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Preface

Writing a Very Short Introduction to the Aztecs includes
along journey back through the more than two-thousand-year
history of the rise of urban life that they inherited and
reformulated between 1300 and 1521 ck. It involves
adjustments in the use of the popular names “Aztec” and
“Montezuma,” names that the population who lived in and in
relation to the city of Tenochtitlan never used. “Aztec” is a
Nahuatl-derived term meaning “people from Aztlan,” the
revered place of origin of the various ethnic groups who
eventually dominated central Mesoamerica in the century
before the arrival of Europeans. The people we call Aztecs,
however, identified themselves with such terms as “Mexica,’
“Acolhua,” and “Tenochca.” It was through the immense
popularity of William H. Prescott’s The History of the
Congquest of Mexico (1843) that the name “Aztec” came to
identify forever the various groups that made up the Mexica
kingdom. In this book I use the terms “Mexica” and “Aztec”
interchangeably because of the popularity of the latter

and the accuracy of the former. The two Mexica rulers

we call “Montezuma” were named Motecuhzoma
Ilhuicamina and Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin respectively.

It was the latter who ruled between 1502 and 1520 and
entered the popular imagination of the English-speaking
world and the West as the king who ruled the “Halls of
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Montezuma.” I use the Nahuatl version to link these personages

again to their real names.

Many thanks to three scholars who assisted me in the writing of
this book: Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, Leonardo Lépez Lujan,
and especially my collaborator of many years, Scott Sessions.
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Chapter 1
The city of Tenochtitlan:
center of the Aztec world

When Hernan Cortés led a Spanish army of five hundred soldiers,
accompanied by several thousand skilled, allied native warriors,
into the Aztec capital on November 8, 1519, the Europeans were
filled with wonder by the enormous, splendid city in the middle of
Lake Tezcoco. One of these soldiers, Bernal Diaz del Castillo, left
this initial glimpse:

[W]hen we saw so many cities and villages built in the water and
other great towns on dry land and that straight and level Causeway
going towards Mexico, we were amazed and said that it was like the
enchantments they tell of in the legend of Amadis, on account of
the great towers and pyramids rising from the water, and all built of
masonry. And some of our soldiers even asked whether the things
that we saw were not a dream. .. the appearance of the palaces in
which they lodged us! How spacious and well built they were, of
beautiful stone work and cedar wood, and the wood of other sweet
scented trees, with great rooms and courts, wonderful to behold,

covered with awnings of cotton cloth.

The size of the buildings and the great crowds who welcomed
these strange-looking visitors left the Spaniards astonished. They
saw huge palaces “coated with shiny cement and swept and
garlanded...adjacent to great oratories for idols,” some of which
were covered with blood. The Aztec island capital, Tenochtitlan,

1
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was at that time one of the largest cities in the world with nearly
200,000 inhabitants. Seville, the largest city known to most of the
conquistadors, had 60,000 people, while London had closer to
50,000. The largest cities on earth, Paris and Constantinople,
each had roughly 300,000 inhabitants.

Tenochtitlan, the “Great City of Mexico” as the Spaniards referred
to it, was the supreme settlement of a political and economic
empire made up of more than four hundred cities and towns
spread through central Mesoamerica and extending into several
distant southern and eastern areas. Tenochtitlan was the
dominant sacred and political settlement of a Triple Alliance,

1. Engraved map of Tenochtitlan, embellished with several European
pictorial conventions, from the first edition of Cortés’s letters, printed
in 1524



which included the city-states of Tezcoco and Tlacopan. Together
these three polities strove to control more than five million
people spread over an area of more than 77,000 square miles. Yet
this city’s population, social complexity, and power was
concentrated on an island of only 4.6 square miles, which actually
combined the two separate settlements of Tlatelolco and
Tenochtitlan into one core settlement. Radiating out from this
island capital were more than a half-dozen causeways that linked
it to nine smaller urban settlements on the nearby mainland and
pushed the population of this megalopolis closer to 300,000
people. As the Spaniards quickly learned, the Aztec capital was
both a garden city of great agricultural productivity and the
center of a tributary empire that attracted and redistributed vast
supplies of foodstuffs and commodities. This powerful economic
system made Tenochtitlan the focus of Spanish envy and hopes
for wealth and political domination. The centrality of the city and
its linkage to a much wider ecological and political world became
evident as the Spaniards toured the city. If we had been part of
that tour in November and December of 1519, here is some of
what we might have seen.

