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La berencia de Coatlicue

The Coatlicue State

protean being

dark dumb windowless no moon glides
across the stone the nightsky alone alone
no lights just mirrorwalls  obsidian  smoky  in the
mirror she sees a woman with four heads cthe heads
turning round and round spokes of a wheel her neck
isan axle  she stares at each face  each wishes the
other not there  the obsidian knife in the air  the
building  so high should she jump  would she feel
the breeze fanning her face tumbling down the steps
of the temple  heart offered up to the sun  wall
growing thin  thinner  she is eyeless  a mole
burrowing deeper rtunneling here tunneling there
tunneling through the air in the photograph a double
image a ghost arm alongside the flesh one  inside her
head the cracks ricocheting bisecting
crisscrossing she hears the rattlesnakes stirring in
a jar being fed with her flesh she listens to the
seam between dusk and dark they are talking she hears
their frozen thumpings the soul encased - in black
obsidian  smoking smoking she bends to catch a
feather of herself as she falls lost in the
silence of the empty air turning turning
at midoight  turning into a wild pig  how to get back
all the feathers put them in the jar the rateling
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full circle and back dark windowless no moon
glides across the nightsky nightsky night

Enfrentamientos con el alma

When my father died, my mother put blankets over the
mirrors. Consciously, she had no idea why. Perhaps a part of her
knew that a mirror is a door through which the soul may “pass”
to the other side and she didn’t want us to "accidentally” follow
our father to the place where the souls of the dead live,

The mirror is an ambivalent symbol. Not only does it
reproduce images {the twins that stand for thesis and antithe-
sis);! it contains and absorbs them. In ancient times the Mexican
Indians made mirrors of volcanic glass known as obsidian. Seers
would gaze into a mirror until they fell into a trance. Within the
black, glossy surface, they saw clouds of smoke which would part
to reveal a vision concerning the future of the tribe and the will of
the gods.?

There is another quality to the mirror and that is the act of
seeing. Seeing and being seen. Subject and object, I and she. The
eye pins down the object of its gaze, scrutinizes i, judges it. A
glance can freeze us in place; it can “possess” us. It can erect a
barrier against the world. But in a glance also lies awareness,
knowledge. These seemingly contradictory aspects—the act of
being seen, held immobilized by a glance, and "seeing through”
an experience—are symbolized by the underground aspects of
Coatlicne, Cthuacoat!,and Tlazelteot! which cluster in what I call
the Coatlicue state.

El secreto tervible y la rajadura

Shame is 2 wound felt from the inside, dividing
us both from ourselves and from one another.
—George Kaufman?®

I'was two or three years old the first time Coatficae visited
my psyche, the first time she "devoured” me (and I “fell” into the
underworld). By the worried look on my parents’ faces I learned
early that something was fundamentally wrong with me. WhenI
was older I would look into the mirtor, afraid of #m#i secreto
terrible, the secret sin I tried to conceal-—/z sefia, the mark of the
Beast. I was afraid it was in plain sight for all to see. The secret I

i
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tried to conceal was that I was not normal, that [ was not like the
others. I felt alien, | knew I was alien. I was the mutant stoned out
of the herd, something deformed with evil inside.

She has this fear that she has no names that she
has many names  that she doesn’t know her names She has
this fear that she’s an image that comes and goes

clearing and darkening the fear that she’s the dreamwork

inside someone else’s skull She has this fear _ tharg if
she takes off her clothes shoves her brain aside
peels off her skin that if she drains the blood

vessels strips the flesh from the bone flushes out
the marrow She has this fear that when she does
reach herself turns around to embrace herself a
lion’s or witch’s or serpent’s head will tiurn amu_nd
swallow her and grin She has this fear that if she digs
into herself she won't find anyone that when she gets
“there” she won't find her notches on the trees the
birds will have eaten all the crumbs She has this fear
that she won't find the way back

She felt shame for being abnormal. The bleeding distanced
her from others. Her body had betrayed her. She could not trust
her instincts, her “horses,” because they stood for her core self,
her dark Indian self. La consentida, la rancherita gue se avergon-
zaba de su cuerpo tried not to show pain but the kids could read
her face.

