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Understatement 

A small title represents a huge story. 

Allegory 

The format of the book is based on the 

cosmic relation 13 : 20, which represents 

the Aztec science-religion philosophy. 

Metonymy 

The amate paper represents the ancient 

culture, while the cord represents the idea 

of rustic, hand-crafted work. 

Parallelism 

The structure reveals a continuous 

rhythm . 



INTRODUCTION 

This article attempts to analyze an in­

terpretation of a Mexican mythical tale 

using visual rhetoric. 

While rhetoric has long been used 

in literary analysis, only recently has it 

been used by graphic designers to or­

ganize visual messages and to explain 

how viewers make sense of images. 

Rhetoric considers how messages 

are addressed and constructed. It 

redefines its content, tone and inten­

tion. The manner in which the visual 

text is constructed prefigures the way 

in which the reader will examine the 

material. 
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Individual elements in a visual text 

might have a sense or meaning when 

they are alone, but once they become 

part of a visual system, their meaning 

changes based on that specific context. 

Emiliano Zapata, the Mexican revolu­

tionary, is an icon that acquires differ­

ent meaning depending on who uses it 

and how it is used -a symbol of rebel 

groups in Chiapas, hero for the official 

party, symbol of the leftist parties. 
What I will establish is that it is not 

possible to analyze a message only 

through its parts, because every part 

influences the whole. 



ANCIENT MEXICAN TRADITION 

Since the Earth's creation, in accor­

dance with the Mesoamerican tradi­

tion, there have been five different 

stages, illuminated by five different 
suns. These suns were incarnations of 
the god representative of each time. 

Each of these historical stages has fin­

ished, tragically, with a cataclysm so 
devastating that every single vestige of 

civilization was erased with each cycle. 
The everyday life of ancient Mexi­

cans was ruled almost entirely by their 

religious thoughts. They had a bipolar 

cosmogenic idea of the universe. They 

believed that everything had its oppo­
site, creating a balance. For them, life 
existed because of death, so if they 

have a god representing life, they 

should have one representing death. 

The story of the creation of the world 
states that all the things were created 
by four original gods that were the 

descendants of the original couple, 

which in fact was a dual god, mother 

and father. This idea of the four origi­
nal Tezcatlipocas colored the number 
four with a mystic aura. This number 

is repeated again and again. 
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Some anthropologists call the Aztec 

system of philosophical thought a sci­
ence-religion, because there is such an 

intimate relationship between them. 
Aztecs were very accurate astrono­

mers and mathematicians, they had a 
counting system based on twenty 
units. Their religious calendar con­
sisted of thirteen months of twenty 

days each, based on the cycle of the 
moon. Their civil calendar consisted 

of 360 days with a complement of five 
"empty" days dedicated to worship 
and sacrifice. 

They knew how to make paper out 
of bark and to use that material along 

with vegetable and mineral resources 

to make paint. They wrote their own 
history on long pieces of amate paper 

that later were called a codex> because 
they were written in a code that could 

be read only by a few. Codices were 
folded several times to one side and 
then to the other to make an accor­

dion-like package that could be easily 

unfolded. 



ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

Tale of the origin is a graphic and po­
etic synthesis of the Aztec cosmogony, 
that narratively shows an interpreta­

tion of the mythical creation of the 
world. Historia del origen aims to re­

create a myth, to pay homage and to 
promote knowledge of the ancient 
Mexicans. In a sense, a modern book 

designer is paying homage to the an­
cient codex designers called Tlacuilo. 

The reader is expected to enjoy the 
discovery of a new way to understand 
an ancient tradition and to appreciate 
that Mexican culture has a rich heri­

tage worthy of rediscovery. 
The tone of this work is poetic- it 

is an interpretation of an old story re­

created by the graphic expression of 
the author. Production of the codex­
book is limited to just ten copies that 

have been distributed as an "artist's 

book." The typography used for the 
text was designed by the author who 

wanted to imitate the movement of 
the architecture and sculpture of Aztec 

artists. It is printed on amate paper 
that is exactly the same as was used by 
the Aztecs to construct their codex. 