As the Spaniards walked along a major causeway toward the
central ceremonial precinct, they saw the many bridges under
which passed scores of canoes carrying people and goods to
various neighborhoods and markets. They were soon greeted by
“many more chieftains and caciques [who] approached clad in
very rich mantles, the brilliant liveries of one chieftain different
from those of another, and the causeways were crowded with
them.” Eventually the visitors saw the entourage of the ruler
Motecuhzoma (He Who Grows Angry Like a Lord) Xocoyotzin
(the Younger) approaching them. Known in Nahuatl as the
tlatoani, or chief speaker, the king appeared “beneath a
marvelously rich canopy of green-colored feathers with much gold
and silver embroidery and with pearls and chalchihuites
suspended from a sort of bordering, which was wonderful to look
at.” The “Great Montezuma” was adorned from head to foot as a
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living man-god who wore bejeweled sandals with soles of gold that
never touched the earth, for other lords swept the ground and
spread cloths before him. Surrounded by eight other richly
dressed chieftains, four of whom supported a canopy over his head
while the rest attended his every move and protected this
man-god from intruders, the Aztec ruler greeted the Spaniards.
Cortés, however, made an initial faux pas. He dismounted his
horse and stepped forward with his arms outstretched to embrace
the Aztec ruler. But as he neared Motecuhzoma’s body several of
the ruler’s assistants strongly restrained him. The scene quickly
recovered its sense of order through elaborate speeches of
welcome by Motecuhzoma (aided by dofia Marina—Cortés’s
Indian translator and mistress), which made it clear who was in
charge and that the Spaniards were welcome guests. Soon the
Spaniards were conducted to their quarters within the capital city.
Motecuhzoma exchanged gifts with Cortés, giving him “a very rich
necklace made of golden crabs, a marvelous piece of work, ...and
three loads of mantles of rich feather work.” Cortés reported in his
letter to the king of Spain that he took off a necklace of pearls and
cut glass that he was wearing and gave it to Motecuhzoma.
Motecuhzoma spread his wealth around to Cortés’s captains in the
form of golden trinkets and feathered mantles, and gave each
soldier a woven mantle.

In the following days the Spaniards visited “the great house full
of...books” (actually screenfold codices on which were painted
the calendrical, historical, and geographical records of the empire)
and then the royal armories “full of every sort of arms, many of
them richly adorned with gold and precious stones,...shields
great and small,...two-handed swords set with stone knives which
cut much better than our swords.” They then proceeded to an
enormous aviary filled with countless species of birds “from the
royal eagle...and many other birds of great size,...quetzals,...
from which they take the rich plumage which they use in their
green featherwork.” Spanish admiration turned to repulsion when
they were led into the great “Idol House” containing not only

4



“fierce gods” but many kinds of beasts of prey, including jaguars,
wolves, and foxes, being fed with the flesh of other animals. Diaz
del Castillo then added this ominous report: “I have heard it said
that they feed them on the bodies of the Indians who have been
sacrificed.” Spanish admiration returned when their tour took
them to lapidary and gold workshops where they saw jewelers
working with precious stones and chalchihuites, which reminded
the Spaniards of emeralds. They saw featherworkers, sculptors,
weavers, and an immense quantity of fine fabrics with attractive
and complex designs.

The Spaniards, always with an eye out for native women, were not
disappointed when they saw large numbers of Motecuhzoma’s
beautifully dressed mistresses attending him and his nobles. They
also viewed “nunneries” of young maidens being guarded and
instructed by veteran “nuns.” The Spaniards relaxed in lush
gardens with sweet scented trees and medicinal herbs, and
marveled at the luxurious homes of Aztec nobles.

Spanish interest in Aztec wealth escalated when the group arrived
at the nearby imperial marketplace of Tlatelolco that, according to
Cortés, was twice as large as the great market of Salamanca and
filled with 60,000 people each day. Diaz del Castillo added that
they “were astounded at the number of people and the quantity of
merchandise that it contained, and at the good order and control
that was maintained....Each kind of merchandise was kept by
itself and had its fixed place marked out.” The weavers spinning
many colors of cotton reminded some Spaniards of the silk market
in Granada. What also greatly impressed the Spaniards were the
various inspectors and magistrates who mediated disputes and
kept order among the bustling crowds. At one point in their tour
the Spaniards were taken to the top of one of the great pyramids
for a bird’s eye view of Tenochtitlan, which prompted Diaz del
Castillo to make enthusiastic comparisons with the great cities of
Europe: “we turned to look at the great marketplace and the
crowds of people, ...the murmur and hum of their voices and

5
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words that they used could be heard more than a league off. Some
of the soldiers among us who had been in many parts of the world,
in Constantinople, and all over Italy, and in Rome, said that so
large a marketplace and so full of people, and so well regulated and
arranged, they had never beheld before.”