Her soft belly exposed to the sharp eyes of everyone; they
see, they see. Their eyes penetrate her; they slit her_fmm head to
belly. Rajada. She is at their mercy, she can do nothing to defendl
herself. And she is ashamed that they see her so exposed, so
vulnerable. She has to learn to push their eyes away. She has to
still her eyes from looking at their feelings—feelings that can
catch her in their gaze, bind her to them.

“Ob, silencio, silencio . . . en torno de mi cama
. ”
Ty boca bien amada dulcemente me llama.
—Alfonsina Storni, "Sifencio™

Internada en wi cuarto con mi
intocada piel, en el oscuro velo com la noche. Embrazada en
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pesadillas, ercarbando ef bueso de la ternura me envejezco. Ya
verds, tan bajo gue me be caido.

Diay enteros me la paso atran-
cada con candado. Esa Gloria, squé estard haciendo en su cuarto
con la santa y la perversa? Mosguita muetrta, sporqué ‘tas tan
quietecita? Por que la vida me arremolina pa’ ca y pa’ ya como
boja seca, me arafiay me golpea, me deshuesa—mi culpa por que
me desdefo. Ay mamd, tan bajo que me be caido.

Esa Gloria, la que niega, la que
teme correr desenfrenada, la que tiene miedo renegar al papel de
victima. Esa, la gque voltea su cara a la pared dercascarada. Mira,
tan bajo gue se ha caido.

Despierta me encuentra la mad-
rugada, una desconocida anlleando profecias entre cenizas, san-
grando mi cara con las wfias, escarbando la desgracia debajo de mi
medscara. Ya vez, tan bajo que me be catdo.

Se enmudecen mis ofos al saber
gue lu vida no se entrega. Mi pecado no es la rebeldia ni el
an.:_zjaimiemo. Es gue no amé mucho, gue anduve indecisa y a la
prisa, gue twve pocafe y no fui dispuerta de guerer ser lo gue soy.
Tratcioné a mi cansino.

Ya veris, tan bajo gue me be
catdo. Aqui nomds encerrada en mi cuarto, sangrindome la cara
con lar wias. Esa Glovia que rechaza entregarse a su destino.
Quiero contenerme, no predo y desbordo. Vas ha ver lo alto gue
voy & subir, aquf vengo.

I locked the door, kept the world out; I vegetated, hiber-
nated, remnained in stasis, idled. No telephone, no television, no
radic. Alone with the presence in the room. Who? Me, my
psyche, the Shadow-Beast?

During the dark side of the moon something in the mirror
catches my gaze, I seem all eyes and nose. Inside my skull
something shifts. I “see” my face. Gloria, the everyday face;
Prieta and Prietita, my childhood faces; Gaudi, the face my
mother and sister and brothers know. And there in the black,
obsidian mirror of the Nahuas is yet another face, a stranger’s
face. Simultineamente me miraba la cara derde dirtintos dngulos.
Y mi cara, como la realidad, temia un caracter multiplice.

A P
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The gaping mouth slit heart from mind. Between the two
eyes in her head, the tongueless magical eye and the loquacious
rational eye, was Ja rajadura, the abyss that no bridge could span.
Separated, they could not visit each other and each was too far
away to hear what the other was saying. Silence rose like a river
and could not be held back, it flooded and drowned everything.

Nopal de castilla

Soy nopal de castillalike the spineless and therefore defense-
less cactus that Mamagrande Ramona grew in back of her shed. I
have no protection. So I cultivate needles, nettles, razor-sharp
spikes to protect myself from others.

There are many defense strategies that the self uses to
escape the agony of inadequacy and I have used all of them. Thave
split from and disowned those parts of myself that others
rejected. I have used rage to drive others away and to insulate
myself against exposure. I have reciprocated with contempt for
those who have roused shame in me. I have internalized rage and
contempt, one part of the self (the accusatory, persecutory,
judgmental) using defense strategies against another part of the
self (the object of contempt}). As a person, I, as a people, we,
Chicanos, blame ourselves, hate ourselves, terrorize ourselves.
Most of this goes on unconsciously; we only know that we are
hurting, we suspect that there is something “wrong” with us,
something fundamentally “wrong.” :

In order to escape the threat of shame or fear, one takes ona
compulsive, repetitious activity as though to busy oneself, to
distract oneself, to keep awareness at bay. One fixates on drink-
ing, smoking, popping pills, acquiring friend after friend who
betrays; repeating, repeating, to prevent oneself from “seeing.”

