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INDIGENOUS WORD LIST – MTN Mexico Trip 
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Nahuatl - “NAH-whatl”:   Name for the Aztec language.  Aztecs and other Nahuatl-speaking indigenous people all belong to the Uto-Aztecan Linguistic Group, including languages spoken as far north as Idaho, Montana and Wyoming, and as far south as El Salvador.  Nahuatl was not originally from central Mexico:  it was carried south from Aztlan (American Southwest) in places such as southern Utah, southern Nevada and northern Arizona.  The Ute tribe/nation lived across Utah (hence the name of the state).  Shoshone, another Nahuatl-speaking people lived in central CA, the Sierra Nevada’s, Death Valley, and as far north as Montana and Idaho.  Northern Paiute, another Nahuatl-speaking people inhabited Oregon, CA and Nevada.  The Comanche people speak a dialect of the Nahuatl language as well.


Macuilli Tonatiuh - “mah-QUEE-li  tow-nah-TEE-ooh”:  “fifth sun”, calendar center:  today’s world.  Created at Teotihuacan by the gods.
Tezcatlipoca - “tehts-caht-lee-POE-cah”:  The Aztec god of fate, chance… the things that happen to you beyond your control; represented by one of two fire snakes that forms the outer circle of the calendar.  Tezcatlipoca is also known as the “smoking mirror” from tezcatl (“tehts-CAHTL”):   mirror.    Brother of Quetzalcoatl (the twins).  A dynamic tension between Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl results in the creation and destruction of the world several times.  Tez. and Quetz.  formed the first world from the body of Tlaltehcutli (“tlahl-tay-COO-tlee”), the Mother Earth Monster (huge crocodile) when they killed her.  Tezcatlipoca lost his right foot in that battle; his foot was replaced with an obsidian mirror (first Captain Hook story).  Tezcatlipoca is associated with the evening Star (Venus). 
Quetzalcoatl - “Keht-sahl-COE-atl”:   God of wisdom, choice… the choices that each of us make. Represented by one of two fire snakes that form the outer circle of the calendar.   When Quetzalcoatl returns, the fifth age/sun will come to an end.   Brother of Tezcatlipoca.  Quetzalcoatl also means “precious twin” (quetzalli “keht-SAH-lee” meaning beautiful or precious), referring to the Quetz/Tezcat duality.  There is also a historical Quetzalcoatl figure.  Quetzalcoatl can shape-shift and become the wind; he often carries a conch shell (symbol of wind).  Quetz. is associated with the Morning Star (Venus)… herald of the sun.
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Ce Acatl Topilzin Quetzalcoatl -  “SAY  AH-catl  toe-PEEL-tsin  keht-sahl-COE-atl”:  Nahuatl word meaning “One Reed, Our Lord, Quetzalcoatl”,  the historical figure who sailed away (on a raft of snakes?...  to the Mayan region?) promising to return one day.
Lake Texcoco - “tesh-COE-coe”: the natural shallow lake in which the Aztecs built the city of Tenochtitlan.  Depending on the rainfall each year this lake was sometimes one lake, sometimes five lakes.
Tlalpujahua -  “tlowel-poo-HOW-wah”:  mining town in the state of Michoacán.
Michoacán - “mee-choe-ah-CAHN”:  Means “place of fisherman” from the Nahuatl word michin “MEE-chin” meaning “fish”.
Masahua - “mah-SAH-wah”:  a Nahuatl-speaking indigenous culture located in the NW part of the state of Michoacán and SW state of Mexico.
Purhepecha - “purr-HEH-peh-cha”:  sometimes referred to as Tarascans (Spanish name); this is the name (they call themselves) of the indigenous people in (mostly) the present-day state of Michoacán; Purhepecha language is still spoken by more than 100,000 people.  These proud people had an empire that opposed the Aztecs and was not conquered by them.
Mexica - “meh-SHEE-ca”: one of the names the Aztecs used for themselves.  Aztecs were followers of the god, Mexihtli (me-SHEE-tli), also known as Hitzilopotchli (see below for pronunciation). Mexico gets its name from this (the land of the Mexica).  Mexihtli means “moon’s navel”.
Nahualli - “nah-WAH-lee”: A person of knowledge in the Aztec culture.  Shaman.  Shape-shifter.  
teotl - “TAY-ohtl”:   The Nahuatl word for God, awesome, or mystery.   
Teotihuacan - “tay-oh-tee-WHA-can”:  the “city of the gods”.  This was a pre-Aztec city that had been abandoned for centuries when the Aztecs found it,  made it into an important ceremonial site and called it the city of the gods.
Tlaloc - “TLAH-lock”:  the male god of rain.  A central god of Mesoamerica: without rain there is no corn/food.  Tlaloc lives in a place called Tlalocan (“tlah-LOE-cahn”).  This god is often represented by googly eyes.