Soon, the Spaniards witnessed a grand banquet presided over by
Motecuhzoma, where more than thirty dishes, including rabbit,
venison, wild boar, and many types of fowl, were prepared for him
and his entourage of nobles, servants, and guards. The ruler sat on
a soft and richly worked stool at a table with tablecloths of white
cotton and was served by four beautiful women who brought him
hand-washing bowls, towels, and tortilla bread. Seated behind a
gold painted screen, he was joined by high government officials
and family members with whom he shared the best dishes of the
night, including fruit from distant regions of the empire as well as
a chocolate drink made from cacao beans, which he drank in
“cup-shaped vessels of pure gold.” Entertainers showed up at some
of these dinners: “some very ugly humpbacks...were their jesters,
and other Indians, who must have been buffoons...told him witty
sayings and others...sang and danced, for Motecuhzoma was fond
of pleasure and song, and to these he ordered to be given what was
left of the food and the jugs of cacao.”

Then, Diaz del Castillo added a provocative and enigmatic passage
about human sacrifice and cannibalism in relation to the feast:

“I have heard it said that they were wont to cook for him the flesh
of young boys, but as he had such a variety of dishes, made of so
many things, we could not succeed in seeing if they were human
flesh or of other things...so we had no insight into it.”

The Spaniards saw many more places and cultural practices in the
Aztec capital in the days and months following their initial tour.
But within a year and a half of the Spanish arrival, the social
order, architectural beauty, and neighborhoods of the entire island
city were shattered and many thousands of people were killed by
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war and disease. The human price paid in this European and
Mesoamerican encounter was tremendous on both sides but
especially among the Aztecs, whose population would be
decimated in the coming decades. While the Spaniards were, in
the end, militarily and politically victorious, one of their
chroniclers remembered their terrible defeat during the battle
known as the Noche Triste: the Aztecs, fed up with Spanish abuses
and the murders of a group of priests and dancers at a festival,
attacked the intruders and drove them out of the city and into the
waters. “The canal was soon choked with the bodies of men and
horses. They filled the gap in the causeway with their own
drowned bodies. Those who followed crossed to the other side by
walking on the corpses.” But the greatest laments were those of
the Aztecs about their own destruction and defeat as is clear in
this poet’s words:

We are crushed to the ground.
We lie in ruins.
There is nothing but grief and suffering in Mexico and Tlatelolco

Where once we saw beauty and valor.

Diaz del Castillo shared this lament forty years later when he
wrote: “Of all these things that I then beheld today all is
overthrown and lost, nothing left standing.”

Questions about the Aztecs

Once Europeans heard the astonishing reports of the discovery
and conquest of Tenochtitlan and later read Spanish accounts of
the indigenous riches, settlements, and religious practices
“discovered” in New Spain, three major controversies developed.
One question was whether Mesoamerican peoples had actually
attained a level of social complexity and symbolic sophistication
characteristic of urban civilization as reflected in the writings of
Hernan Cortés and Bernal Diaz del Castillo. Were these accounts
of cities and kings fanciful Spanish exaggerations designed to

7
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elevate the prestige of their military campaigns in the New World
or were they generally accurate accounts of Aztec social life?

Another set of questions greatly challenged the Europeans: Where
did these strangers, called “Indians,” living in the new lands
originally come from? Did they descend from Adam and Eve?
Were they fully human and capable of understanding Christian
teachings?

The third controversy, which continues to this day, was whether
human sacrifice took place on the scale reported by the Spaniards
and to what extent cannibalism was practiced. Did the Spaniards
purposely exaggerate Aztec sacrifices to justify their military
conquest of the city or to disguise the extent of their own violent
practices? In this chapter we will address the first of these big
questions while leaving the problem of human origins in the
Americas and human sacrifice for later chapters.

