
 

 Recuperating La Muxer: Mothers, Madonnas, y Diosas de Mexico is inspired by La Llorona, and the works of 

Gloria Anzaldua and Cecelia F. Klein.  Specifically, Borderlands: La Frontera The New Mestiza by Gloria Anzaldua, and 

the essay “Rethinking Cihuacoatl: Aztec Political Imagery of the Conquered Woman.” by Cecelia F. Klein.   

 I was acquainted with Anzaldua’s book, but it wasn’t until I traced the legend of La Llorona for my senior paper 

at Cal State Bakersfield, that I internalized her work.  La Llorona is a spirit of a woman that was abandoned by the father 

of her children.  In a fit of rage, she drowned her children in the river and as a punishment her soul cannot rest until she 

finds the souls of her children.  For that reason, she wanders by the rivers or bodies of water crying for her lost children.  

In some versions of the story she was abandoned because she was poor, and he was rich.  In other versions she was 

indigenous, and he was Spaniard. However, in most versions she was promiscuous and unmarried and that is why he left 

her.   The legend has survived through storytelling, folkloric dancing, and an iconic folk song.  Though La Llorona has 

survived through all these mediums, I have not found paintings or depictions of La Llorona executed before the 20th 

century.  This caught my attention because this legend is older than the conquest.  A few years before Cortez arrived in 

Mexico, the goddess Cihuacoatl was heard wailing throughout the streets.  Luis D. León explains in his book La Llorona’s 

Children that “the story of La Llorona comes in the form of the ‘highest’ Aztec goddess, who was said to be Cihuacoatl.” 

She was dressed in white, her face was colored in black and red, and at night she walked around the walls of Tenochtitlan 

weeping “My children we must flee far from this city.” The essay “The Malinche-Llorona Dichotomy: The Evolution of a 

Myth” by Luis Leal gives another account in which Cihuacoatl wept “My beloved sons, now I am about to leave you.” 

Leal affirms that the goddess Cihuacoatl evolved into La Llorona (a ghost) shortly after the conquest of Tenochtitlan.  

This information I first discovered in Anzaldua’s book Borderlands.  On page 57 it read “She was, I think, Cihuacoatl, 

Serpent Woman, ancient Aztec goddess of the earth of war and birth, patron of midwives, and antecedent of La Llorona. 

Covered with chalk, Cihuacoatl wears a white dress with a decoration half red and half black…The lower part of her face 

is a jawbone, signifying death…”  This ignited my curiosity and imagination, but when I read “Rethinking Cihuacoatl: 

Aztec Political Imagery of the Conquered Woman,” a deep and serious undertone settled within.  

I thought about the conquered woman.  

 In her essay, Cecelia Klein states that Cihuacoatl was “one of the most important Mexica supernaturals at 

the time of the Spanish Conquest.”  So, she couldn’t be erased, but she could be conquered and appropriated.  

Cihuacoatl originated not from Tenochtitlan, but from the neighboring cities.  When those cities were seized by 

the Mexica Clan, Cihuacoatl also became the name of a real human person (a male) that held political office and 

sacrificed the captive slaves in her name. Humiliating the captive survivors and others was a military tactic to 

prevent a rebellion.  So, according to Klein, Cihuacoatl became “everyone’s “enemy” –untrustworthy, 

competitive, and hostile.”  By the time Cortez arrived, Cihuacoatl had gone from powerful goddess to evil 

monster.  Cihuacoatl’s shocking ability to endure such systematic annihilation (that which I refer to as 

“indigenous feminism”) morphed into a ghost, but not without first crying out for her children.   

 

 Cihuacoatl’s weeping was also recorded by the Spanish in the Florentine Codex.  Before the arrival of 

Cortez, eight evil omens manifested in the city of Tenochitlan. The Florentine Codex contains in Nahuatl and 

Spanish an account of the omens. The codex reads:  

“A sixth evil omen: often was heard a woman going weeping, going crying out. 