The work measures, when folded, 
thirteen by twenty centimeters. It con­

sists of text and very synthetic and 

abstract images printed in primary 
colors with the graphic work retelling 
the symbolic concepts of the ancient 
Mesoamerican science- religion. 
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The whole "book" is based on the 

cosmic relation 13:20. The relations 

among these two numbers determine 
all astronomic and religious calendar 

cycles of the Mesoamerican people. 
The work is also based on the number 
four, a mystic number which repre­

sents the four directions of the uni­
verse with its four basic colors: red, 
black, blue and white; the four sacred 
elements - paradoxically repeated in 

every culture in the world - water, 
earth, fire and wind. These elements 

according to the tradition, were cre­

ated by the four original gods named 
Tezcatlipocas, who were descendants 
of the original couple ( Omecihuatl and 

Ometehcutlz). 

Another important concept is the 

use of the double spiral that represents 
the origin and growth to other planes 
of consciousness. 

The "book" has a continuous and 

never-ending reading. When one 
finishes one side, the reader in a natu­

ral way, continues reading the other 
side of the paper and so on. This is 
analogous to the spiral- a never-end­

ing continuum of movement. 



TALE OF THE ORIGIN 

The creators 

Before the origin there was nothingness. 

Metaphor 

The symbol of the zero stands for the 

nothingness . 
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Then movement started-

the one that gives principle and end. 

The movement produced the place 

of the black and the red 

wherever movement starts and ends. 

£n1cmcn c~mli i!l!T'.t:a::am~r•n 
~!q-ue d~ Pr.""ipic; y !XJN! r ,, 

SurUtCitii:.IUil•ll~l!'l~ •oycl: ac 

a&drr•d• t;t:l'!l•r":a 

Metaphor 

The spiral represents beginning and end. 

Metonymy 

The movement is presented by the spiral. 



There is Omeyocan -

the place of two ... 

Analogy 

Two colors are compared with two 

genders expressing the duality of things. 

Metaphor 

The plus symbol represents the union of 

two. 
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There is the father who sustains, 

the lord of the half, 

the one who feeds: Omecihuatl. 

There is the mother 

who gives birth to all things­

the other half Ometecuhtli. 

Ahlntjrfpadr .. quetu,lmu• 
tiScnornullld 

llqu.tnu~ri'On-ct..hu.atl 

,a.hlalanur~traJ1'14dll!' 

I!Uf:fU~JUJ ~ tl)(in\aCCK.).!I , 

laol r~mi~ Olnaccutuh 

Allegory 

The entire idea of the creation is based 

on the dance of Omecihuatl and 

Ometecuhtli . 

Analogy 

Two colors are compared with two 

genders expressing the duality of things. 

Metaphor 

The plus symbol represents the union of 

two. 



Our father and our mother created the 

distances and also the directions 

which are four, which are five. 

They placed themselves at the center 

of the fifth direction 

which is above and below. 

~UC,I1~1~::t~:;:;.~;~:~ 
yiJrnblip la:.durr..ttDI'rl; 

CIUCto!'II:WllrO Q1•1"VOIII:IP4~ 

lJ\MttUIIOC..11lln.l1UniiO 

l ~ tr.unta lforrr.oon 

q~c.:unb.1.uah.lp 
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They put everything in place, 

and engender four descendants 

to create and to light up this earth. 

1 r.~,- tlfb.t• ·'"r.u.l" ' 1 11\ 
1.1/3LOI.ll 

~ :\' mho11 ·•'' • ., ., 

Synecdoche Antithesis 

The four colors, red, black, blue and white Joining together the opposites: earth and 

represent the four directions -the whole fire- the two poles. 

universe. The circle in the center is in 

place of Omeyocan. Ellipsis 

The circle is composed of just two parts. 

Synecdoche 

The four Tezcatlipocas are represented by 

four different icons. 



Tezcatlipoca -the smoking mirror­

the lord of the north and black 

the lord of the night and sorcerers. 

The donor of life, supreme father, 

creator of the word and the fire , 

the Almighty, 

the everlasting young, 

the warrior. 

l•r..••-1~">-:l 
lt.r.-r. .. ...:'·"~., 

! 1'0 "'-"•UJ l ,:-1 

Allegory 

.. •.iotd:<t: f'f _,; 

cll®o ;1')'\·il1.l 

The sign of the smoking mirror replaces 

one foot , representing one passage of the 

character's legend. 