The scientific rediscovery of the Aztec world

Almost immediately following the collapse of Tenochtitlan, an
aggressive conversion effort was launched to wipe out Aztec
religion and replace it with a brand of Roman Catholicism that
would herald in the millennium prophesied at the end of the
New Testament. A clear example of this impassioned campaign
to overwhelm and transform the misguided and dangerous life
ways of the Aztecs is seen in this passage from the Franciscan
friar Martin de Valencia’s obediencia (exhortation and
instructions) given to the “apostolic twelve” missionaries who
were sent to Mexico City in 1524 to officially begin the
evangelization of the natives. Using a series of martial
metaphors, which defined their purposes as a kind of holy war,
their superior implored them to attack and utterly defeat the evil
madness of Aztec thought and culture: “Go...armed with the
shield of faith and with the breastplate of justice, with the blade
of the spirit of salvation, with the helmet and lance of
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perseverance...and to the perfidious infidels a road may be
opened for them and pointed out, and the madness of heretical
evil may fall apart and come to nothing.” In fact, when those
twelve Franciscans arrived in Mexico, Cortés arranged a
ceremonial escort from Veracruz all the way to the destroyed
capital of Tenochtitlan so that their arrival and purpose could be
witnessed everywhere they triumphantly walked.

But the process of converting the “perfidious infidels” ran into
problems when European priests and laypeople began to interact
with native peoples who spoke the indigenous languages, knew
native philosophical teachings, and could communicate the myths,
songs, histories, and cultural practices of pre-Hispanic times.

A significant number of texts began to emerge that described
indigenous cultural practices, settlements, calendars, and
mythologies of many city-states and rural communities.

A Franciscan friar, Bernardino de Sahagun, produced a twelve-
book chronicle of the Aztec world known today as the Florentine
Codex. His interviews with elders between the 1530s and 1570s
reveal a sophisticated social, linguistic, and ceremonial world in
which merchants and kings, slaves and warriors, women and men,
farmers and shamans, and priests and artists interacted to
produce a highly stratified, intensely ritualized, wealthy urban
society. But even as Sahagun, his students, and other friars
collected and recorded this kind of knowledge, there were intense
cultural and religious forces in colonial society working against
their dissemination. Without necessarily intending to do so,
Sahagin had produced a huge amount of writing that some
Spaniards believed was preserving Aztec knowledge, mythology,
and cultural practices.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as missionaries and
civil servants collected data on Aztec life, the majority of the
native inhabitants suffered terrible diseases and were forced to
provide cheap labor while being confronted with unrelenting
evangelical efforts. These pressures on indigenous peoples greatly
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weakened their physical and psychological well-being and
impeded serious or reasonable evaluations of the nature and
extent of these new social realities. As the archaeologist Eduardo
Matos Moctezuma, excavator of the Great Aztec Temple, said
about late sixteenth-century Mexico, “The Aztec world appeared
to be a dead civilization, while the society of New Spain came to
vigorous life. The initial interest in the pre-Hispanic past gave way
to a confidence that it was buried forever.”

It was not until the end of the eighteenth century that a revival of
interest in understanding the nature of Aztec society took place.
As independence movements against Spain grew in Mexico and
other Latin American countries, people developed a concomitant
interest in looking backwards to the achievements of native
civilization in the Americas. The Creoles (Spaniards born and
bred in New Spain) of the colonies, as well as some educated
Mestizos (individuals of mixed Spanish and indigenous ancestry)
who were now feeling the need to distinguish their identities and
political life from imperial Spain, began to use evidence of Aztec
and other indigenous civilizations as symbols of opposition to
being ruled by Spaniards across the ocean. It was in this politically
charged atmosphere that the first major discoveries of Aztec
sculptures took place in 1790 in the heart of Mexico City and led
to a new public awareness of the great cultural achievements of
pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica.

The process of resurfacing the Zocalo (main square) that year by
order of Viceroy Juan Vicente de Gliemes Padilla Horcasitas
yielded the sensational discoveries of two giant monoliths: one
depicting the earth goddess Coatlicue (Serpent Skirt) and the
other, the circular Sun Stone (also known as the Calendar Stone).
Both of these monuments were magnificently carved, and the Sun
Stone, in particular, with its complex design and intricate glyphic
language, reflected a highly sophisticated culture. These treasures
stimulated an intense interest in the Aztec world after centuries
of neglect.