Loudly did she cry out at night. 

She walked about saying: “My beloved sons, now we are at the point of going!” 

Sometimes she said: “my beloved sons, whither shall I take you?” 
 

That weeping woman according to the Florentine Codex was Cihuacoatl. In another Florentine Codex account, she 

“appeared before men,  

she was covered with chalk, like a court lady, she wore earplugs, obsidian earplugs,  

she appeared in white, garbed in white, standing white, pure white.  

Her womanly hair-dress rose up.  

By night she walked weeping, wailing; also, was she an omen of war.” 

 



 These are the oldest documented accounts of La Llorona; her descendance from Cihuacoatl is undeniable. 

Her evolution was one of survival.  Due to the evangelization and strict ways of the Catholic colonizer she 

transformed from Goddess to Mother to Ghost.  These accounts are represented visually through the codices, but are 

not represented in “high art.”   

 Between Anzaldua and Klein’s research I couldn’t stop thinking of the conquered woman, of the pre-

Columbian woman, and the contemporary woman.  I couldn’t help but think of the importance of Mothers, 

Virgencitas, and of the ancient Diosas.  They are the main female archetypes that form part of Mexican and Mexican 

American Culture.  There are many other authors and books that informed my work and my senior paper, but 

Anzaldua and Klein informed my imagination.  Although, this body of work is inspired by both authors, this is 

merely a visual process that I must go through to make sense of what I’m learning. This is a sort of visual notetaking.  

I hope to conceptualize my work further, as my research grows.   

Anzaldua, Mixed Media 

  

 

 

 

 



Portrait of La Llorona, Photograph 

Three years ago, I wanted to visually document Mexican 

folktales in a similar fashion as that used to depict Bible 

stories and Greek mythology.  I started with the one tale that 

I knew (that everybody knows). I started with La Llorona, 

and I have not been able to break away ever since.  I 

searched endlessly for depictions of her in “high art,” but I 

was unsuccessful.  I traced her tale and found that she was 

more than just a legend, or a scary character used to scare 

unruly Mexican children.  I found that she was older than 

the Aztecs, and that La Llorona evolved from the goddess 

Cihuacoatl.  The transformation of Cihuacoatl to La 

Llorona happened after the Spanish Conquest. Her evolution 

was one of survival, and it was due to the evangelization and 

strict ways of the Catholic colonizer. I realized that this 

allegorical figure survived 500 years, but I wasn’t sure why.  

Luis D. Leon in his book La Llorona’s Children informs 

that “Memory is tied to place and to the body: it is enacted 

through the body—a physical imprint or sensation” and that 

La Llorona is a “possession of group memory, a product of a 

place and a historical experience.” La Llorona is a memory 

and a symbol of identity, of our ancestry, not just for 

women, but for an entire culture. The story of La Llorona is 

how we remember our past; it’s a memory that can’t be 

burned in the center square of Tenochtitlan. It’s a memory, 

that even if it existed in painting, would never have 

survived. Only through the intangible could she, our past, 

survive; only through storytelling, song, and dance. Tales of 

La Llorona became an instrument to instill fear in unruly 

children, rebellious women, and sexual deviants.  Contemporary depictions of La Llorona dance between images 

rooted in fear and images rooted in defiance, activism, and rebellion. To tell the tale visually, some artworks are 

overdramatic compositions of the phantasmal murderous mother; the focus of those works usually is to appeal to 

popular culture and for the most part are not considered “high art.”   

 La Llorona, after centuries of being exemplum of a bad mother, has now surfaced as a hero, and as a symbol 

of rebellion. Her emergence from the negative confines she was imprisoned in can be credited to the writer Gloria E. 