Personification 

A god is represented as a human . 
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Quetzalcoatl- the feathered snake­

lord of the white and the west, 

lord oflight and sacrifice, 

supreme priest, the oldest. 

Creator of the corn and the wind. 

The one who returns to himself 

the everlasting. 

He is the end and the beginning. 

Creator of the days and the skies. 

J"-q;:cr ;e : -n;. n1. "' 
''io •fl-1\ 31"~\dtll'no· 

•r n.-;, h.:J; yrl'lJ•-,tf•t! 

olo ·~ICS~lj~"!'; ,1.••"· II 

~·C ltl\'t o\1'1 l,t;~ I 1 lP!. \ '! 

~~ -• 'ollt'!h-r ;t,.; "' lo rJ. ll•cm•• 
Jo; df'lfo ~""'I ':!'~h' 

( tY.l!Jj: l~ d . ..l\'f df: !I"J: ( Ir:~· .. 

Metaphor 

The crossed arms represent the wings of 

a bird- the feathers represent the sky 

and wind . 

Apposition 

The symbol of Quetzalcoatl (the spiral 

between the arms) is inserted in the 

Apposition figure as the name of the divinity. 

The circle between the arms is inserted as 

the name of the divinity, Tezcatlipoca. Synecdoche 

Synecdoche 

The bracelets on the arm and the big 

earring are signs of royalty. 

The head of the snake stands for the 

entire creature. 



Huitzilopochtli- lofty hummingbird-­

lord of the south and the blue, 

lord of the sun: the one who dawns, 

defeater of the night and the moon, 

lord of thunder and storm, 

lord of the flowers war,>'( 

who eats hearts and blood. 

Hvunll:lpottnl,<ofibti:urrin• 
Scrlor cle:l Sur ~del "1ul 

Sr:rlotcltiSoltlq\ICo)ln<li!'W'f.C 

'n'\UI)Ot d~N«.hl') Lu~. 

dqurn-K• .d '<1:T.c:ndo 
1\ntOt!rlrn.riOyOotltl;o 

~tkli\Gu&-lradr las~ 

dquc: CDII\II'k'\rnJI C}tDtolmrtts 

Apposition 

The sign of the sun between the arms 

represents the name of the character. 

Allegory 

Huitzilopochtli is in an ascend ing posi­

tion, giving form to the sunrise. 

Metonymy 

Huitzilopochtli 's mission is to carry the 

sun, representing the light and the dawn. 

Ellipsis 

It is possible to complete the idea of sun 

beams, even if they are not present. 
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Tlatauhqui Tezcatlipoca -

red mirror's smoke-

lord of east and ground, 

dressed with human skin, 

lord of penance, of renovation and spring. 

The red, who condemns. 

Lord of half moon and bonfire, 

the snake of clouds, the impatient. 

TI:mluhqu•TocORI.JpOCa 
-humocU!upcp ro~ 

Saicr dd btcJ de laT.an. 
rnfunrbao.nplelhumaru 

%CnOfdeF-=NlCt'IC• .. 

dcl,rr.MV4CJ(ITI'¥Pflm.1..-c.r.'l 

EtRDp clquramdC'lU. 
5cnt'fdrmnhlU11;aylahA)uu.J 

laScryllr:ntrdcNulll'" 
dq\ltno n"'"" 

Metonymy 

Tlatauhqui is on his knees, in a position 

of penance and sacrifice. He is looking to 

the east which represents his origin. He 

embraces a seed that is the representa­

tion of new life, growth and change of 

form . 

Metaphor 

The human skin that Tlatauhqui Tezcat­

lipoca is wearing as a suit, represents the 

life in th is world, the dead and the sur­

vival of spirit. 



The four descendant Gods created the water, 

the first element. 

Metonymy 

The movement of the water represents 

this liquid entity. 

Alliteration 

The repetition of the rhythm of the lines, 

creates an illusion of movement. 

-:. The different Mexican groups of the plateau 

organized battles called guerras floridas . 

The motive for these battles was to capture 

young warriors for religious sacrifice. 
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From water was born Cipactli­

the alligator-

Anastrophe 

The normal position of the alligator is 

dislocated to emphasize the continuity of 

the circular shape. 

Repetition 

The serrated edges around the body 

of the alligator are repeated to show the 

aggressive character of the beast. 