In 1792 the Mexican astronomer and anthropologist Antonio de
Ledn y Gama published a widely read essay about the discovery of
the monuments, emphasizing the “great knowledge possessed by
the Indians of this America in the arts and sciences in the time of
their paganism.” The people who made these stones were not
“Irrational or simpleminded” but rather represented an
“excellence” of culture in human history, “for without knowing
iron or steel, they sculptured with great perfection from hard
stone the statues that represent their false idols; and they made
other architectural works, using for their labors other more solid
and hard stones instead of tempered chisels and steel picks.” The
Creole leaders in Mexico faced the challenge of where to put these
monumental sculptures of Aztec genius and paganism. Should
they make them public and stir up a full-fledged public fascination
with the Aztecs or hide them from plain sight? Le6n y Gama had
encouraged officials to transport the many-ton Coatlicue to the
Royal and Pontifical University so as to place it “in the most
conspicuous spot in that building, taking care,...to have it
measured, weighed, drawn, and engraved so that it may be
published.” But when the great German explorer and scientist
Alexander von Humboldt arrived in Mexico City in 1802 and
asked to study the huge Aztec stone sculpture, he was told that the
Coatlicue had been buried underneath one of the corridors of the
university. Those officials still loyal to Spain’s distant rule had
decided to keep the colossal image of the Aztec earth goddess out
of sight because it could become a powerful symbol that New
Spain had a distinct identity from the motherland. Through the
influence of a bishop who persuaded the university rector to
unearth the statue, Humboldt was able to study the Aztec
sculpture firsthand.

The association of Aztec culture with high civilization found
another champion in Servando Teresa de Mier, who delivered an
ironic sermon on December 12, 1794, the annual feast day of the
Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe. The friar identified what he
considered the best parts of Aztec society with the ancient
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presence in Mexico of one of Jesus’s disciples. In a harsh criticism
of colonial officials who he thought were politically corrupt, he
claimed that the glory of the conquest of Mexico was not due to
the Spaniards but had been initiated more than a thousand years
earlier when Saint Thomas appeared in the New World—now
remembered in the indigenous stories of the man-god
Quetzalcoatl (Plumed Serpent) who had governed the ancient
Toltec kingdom when prosperity and peace ruled the land. Mier
claimed that the Toltec holy man who was revered by native
peoples for inventing astronomy, building a great capital, and
creating a dignified religious philosophy was not an indigenous
hero at all. This meant that the Aztecs had indeed created a real
civilization but that its greatest parts reflected an ancient
Christianity that had enriched Mesoamerica long before the
Europeans arrived. He further argued that the image of the Virgin
of Guadalupe had been actually painted on Saint Thomas’s cloak
in the first century, and not in the sixteenth century on the Indian
Juan Diego’s cloak, as the faithful in Mexico had come to believe.
Again, the Spanish Crown was the target of this eighteenth-
century “culture war.”

The most elaborate example of the debate about Aztec social
complexity was expressed in the nineteenth-century work of Lewis
H. Morgan, one of the founders of the academic discipline of
anthropology in the United States and author of an influential
book titled Ancient Society. Morgan had developed a three-stage
typology of human progress: savagery, barbarism, and civilization.
He insisted the Aztecs had developed only to the stage of
barbarism and could not be compared to civilized societies.
Morgan was upset that so many major writers and scholars since
the sixteenth century had naively believed that Diaz del Castillo
and other “eyewitnesses” had accurately described the Aztec society
as a developed urban civilization. One of Morgan’s main targets
was the highly influential work of William H. Prescott whose
runaway 1843 best seller History of the Conguest of Mexico (with
ten editions published in England and twenty-three in the United
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States) celebrated the Aztecs as people of extraordinary social and
cultural accomplishments. Prescott’s work on Mexico was
considered by his admirers as the greatest achievement in
American historical writing up to that time.

Intellectually scandalized by the historian’s claims, influence, and
fame, Morgan vehemently argued that Prescott had penned “a
cunningly wrought fable” and started the construction of an “Aztec
Romance” wherein they and their predecessors had achieved a
level of social complexity akin to real civilizations of the “Old
World,” something that most nineteenth-century anthropologists
considered impossible. According to Morgan, the idea that an
American Indian tribe had risen to the level of “civilization”
threatened the development of serious scientific progress in the
social sciences. In his essay “Montezuma’s Dinner,” Morgan
asserted that the Aztecs were still a “breech cloth people wearing
the rag of barbarism as an unmistakable evidence of their
condition.” Spanish accounts of native American civilization were
really the “gossip of a camp of soldiers suddenly cast into an earlier
form of society, which the village of Indians, of America, of all
mankind, best represented. ... Upon this rhapsody [of descriptions
of palaces] it will be sufficient to remark that halls were entirely
unknown in Indian architecture.” Morgan, who claimed to see the
Aztec city more clearly 350 years after the Spaniards, concluded
that “there was neither a political society, nor a state, nor any
civilization in America when it was discovered, and, excluding the
Eskimos, but one race of Indians, the Red Race.”