Held in thrall by one’s obsession, by the god or goddess
symbolizing that addiction, one is not empty enough to become
possessed by anything or anyone else. One’s attention cannot be
captured by something else, one does not “see” and awareness
does not happen. One remains ignorant of the fact that one is
afraid, and that it is fear that holds one petrified, frozen in stone.
If we can't see the face of fear in the mirror, then fear must not be
there. The feeling is censored and erased before it registers in our
CONSCiousness.
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An addiction {a repetitious act) is a ritual to help one
through a trying time; its repetition safeguards the passage, it
becomes one's talisman, one’s touchstone. If it sticks around after
having outlived its usefulness, we become “stuck™ in it and it
takes possession of us. But we need to be arrested. Some past
experience or condition has created this need. This stopping is a
survival mechanism, but one which must vanish when it's no
longer needed if growth is to occur.

We need Coatficue to slow us up so that the psyche can
assimilate previous experiences and process the changes. If we
don’t take the time, she’ll lay us low with an illness, forcing us to
“rest.” Come, little green snake. Let the wound caused by the
serpent be cured by the serpent. The soul uses everything tw
further its ewn making. Those activities or Coatlicue states
which disrupt the smooth flow {complacency) of life are exactly
what propel the soul to do its work: make soul, increase con-
sciousness of itself. Qur greatest disappointments and painful
experiences—if we can make meaning out of them—can lead us
toward becoming more of who we are. Or they can remain
meaningless. The Coatlicue state can be a way station or it can be
a way of life.

The Coatlicwe State

Coatlicue da Iz a todo y a todo devora. Ella er el monstruo
gue se trago tador bos seres vivientes v los astros, ex el monstruo
gue se traga al 1ol cada tarde y le da luz cade mafiana. Coatlicne isa
rupture in our everyday world. As the Earth, she opens and
swallows us, plunging us into the underworld where the soul
resides, allowing us to dwell in darkness.

Coatlicud® is one of the powerful images, or “archerypes,”®
that inhabits, or passes through, my psyche. For me, la Coatlicue
is the consuming internal whirlwind,” the symbol of the under-
ground aspects of the psyche. Coatlicwe is the mountain, the
Earth Mother who conceived all celestial beings out of her caver-
nous womb.® Goddess of birth and death, Coatficse gives and
takes away life; she is the incarnation of cosmic processes.

Simultanecusly, depending on the person, she represents:
duality in life, a synthesis of duality, and a third perspective—
something more than mere duality or a synthesis of duality.
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I first saw the statue?® of this life-in-death and deathin-life,
headless "monster” goddess (as the Village Voice dubbed her) at
the Museum of Natural History in New York City.‘_Slhe. hag no
head. In its place two spurts of blood gush up, transfiguring into
enormous twin rattlesnakes facing each other, which symbolize
the earth-bound character of human life. She has no %mnds. In
their place are two more serpents in the form of eaglg-lmke davys,
which are repeated at her feet: claws which symbolize the dig-
ging of graves into the earth as well as the sky-bound eagle, the
masculine force. Hanging from her neck is a necklace ‘Uf open
hands alternating with human hearts. The hands symbolnzr& Ifhe
act of giving life; the hearts, the pain of Mother Earth giving
birth to all her children, as well as the pain that humans suffer
throughout life in their hard struggle for exi‘.splence_ The h‘ear.ts‘
also represent the taking of life through sacrifice to the gods in
exchange for their preservation of the world. In the center of the
collar hangs a human skull with living eyes in Its s‘ocke:_rs‘.
Another identical skull is artached to her belt. These symbolize
life and death together as parts of one process.

Coatlicue depicts the contradictory. In her figure, all the

symbols important to the religion and phiﬂmsophy of the Aztecs
are integrated. Like Medusa, the Gorgon, she is a symbol of the
fusion of apposites: the eagle and the serpent, hf&avem and the
underworld, life and death, mobility and immobility, beauty and
horror. | | §
When pain, suffering and the advent of death become mlntol-

erable, there is Tlazolteot! hovering at the cmssr(‘_)ads of hfw'e o
lure a person away from his or her seemingly appomn;ted destina-
cion and we are held embrujadas, kept from our destiny, our soul
arrested. We are not living up to our potentialities and‘ thereby
impeding the evolution of the soul—or worse, Coatlicue, l:'he
Earth, opens and plunges us into its maw,devours us. By’ keeping
the conscious mind occupied or immobile, the germination work
takes place in the deep, dark earth of the unconscious.