Cipactli gave rise to the earth, 

to Coatlicue, 

the second element. 

·~ 
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Tezcatlipoca made the fire -

donor of light and warmth, 

the third element. 

lllt.UII'Ilt."h'lPt'I~\A.It'" 

li.&J."! I !ul ~ , ,..._~ 

Metonymy Synecdoche 

The dented shape of the figure recalls the Fire is represented by a flame. 

origin in Cipactli. 

Gradation 

The spiral shape seems to be pushing or 

growing up. 

Gradation 

The lines are growing from right to left. 

Parallelism 

The lines composing the figu re are the 

same but change posit ion rhythmically. 



TALE OF THE ORIGIN II 

From the suns that have illuminated the earth 

Quetzalcoatl placed the air, 

the fourth element. 

Breath of life, 

spasm, movement. 

Metonymy 

Wind is represented by movement. 

Parallelism 

The lines composing the image are the 

same but change position rhythmically. 
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Half sun in the sky, 

Kingdom of shades. 

Parallelism 

The figures composing the sun are the 

same but change position rhythmically. 



Tezcatlipoca made himself the sun, 

the first sun to shine. 

He reigned for many centuries, 

the Sun God Tezcatlipoca. 
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One day "four-jaguar"­

Quetzalcoatl with his stick -

was knocked down from the endless sky, 

the first sun to shine. 

As a revenge Tezcatlipoca came back, 

dressed as a jaguar to devour men. 

There were giants living on the earth 

which became depopulated the day 

of "four-jaguar. " 

Synecdoche ~etaphor 

Tezcatlipoca is represented by the place- Tezcatlipoca is represented by the jaguar. 

ment of his symbol, the "smoking mirror." The jaguar is an animal with mythical 

attributes always related to divinity. 
Parallelism 

The lines composing the figure are the 

same, but change position rhythmically. 



Quetzalcoatl became the sun, 

the second to lighten the Earth. 

The humans ate pine nuts 

until a day of'Jour-wind." 

Our1:ab•• l vh•tuSr! 
d VlJimdocp.c;lf,rmln.o 

L.c-,H..'"'mbr~cc"' ~&:>ru.-,,n 

h.:nu undb · ~ \"otnr.r 

Synecdoche 

Tezcatlipoca is represented by the place­

ment of his symbol, the spiral . 

Parallelism 

The triangles composing the figure are 

the same, but change position rhythmi­

cally. 
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The jaguar appeared again 

throwing the sun, Quetzalcoatl, 

that second sun, 

out ofthe universe. 

A great wind arose, 

it was Quetzalcoatl himself 

leaving in his revenge 

monkeys to populate the Earth. 

fl~at-3)13fn.·<C 
laJt~"""*' _,, Sf,l £hmml!t.6atl. 

a~se se4ll1l:do Sol. 
f\lt"J.t_deffni'J\'JJ"!Ym:O. 



Tlaloc was the third sun. 

He is the God of the rain, 

who feeds the men 

with corn from pristine water. 

1l3Jocfuftltt~1'.e:t'SPI 

fJudriiosdelaUu~ 

qucali11'~nlab..lJ.I~hombtcs 

con!Mi:.dcl39U"}'Wll. 

• 
. . . 

. . 
' 

Parallelism 

The lines composing the figure are the 

same, but change position rhythmically. 

Gradation 

The round shape, seems to be growing. 
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One day ''four-rain," 

the sky threw his fire, 

ending with men 

who became birds. 

OtUTT .. .,dct .. , "«~ hv• ta" 

lf~cladoi»Ut~ su tueqo 

t£tm!t'13ni2J t.M Jc~ i'Qmlm~ 

- ~·· -· . . . . 
·., ·. .: : 

. . . . . . . 

. . ... :. ·. · .... 
• ••• 



The wife ofT/aloe, Chalchitlicue, 

ruled as the fourth sun, 

the one of the jade skirt 

created wild corn. 

l4 m~,~~ utr:~~c·;:;,ll1~;~n" :~ 
.1 fk lA~ f,IJ~~ de: 11\dr­

rr.afr,,l"• '"\""" 

Parallelism 

·e .. ; ... •• • • 
• • • • .. • . • • • • • • . . . 

The dots composing the figure are the 

same but change position rhythmically. 