teocintli - “tay-oh-SEEN-tlee”:  A Nahuatl word that literally translates to “food of the gods.”  We all know it as “corn.”
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Tenochtitlan - “tay-nosh-TEET-lahn”:  The center of the Aztec empire which they called the “Middle of the Moon.” This was where the eagle was seen eating a snake, on a cactus and became the ancient Mexico City (of which present day Mexico City is built on top).
Tlatelolco - “tlah-tay-LOL-co”:  the market place of ancient Mexico City - Tenochtitlan.  Tlatelolco originally was a separate island/culture of Nahuatl-speaking people, but was taken over by the Aztecs and became the commercial center of Tenochtitlan.
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pochtecatl - “poach-TECH-ahtl”: long-distance (traveling) merchant.
tlatoani - “tlah-TWAH-knee”:  the “person who speaks” or the emperor/king of the Aztecs.  The second highest political office in Tenochtitlan after the tlatoani was the cihuacoatl  “see-wha-COE-atl”, meaning “woman serpent”.  Montezuma was a tlatoani.
tlacaelel - “tlah-cah-EL-el”: The principal advisor to the Aztec emperor.  The role of Tlacaelel was based on a real person, who was the principal architect of the Triple Alliance (Aztec empire):  he was the nephew and brother (respectively) of the first and second Aztec tlatoanis of the Triple Alliance, recasting the concept of the Aztecs as “the chosen people”.  He advised the first four tlatoanis, until his death in 1487.
xiucoatl - “shee-ooh-COE-ahtl”:  This is the Nahuatl word for Fire serpent; two xiucoatl form the outer circle of the calendar as they face each other on the bottom of the disk.
tonalpohualli - “toe-nahl-poe-AH-lee”:   Nahuatl name for the 260-day sacred year/calendar.   The “Pyramid of the Sun” has 260 steps.
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xiuhpohualli - “she-ooh-poe-AH-lee”:  This is the name for the solar calendar of 18 months, 20 days each (360) of the Aztecs.  The solar and sacred calendars re-set (re-align) every 52 years.
nemontemi - “nay-moan-TAY-mee”:  The Nahuatl name for the unlucky five days added at the end of the solar (360 day) year.
huehuelistli - “way-way-LEES-tlee”:  The Aztec name for the 104-year cycle of three calendars re-setting:  sacred calendar, solar calendar, Venus calendar.
Huitzilopochtli - “wheat-seal-oh-POACH-tli”:  means “Hummingbird on the left/south”.  This is the Aztec war god and sun god, and patron god of Tenochtitlan.  “huitzilin” = hummingbird, in Nahuatl.  One of the two temples on top of the main pyramid in Tenochtitlan (Templo Mayor) was dedicated to Huitzilopochtil (the other was dedicated to Tlaloc).
Coyolxauhqui - “coy-awl-SHOW-key”:  Sister of Huitzilopochtli; and known as the Aztec Moon Goddess.  When their mother (Coatlicue – see below for pronunciation) became pregnant yet again, Coyolxauqui and her 400 brothers decided to kill her.  To save Mom, Huitzilipochtli sprang from her womb fully dressed for battle (ouch!), killing Coyolxauhqui with a xiucoatl (fire serpent – see list for pronunciation), tossing her dismembered body to the bottom of Coatepec (“kwah-TEH-peck”) (Snake Hill) and scattering the 400.  A large stone disc showing Coyolxauhqui’s body lay at the base of Templo Mayor:  the Templo Mayor pyramid symbolized Coatepec.   
Coatlicue - “coe-wha-TLEE-quay”: This means “snake skirt” in Nahuatl.   She was the Mother of the Aztec gods Coyolxauhqui and Huitzilopochtli (and 400 others).  She lived on Coatepec, and became pregnant one day from dust/feathers that got under her skirt while she was sweeping the floor.
Cenzon Huitznahua - “SEN-tsahn-wheets-NOW-wha”:  Coyolxauqui’s 400 brothers (the stars).
Popocatepetl - “poe-poe-cah-TEH-pehtl”:  The Nahuatl word which means smoking volcano (tepetl  “TEP-ehtl” meaning mt, volcano).  One (male) of a duality of active volcanoes overlooking Mexico City (the other, Ixtaccihuatl  “eesh-tahk-SEE-whatl” is the white woman).
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Nopal cactus - “no-PAHL” or Nopalli (“no-PAH-lee”):  Nahuatl word for this type of cactus which was used for food and pre-conquest building material. 
Maguey cactus - “mah-GAY” or Century plant:  Used as a source of paper for pre-conquest book, for barbecue, needle and thread, water and fermented alcohol drink called pulque “PULL-kay”.
Netzahualcoyotl - “nets-ah-hwol-COY-ahtl”:  This means “hungry coyote” in Nahuatl.  This was a real person who was a pre-conquest tlatoani from the city of Texcoco (allied city of Tenochtitlan, on the lakeshore).  His image is on the 100 peso note.  He is remembered for his poetry.

