changed its form to 

( becoming regularly e, and *aw becoming ), with a commensurate semantic shift from 
‘solar-father’ to ‘deity’. The habit of referring to the sun as , however remained as a relic of 
this earlier usage. The evidence from Cora and Huichol suggests that the practice of referring 
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proto-Nahuatl, potentially a stage when Corachol and pre-proto-Nahuan formed a single dialect 
continuum. 

If accepted, the etymology of  which ties the word’s origin to a religious practice 
whereby the sun was referred to as ‘our father’, in the early Coracholan and Nahuan language 
communities, is strong evidence that Nahuatl is the language in which the shift from ‘sun’ to 
‘god’ occurred.  

RECONSTRUCTING THE HISTORY OF DIFFUSION

calque and the related borrowings throughout Mesoamerica. 
The earliest documented occurrence of the calque ‘sun-excrement’ is in Eastern Cholan at 

Chichen Itza in 870 C.E., some four centuries after the earliest occurrence of gold in Mesoamerica 

Huastecan in turn, did not receive the calque, but instead borrowed the word directly either from 

as being part of the Tseltalan branch that moved north very late, then the calque could have 

Central Mexico or along the western margins 

With the adoption of the lexeme “gold” and 
the technology associated with this precious 
ore we begin to see the advent of jewelry 
and ornaments made of this material.  Salient 
examples include the adornos and other 
decorative elements found in the excavations 

After Nahuatl had adopted the calque as ‘god-
excrement’, it was passed on in this form to 

The proto-Mixtec word for ‘gold’, which 

the opposite direction of borrowing cannot 
be excluded. Using ethnohistorical sources, 
including the conquest lists of the Mixtec 
codices, Michael Swanton (2018) has recently 

Figure 5. A selection of decorative elements 
made of sheets of gold found in deposits of the 
Aztec Templo Mayor (photographs by Christophe 
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argued convincingly that the split up of proto-Mixtecan occurred in the tenth century, a later date 
than has been previously proposed based on lexico-statistics. If the reconstructed proto-Mixtec 
word is indeed a calque of the Nahua word, then it suggests that the transfer from Nahuatl to 
proto-Mixtec would have had to occur prior to the split date, and also serves as independent 

CONCLUSIONS

This study has proposed a new etymology for the Nahuatl root  deriving it from a 
reconstructed form *  related to the Corachol word 
reference to the sun. This etymology explains the origin of the lexeme , arguing that the 

the word was eventually extended to all deities and entities vested with sacred or energy. With 
the introduction of Christianity during the Spanish conquest, the semantics were accommodated 

persisted until 
after the Conquest, though by then the usage required explanation. This history of usage, in turn 

-, and how the word ‘sun-excrement’ could be calqued into Nahuatl as ‘god-excrement’.
Based on these observations, a path of exchange for the calque ‘sun-excrement’ > ‘god-

excrement’ has been proposed,  that goes from the Maya area to Western Mesoamerica, with 

must have happened after the introduction of gold to Western Mesoamerica which is no earlier 

Tlapanec and migrated into Central America, which is dated by Campbell to around the 1200 
C.E. (Campbell 1997: 159).

Figure 6.

the eighth and tenth centuries.
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This scenario in turn provides important clues about the interrelations between the various 

dominant in Western Mexico in this period, and they seem to have been contact with Maya 
-

either within Central Mexico itself, or along the margins of the Maya area. These alternate 

-
-

nomenon. 

aspects of the cultural history of gold in Mesoamerica, and we have added new pieces to the 
jigsaw puzzle posed by the complex history of interethnic and translinguistic relations in the 

for ‘gold’ and ‘god’, and for his insightful and helpful comments on an earlier draft of this 

to reproduce photos of a selection of gold objects from the Templo Mayor.  
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