Frozen in stasis, she perceives a slight

movement—a thousand slithering serpent hairs,

Coatlicue. It is activity (not immobility) at its

most dynamic stage, but it is an underground

movement requiring all her energy. It brooks no

interference from the conscious mind.
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The Coatlicue State Is A Prelude To Crossing

| Voy cagindome de miedo, buscando lugares acwevados. 1
don't want to know, [ don’t want to be seen. My resistance, my
refusal to know some truth abour myself brings on that paralysis,
depression—brings on the Coatlicwe state. At first I feel exposed
and .ope‘ned to the depth of my dissatisfaction. ThenI feel myself
closing, hiding, holding myself together rather than allowing
myself to fall apart. |

Sweating, with a headache, unwilling to communicate,
frightened by sudden noises, estoy asrwstada. In the Mexican
culture it is called sus2o, the soul frightened out of the body. The
afflicted one is allowed to rest and recuperate, to withdraw into
the “underworld” without drawing condemmnation.

I descend into miéktlin, the underworld. In the "place of the
dead” I wallow, sinking deeper and deeper. When I reach bottom,
something forces me to push up, walk toward the mirror, con-
front the face in the mirror. But I dig in my heels and resist. I
don’t want to see what's behind Coatlicue’s eyes, her hollow
sockets, I can’t confront her face to face; I must take small sips of
her face through the corners of my eyes, chip away ar the ice a
sliver at a time.

B\c.ehind the ice mask I see my own eyes. They will not look at
me. Miro gue estoy encabronada, mive la resistencia—resistance
to knowing, to letting go, ro that deep ocean where once I dived
into death. I am afraid of drowning. Resistance to sex, intimate
rouching, opening myself to the alien other where I am out of
control, not on patrol. The outcome on the other side unknown,
thf& reins falling and the horses plunging blindly over the crum-
bling path rimming the edge of the cliff, plunging into its
thousand foot drop.

Every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a
tmv/_’ewm, a crossing. I am again an alien in new territory. And
again, and again. But if I escape conscious awareness, escape
“knowing,” I won't be moving. Knowledge makes me more
aware, it makes me more conscious. “Knowing” is painful
because after “it"” happens I can’t stay in the same place and be
comfortable. I am no longer the same person I was before.

No, it isn't emough that she is female—a second-class
member of a conquered people who are taught vo believe they are
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inferior because they have indigenous blood, believe in the
supernatural and speak a deficient language. Now she beats
herself over the head for her “inactivity,” a stage that is as
necessary as breathing. Bur that means being Mexican. All her
life she's been told that Mexicans are lazy. She has had to work
rwice as hard as others to meet the standards of the dominant
culture which have, in part, become her standards.

Why does she have to go and try to make “sense” of it all?
Every time she makes “sense” of something, she has to “cross
over,” kicking a hole out of the old boundaries of the self and
slipping under or over, dragging the old skin along, stumbling
over it. It hampers her movement in the new territory, dragging
the ghost of the past with her. Itisa dry birth, a breech birth, a
screaming birth, one that fights her every inch of the way. It is
only when she is on the other side and the shell cracks open and
the lid from her eyes lifts that she sees things in a different
perspective. It is only then that she makes the connections,
formulates the insights. It is only then that her consciousness
expands a tiny notch, another rattle appears on the rattlesnake
tail and the added growth slightly alters the sounds she makes.
Suddenly the repressed energy rises, makes decisions, connects
with conscious energy and a new life begins. It is her reluctance to
cross over, to make a hole in the fence and walk across, to cross
the river, to take that flying leap into the dark, that drives her to
escape, that forces her into the fecund cave of her imagination
where she is cradled in the arms of Coatlicue, who will never let
her go. If she doesn't change her ways, she will remain a stone
forever. No hay mds que cambiar.