tonanzin - “ton-AHN-tsin”:  Mother Earth figure in Aztec stories.  Her hill, temple and image were replaced by the Lady of Guadalupe.
Cuahtemoc - “cwah-TAY-mock”: He was the last of the Aztec tlatoanis.  He was executed by Cortez in 1525, after being kept captive for several years.  His name means “descending eagle”.
Ce Mallinali - “SAY mah-lee-NAH-lee”:  This means “One Grass” in Nahuatl.  This indigenous woman was Cortez’s interpreter during the conquest; she later became his wife and bore him a son.  She is also known as La Malinche (“LAH mah-LEEN-che). 
papalotl - “pah-PAH-lotl”:   Nahuatl word for “butterfly”.
tecciztli - “teck-KEEZ-tlee”:  Nahuatl word for “conch shell” (short version), which produces a deep, haunting sound; blown like a trumpet through a hole drilled near the small conical end.
cempoalxochitl - “sem-pwoal-SHOW-cheetl”-  marigold or “20 flower”- day-sign on calendar.
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Nahuatl Vocabulary:
zorrah - “ZOR-ah”:  fox


coyotl - “COY-otl”:  coyote
xocolatl - “show-COE-latl”:  chocolate
tomatl - “TOH-matl”:  tomato
auhacatl - “ah-WAH-catl”:  avocado
auhacamolli - “ah-wah-cah-MOLE-lee”: guacamole (literally, avocado sauce)
quema - “KAY-mah”:  yes
amo - “AH-mo”:  no
tlazocamati - “tlat-so-cah-MAH-tee”:  thanks
popoloca - “poe-poe-LOW-cah”:  to speak unintelligibly.
Pronunciation Notes:  In Nahuatl, the “tl” ending has no equivalent in English.  It is pronounced by touching the back of the teeth with the tip of the tongue and releasing air laterally (from the side of the mouth).  Tl counts as a single consonant, never a full syllable.  DO NOT pronounce the “tl” ending like “kettle”, sprinkle, or metal. “qu” is pronounced as in kept.  “cu” and “uh” are pronounced as in when.  “z” is pronounced as in pizza.  “x” is pronounced as in shown.  Nahuatl words are usually stressed on the next to last syllable.