Anzaldúa; it is from her book Borderlands: La Frontera: The New Mestiza that contemporary Llorona scholarship 

and art stem from.  Anzaldua’s contribution to Chicana culture, feminist, and queer theories include La Llorona as a 

significant influence. In a 1993 interview with Claire Joysmith for the journal Debate Feminista, Anzaldúa 

articulated about the feminine mythological figures she used in her writing.  When asked by Joysmith “Who [was] 

the most important feminine model [for Anzaldúa] as a writer?” Anzaldúa answered “Well, it’s La Llorona that, with 

her wailing, gives us [women] permission to wail, to protest, to speak.”50 She elaborates on the importance of La 

Llorona in her life, but not a traditional Llorona, rather a version that she revised. A Llorona that was neither a 

suffering or passive mother, but one that was strong and revolutionary. A Llorona that defied the patriarchy and 

that with her wailing protested and shouted resistance. “This one is more than a spook, an apparition, a ghost that 

has been with our people 500 years.” Through La Llorona we became long-suffering people. 

 

 



Cihuacoatl y La Virgen, Oil on Canvas 

After the invasion of Spain, the indigenous 

people of Mexico suffered the injustices that all 

colonized peoples throughout time have 

suffered, the loss of their culture.  Catholicism, 

although allows for the prayer to many saints 

for their intercession, does not tolerate idolatry. 

Indian cosmology, therefore, was considered 

pagan and demonic with their many gods. That 

is, the replacement of Indigenous temples with 

Christian churches, and the replacement of the 

goddess Tonatzín and her temple at Tepeyac 

with the Virgen of Guadalupe and her church at 

that same hill. These blatant replacements were 

supposed to facilitate indigenous conversion 

because the indigenous could continue the 

pilgrimages to the same places. In reality, the 

outcome was a conflation of two religious and 

ritualistic cultures. Luis D. Leon in his book La 

Llorona’s Children, argues that the colonized 

never fully surrendered; they kept control of 

their spirituality. This was possible because the 

indigenous might have converted, but didn’t 

eradicate their body, memory, and place.  Leon 

also points out that religion undergoes many 

transformations overtime and adapts to the 

conditions of its environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Femicides as Old as the Moon, Mixed Media 

Coyolxauhqui was the inspiration for the 

anthropological gender research of Cecelia Kline. 

For theorist Alicia Gaspar de Alba, Coyolxauhqui 

is the first Mexican femicide victim because her 

brother Huitzilopochtli decapitated her and pushed 

her off the mountain, which caused her body to be 

dismembered. The Aztecs honored this tale with a 

carving of a large dismembered Coyolxauhqui at the 

foot of the temple.   There has been a gross number 

of murdered women in Ciudad Juárez, sometimes 

referred to as Maqui-Locas. The figures are inexact 

due to the Mexican government’s corrupt 

administration and unsympathetic handling of the 

crimes. Gaspar de Alba informs that over 800 

women have been viciously murdered since 1993. 

The bodies are usually found severely mutilated, 

raped, strangled, stabbed or dismembered. Many times, the victims were not identified due to their severely 

decomposed or disfigured corpses abandoned in the desert. In a news brief on March 8, 2018 CNN reported 93 

women had been murdered in 2017, and already 13 murdered this year (that was in 2018).   Juarez borders the 

city of El Paso, and it is an industrial city where American companies bask in cheap labor. These industries are 

called Maquiladoras, and most of the slaughtered young women between 13 and 29 years of age are 

maquiladora workers also called Maqui-Locas. Gaspar de Alba points out that the victims were blamed for the 

crimes because they were “‘bad girls’ who chose to hang out with ‘bad people’ and did ‘bad things’ and ended 

up getting what was coming to them.” Some of the erroneous stereotypes of the Maqui-Locas Gaspar de Alba 

points out are the following: “tries to behave like an American. Loses her good Mexican girl morality and, 

therefore, her value as a woman. Wears short skirts, high heels, and bright lipstick to attract or provoke men.” 

Of course, dancing, partying, drinking, drug use, and premarital sex are also characteristics that the victims are 

accused of.  With such brutal crimes and the disregard with which they are handled, I cannot help but think 

about role and the place of women now and then.  

 