Gradation 

The dots seem to be decreasing. 

Metonymy 

This sun is related to water which is rep­

resented by a circular form with dots as 

drops. 
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One day "four-water" 

the rain covered the Earth. 

There were men and then 

only fishes in the sphere. 



The Earth was left dark for the 

fourth occasion. 

"When everything was night, 

when there was no light as yet, 

the Gods came together 

there in Teotihuacan." 

There was elected the fifth sun. 

Metonymy 

The pyramids ofTeotihuacan are placed 

to represent the reunion of the Gods . 

Metaphor 

The darkness represents uncertainty and 

emptiness. 
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Two went to the ritual­

Lord of the sea foam -

Teccistecatl, the rich 

and Nanahuatzin -the face with pustules. 

They fasted four days 

and saluted the four directions. 

Antithesis 

Two antagonistic characters are united 

as one. 



Four times tried Teccistecatl 

and he failed all four. 

Nanahuatzin closed his eyes 

and without thought he jumped, 

immolating himself in the bonfire. 

The fifth sun arose. 

Teccistecatl, upset, then jumped in the fire 

becoming the moon by the luck of a rabbit. 

N:IMIBl•'nmtnrokr:;oJO' 
~!.111)'fMOlf 'IC'i.JI\10 

ln!'T'r>l.andpw~nla~t~~:'a 

r10UintoStl!uls.om6 

1•1.-,r., a.r~·'"' IUC"UI.o 
con.,,..~,.bv ~l.o lura 

~r.111tnt1t1"' t1rr_.p 

Allegory 

Placing the sun in the landscape tells a 

different story. 
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The fifth sun is hungry, the fifth sun is angry. 

To move on he requires a sacrifice of a life, 

to drink for him the blood, to pull out a heart. 

It must be holy war; he must be honored. 

The fifth sun is now 

and shines at this very moment. 

His reign must end one day-

"four-movement." 

r.l.l (I'IOWCT~fl"t41.1t("ll! 

•.r\,""'LII ftej <IC:I\S.l., \t li'l:'. 

tjue"•behrr~fll.,nrujrt 

fl\ll ln'o'IIU1'1JU1'1"tr'tMt!l\n 

to.Jdt l<.a·• .. ·qv'!:t.nll!Jie !i<\. 

!·,.1 .,,,.,, '1..Ju- r "r- ,, , 
(l c .•.. '"'"~~,,.,,, '"' 

\hull.lrrr•.•rfl'll'•-•111 

no.r :II' rrr•· 11 ~ :'\ r !f"J~ 
'.•·•Jo,.,rr-·• ... ,.: 

Antithesis 

This image unites the idea of the two 

sides : life and death -dark and light. 

Metonymy 

The four directions are represented by the 

arrows. 



CONCLUSION 

The pages of this work are filled with 

a spirit - the spirit of ancient Mexico. 
The images are designed to reveal this. 

But Mexican identity is not due to a 
particular use of rhetorical resources. 

Visual rhetoric also does not operate 
alone in its signification. All the repre­

sentations that deliver some meaning 
are fed by the reader of the visual text. 

The reader must have an appropriate 
background of knowledge to animate 

the text in a particular manner. Even if 
all that the reader has is what is printed 

on those pages, the visual text comes 
alive only when the reader identifies 

signs that are familiar or that capture 
interested attention. 

The rhetorical figures help to ana­
lyze how the text is constructed and 

how some parts of the visual text refer 

to significant ideas through their rep­

resentation. Metonymy, allegory and 
repetition are the most commonly 
used figures. Metaphor is always 

present, but it requires deeper back­

ground knowledge for precise inter­

pretation. The degree of connotation 
found in metaphors requires a stron­
ger effort by the reader to find the path 

that leads to cognitive relations. 
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In the act of constructing the visual 

text, the author reveals a hidden struc­
ture that reinforces the strength of the 

work. Rhetoric is a supporting struc­
ture that both gives coherence and is a 

path for interpretation. Any reader 

must interpret to understand a text. 

If background knowledge is not suffi­
cient to make an interpretation, rheto­

ric can deliver clues for opening either 
a visual or verbal text. 

Here rhetoric has been used retro­

spectively. It needs to be considered 
more in the conscious construction of 
a message - to go beyond an analysis 

of what is already designed. 
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