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Serpents and Skulls
In this short story, Palomar visits the ruins of Tula in Mexico accompanied by his friend, an expert on pre-Colombian civilizations. His friend tells Palomar about Quetzalcoatl, who was a king before becoming king with a palace in Tula. Palomar’s friend interprets the temple of the morning star that has Atlases that represent the god Quetzacoatl. The friend interprets the four curved columns as representing the Plumed Serpent (the same god in the form of an animal (Calvino 96). In Tula, he adds, reliefs represent unique animal forms. He also interprets the Wall of Serpents with each serpent with a skull in its mouth. He says that the serpents represent life while the skulls represent death.
While at the site, a school teacher also emerges in the company of school children. The teacher guides the boys over the steep steps and the pyramids, columns, and stones. Every explanation by the teacher is terminated by the teaching stating that “we don’t know what they mean” (Calvino 97). The teacher comes across a chac-mool (a famous statue) that has a tray in its hand. He interprets that the tray represents the bleeding hearts of victims of human sacrifice. The teacher holds that the refusal to comprehend beyond what the statues and stones reveal is one way of showing respect for the secrets they hold. 
I consider the interpretations by Palomar’s friends to be more valid. First, he is a Mexican; hence arguably understands more about the ancient history and tales of Tula. Another reason why his explanations hold water is that he explains that every archaeological element in Mexico stands for something.
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