Aztec Sacred Calendar Signs:
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Cipactli - “see-PAHK-tlee”:  crocodile; Day sign # 1 of 20 on the Sacred Calendar (260 days) 
Ehecatl - “ay-HECK-atl”:  wind;  Day Sign #2
Calli - “KAH-lee”: house; Day Sign #3
Cuetzpallin - “kwetz-PAH-leen”: lizard;  Day Sign #4
Coatl - “KOE-ahtl”: snake;  Day Sign #5
Miquiztli - “mee-KEYS-tlee”: death; Day Sign #6
Mazatl - “MAHZ-atl”: deer;  Day Sign #7
Tochtli - “TOCH-tlee”: rabbit;  Day Sign #8
Atl - “AH-tl”:  water;  Day Sign #9
Izcuintli - “eets-QUEEN-tlee”: dog;Day Sign #10
Ozomatli - “oh-tso-MAH-tlee”:  monkey;  Day Sign #11
Malinalli - “mah-lee-NAH-lee”:   grass;  Day Sign #12
Acatl - “AH-kahtl”:  reed;  Day Sign #13
Ocelotl - “ohy-SAY-lootl”: jaguar;  Day Sign #14
Cuauhtli - “kwa-OOH-tlee”: eagle; Day Sign #15
Cozcacuauhtli - “kahz-kwah-OOH-tlee”: vulture;  Day Sign #16
Ollin - “OH-leen”:  quake, movement;  Day Sign #17
Tecpatl - “TECK-pahtl”:  knife;  Day Sign #18
Quiahuitl - “kwee-AH-wheetl”:  rain;  Day Sign #19
Xochitl - “SHOW-cheetl”:  flower;  Day Sign #20

Nahuatl Numbers:
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ce - “SAY”:  One
ome - “OH-may”:  Two
yei - “YAY”:  Three
nahui - “NAH-wee”:  Four
macuilli - “mah-QWEE-lee”:  Five


chicuace - “chee-QWAH-say”:  Six (5 + 1)
chicome - “chee-KOH-may”:  Seven (5 +2)
chiceuei - “chee-KAY-way”:  Eight (5 + 3)
chicunahui - “chee-kooh-NAH-wee”:  Nine (5 + 4)
mahtlactli - “mah-TLAHK-tlee”:  Ten
mahtlactli once - “mah-TLAHK-tlee OWN-ce”:  Eleven (10 + 1)
mahtlactli ome - “mah-TLAHK-tlee  OH-may”:  Twelve (10 + 2)
mahtlactli om-eyi - “mah-TLAHK-tlee OHM-yay:  Thirteen (10 + 3)
Purhepecha Vocabulary:
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dios miamu - “DEE-owes mee-AHM”:   “thank you”
tariacueri - “tar-ee-AH-kwhere-ee”:  means “the person who speaks”… the emperor
Calzonzin Tongonxoa - “cow-tzone-tzin ton-gon-SHOW-ah”:  The last Purhepecha tariacueri

Nari Erandiski - “Nar-e air-an-DISKy”:  Good Morning (the “I” is a very soft sound)
Nari Chuskuski - “Nar-e choose-KOOSKy”:  Good Evening (the “I” is a very soft sound)
Additional Terms:
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ejido - “ay-HEE-doe”:  Spanish term for the communal system of land ownership enacted in the late 1930’s in Mexico.  A large tract of land, several thousand acres, was placed in the ownership of many families.  It could not be sold.  Each family had use of approximately 5 acres of the total land.  Decisions regarding use of the land are made by collective decision-making of family representatives:  an “ejidatario” is the representative of a family, to the ejido.
encomienda - “en-coe-mee-END-ah”:  This is a Spanish term deriving from the verb encomendar (to entrust).  An encomienda was a legal system created by the crown to meet the needs of the early mining economy in post-conquest Mexico; it granted to a number of conquistadors a specified number of natives/villages (depending on the power and prestige of the Conquistador) of whom they were to take responsibility (teach them Spanish and Catholic faith), in return for which they could extract tribute in the form of gold, labor, corn, chickens, etc.  This system was first brought to the Americas by Columbus and used on the island of Hispaniola.  Encomiendas became very corrupt and were often brutal to the local or transplanted people.  This system was formally abolished in 1720.
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Cochineal Dye - “coach-e-KNEAL”:  This is a traditional red dye of pre-Conquest Mexico.  The dye comes from a scale insect (related to aphids) that lives on certain prickly pear cacti, especially the Nopal species.  The insect makes a deep maroon pigment and stores it in body fluids and tissues while secreting a white, wax-based substance over its body as camouflage to prevent desiccation.  Most of the insects are females about ¼ of an inch long.  The intense scarlet cochineal dye was brighter and better than anything in the Old World.  Next to gold, the dye became the most desired export from Mesoamerica after the Conquest.  Health concerns over artificial food additives have renewed the popularity of cochineal dyes.  It takes about 155,000 insects to make 1 kilogram of dye.