The one who watches, Darkness, my night. There is dark-
ness and there is darkness. Though darkness was “present”
before the world and all things were created, it is equated with
matter, the maternal, the germinal, the potential. The dualism of
light/darkness did not arise as a symbolic formula for morality
until primordial darkness had been split into light and dark."
Now Darkness, my night, is identified with the negative, base
and evil forces—the masculine order casting its dual shadow—
and all these are identified with darkskinned people.

In attending to this first darkness I am led back to the
mystery of the Origin. The one who watches, the one who
whispers in a slither of serpents. Something is trying to tell me.
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That voice at the edge of things. But I know what | want and I
stamp ahead, arrogance edging my face. I tremble before the
animal, the alien, the sub- or suprahuman, the me that has
something in common with the wind and the trees and the rocks,
that possesses a demon determination and ruthlessness beyond
the human.

That Which Abides

En esta sarde gris me siento entre dos aguas, el calor de ms
casay el frio de afuera. Los dos arbitran por el cuadro de vidrio de
Ja ventana. I can sense the premonition of cold in the way the
wind stirs the leaves in the trees, in the gray slate square of sky
that frames my window. Winter's coming.

I sit between warmth and cold never knowing which is my
territory, domesticated as I am by human warmth and the peck
peck of my keyboard. Having lived my whole life in an ignorant
shadow, under the sighe of hunger shuffling its little child feet,
whimpering, lost. Pain is the way of life. Now I sense a warm
breath on my face, see the shadow of a giant bird, her huge wings
folding over me. Ella.

I spent the first half of my life learning to rule myself, to
grow a will, and now at midlife I find thac autonomy is a boulder
on my path that I keep crashing into. I can’t seem to stay out of
my own way. I've always been aware that there is a greater power
than the conscious I. That power is my inner self, the entity that
is the sum total of all my reincarnations, the godwoman in me I
call Amtigwa, mi Diora, the divine within, Coatlicue-Cibuacoat!-
Tiazolteotl-Tonantzin-Coatlalopenh-Guadalupe—rthey are one.
When to bow down to Her and when to allow che limired
conscious mind to take over—that is the problem.

Let the wound caused by the serpent be cured by the serpent.
For a few minutes, Antigua, mi Diosa, I'm going to give up my
control to you. I'm going to pull it out. I plunge my hands into my
solar plexus, pull. Plop. Out comes the handle with a dial face,
dripping blood, unblinking eyes, watching. Eagle eyes, my
mother calls me. Looking, always looking, only I don't have
enough eyes. My sight is limited. Here, Antigaa, take this lever-
shaped handle with needles that measure the temperarure, the
air pressure, danger. You hold it for a while. Promise to give it
back. Please, Antigua.
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I'll take over now, she tells me. The alarm will go off if
you're in danger. I imagine its shrill peel when danger walks
around the corner, the insulating walls coming down around me.

Suddenly, I feel like I have another set of teeth in my mouth.
A tremor goes through my body from my buttocks to the roof of
my mouth. On my palate I feel a tingling ticklish sensation, Fhem
something seems to be falling on me, over me, 2 curtain of rain or
light. Shock pulls my breath out of me. The's phincter mu‘l‘scie.tugs‘
itself up, up, and the heart in my cunt starts to beat. A light is all
around me—so intense it could be white or black or at that
juncture where extremes turn into their opposites. It passes
through my body and comes out of the other side. I collapse into
myself—a delicious caving into mys‘elf—-—impﬂudm_mg, the walls
like matchsticks softly folding inward in slow motion.

1 see oposicién e insurreccién. | see the crack growing on the
rock. I see the fine frenzy building. I see the heat of anger or
rebellion or hope split open that rock, releasing Coatlicue. And
someone in me takes matters into our own hands, and eventually,
rakes dominion over serpents—over my own body, my sexual
activity, my soul, my mind, my weaknesses and strengths. Mine.
Ours. Not the heterosexual white man’s or the colored man".s‘ or
the state’s or the culture’s or the religion’s or the parents’—just
ours, mine,

And suddenly I feel everything rushing to a center, a
nucleus. All the lost pieces of myself come flying from the deserts
and the mountains and the valleys, magnetized toward that
center. Completa. o

Something pulsates in my body, 2 luminous thin thing that
grows thicker every day. Its presence never leaves me. I am never
alone. That which abides: my vigilance, my thousand sleepless
serpent eyes blinking in the night, forever open. And I am not
afraid.



