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This is at least how the story was recorded by a half Spaniard, half Tlaxcallan mestizo named
Diego Munoz Camargo in his 1584 work “Historia de Tlaxcala” but it does give a clear
description of the Tlauauaniliztli ritual, as it was called in the Nahuatl language or what is now
most often referred to by anthropologists as the Aztec Gladiatorial Sacrifice. The story of
Tlahuicole was not completely unigque however & it was common to allow enemy combatants
that had fought bravely to continue to battle until their last so that they could experience the
favour of the gods in their next life. Naturally these rituals were mostly obliterated with the
imposition of European culture & fanatical Catholicism on the indigenous people but as the
philosopher Carl Jung once said “the foreign land assimilates its conqueror™. It is hard not to see
echoes of the Aztec Gladiatorial Sacrifice in the most famous form of combat display to come
out of modern Mexico, the unique form of professional wrestling called Lucha Libre.

Most have probably already been informed that Lucha Libre started in 1933 when the
businessman Salvador Lutteroth, impressed by the spectacular growth of professional wrestling
north of the border in the USA, began promoting matches at an abandoned boxing stadium called
Arena Modelo. His company, Empressa Mexicana de Lucha Libre, grew at a phenomenal pace
over the next two decades & In 1956 he constructed what was then the largest purpose built
wrestling stadium in the world, the now iconic landmark in Mexico City, Arena Mexico. Of
course many will assume that due to the 500 year gap between the end of the Aztec Gladiatorial
Sacrifice & the beginning of Lucha Libre that no connection can be found between the two
traditions but that assumption would be incorrect.

The Aztec Gladiatorial Sacrifice was a popular spectacle done during the Feast of
Tlacaxipeualizth (the flaying of men), around the spring equinox of March 5-24, to encourage a
good agricultural harvest. In recognition of the god Xipe Totec, who had burst out of his own
skin like an over ripened corn cob, priests would wear the flayed dermal layer of sacrificial
victims like a tight fitting garment & dance through the streets of the city calling on all to come
to the festivities. Nobody can accuse the Aztecs of not adding the flair of high drama to their
events! The gladiatorial fights were done in the ritual centre of the city of Tlatelolco, the twin
neighbor of the capital Tenochtitlan, on an elevated platform with a sacred temalacatl stone



circle at its apex. This was in front of the largest pyramid in the city with a plaza that had a
capacity to hold huge audiences numbering in the tens of thousands.
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This way spectators could watch something resembling warfare from the safety of their own
surroundings without actually visiting a battlefield but in addition to its appeal as a spectacle, the
Aztec Gladiatorial Sacrifice shared another commonality with Lucha Libre in that the outcome
was also predetermined. On occasion warriors like Tlahuicole would defeat several opponents
but it was inevitable that they would eventually fall & to ensure this they were sometimes given
macuahuitl swords backed only with soft feathers rather than sharpened obsidian blades, along
with shields made of easily breakable material. The garish outfits worn during events were also
reminiscent of modern Lucha Libre & even though the victim was not allowed any form of body
armour his attackers were dressed in full war regahia, with the Ocelotl Jaguar Knights the
standouts in their black spotted outfits over the top of their bulking quilted vests & their helmets
in the shape of a snarling feline. In this we see a template of the lucha mascara, the wrestlers’
masks that are now so iconic.

Again these similarities between what once was & what now is are often put down to pure
coincidence but there are indicators that demonstrate a direct lineage between the two. IS it
possible that the Aztec Gladiatorial Sacrifice was retained under the very noses of the
Conquistadors, even if in a modified form during the whole colonial period? Although others
may argue the point | say absolutely yes. One only has to look at the image of Our Lady of
Guadalupe to see how such a thing can be achieved & even though this highly sacred symbol of
Mexican Catholicism is often interpreted as being of the Virgin Mary, to most indigenous people
with knowledge of the old faith it ne doubt represents the earth mother goddess Tonantzin.

A flag with a representation of the Lady of Guadalupe was the symbol of Mexican War of
Independence from Spain, led by the very unorthodox priest Miguel Hidalgo in 1810, who by
some miracle managed to gather an enormous army of mestizo & indigenous peasants within a
very short period of time to fight for his cause. After the humiliating defeat of Mexico during its
war with the USA in 1846, the cultural mores of the country became noticeably mestizo rather
than Spanish a@s the government introverted, looking more to its ancient heritage to forge its
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