This irrational and entrenched view of the nature of Aztec social
complexity began to change seriously with innovative scholarship
in Mexico in the early decades of the twentieth century. The father
of modern Mexican anthropology, Manuel Gamio, developed new
research models that emphasized multidisciplinary studies in the
investigations of pre-Aztec cities. From 1911 to 1925 he investigated
a series of key archaeological sites in Mexico and uncovered
evidence of very early urban settlements in and around the Basin
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of Mexico including Cuicuilco (700-150 BcE) and Teotihuacan
(1-550 cE). Gamio combined the study of myth, historical sources,
archaeological remains, and geographic settings with sculpture,
human remains, flora and fauna, and especially ceramic evidence
to achieve a new historical understanding of pre-Hispanic
development in Mesoamerica that effectively demolished the views
of Morgan.

A brilliant advance in knowledge about pre-Aztec urban life in
Mesoamerica took place in 1931 when the innovative Mexican
archaeologist Alfonso Caso discovered and excavated an elite tomb
at the mountaintop ceremonial city of Monte Alban (500 BCE-800
cE) in Oaxaca. Following the discovery of extremely fine ritual
objects in Tomb 7 at Monte Alban, Caso and his colleague Ignacio
Bernal excavated in the Great Plaza and uncovered 180 tombs,
palaces, and monuments with inscriptions and complex
iconography. This led to Caso’s worldwide fame and an emerging
view of the origin of urban life in pre-Hispanic Mexico going back,
in the case of Monte Alban, to between 500 and 100 BCE.

Then, in 1943, the German-Mexican scholar Paul Kirchhoff
combined accounts like Diaz del Castillo’s with linguistic, cultural,
and archaeological evidence to define, for the first time in full
scholarly fashion, a complex, sophisticated, socially stratified
cultural area he called Mesoamerica. In a groundbreaking essay
he identified Mesoamerica geographically as the southern
two-thirds of Mexico plus Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, and
parts of Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. In this area socially
stratified patterns of settlement, bureaucratic structures, long-
and short-distance trading networks, linguistic practices, and
cultural systems evolved over two millennia prior to the arrival of
the Spaniards. Mesoamerica was an urban-oriented world well
before the rise of the Aztec empire in the fifteenth century.

This developing picture of pre-Aztec and Aztec urbanism has been
filled out in the second half of the twentieth century by
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archaeological projects and the decipherment of codices and
inscriptions. Continuing work at sites such as Teotihuacan, Tula,
Monte Alban, El Tajin, and in the Maya area clearly demonstrates
that Mesoamerica indeed is one of the seven areas of primary
urban generation on earth. The most spectacular and significant
scientific advance in our understanding of the Aztecs, however,
has been taking place since 1978 in downtown Mexico City where
the excavation of the Great Aztec Temple, the very structure that
Diaz del Castillo described, is discovering the foundations,
sculptures, human and animal burials, jewelry, musical
instruments, and god images of Tenochtitlan’s central shrine.
Directed by Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, this high-powered
archaeological project has uncovered seven major rebuildings of
the Great Temple and more than 125 rich caches that the Aztec
priests buried in the floors as ritual offerings to their war god
Huitzilopochtli, the rain god Tlaloc, and other deities.

Utilizing these spectacular discoveries, scholars have shown that
in fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Mexico, the city of
Tenochtitlan was the supreme place of political and religious
power upon which a vision of empire was founded. This capital,
and especially its monumental ceremonial center, imperial
marketplace, and abundant agricultural gardens, so
enthusiastically described by Diaz del Castillo, was the place
where Aztec culture, authority, and domination were expressed in
buildings, stone, sound, myth, public spectacles, and sacrifices.
Tenochtitlan was a gathering place of pilgrims, traders,
ambassadors, diplomats, nobles, farmers, craftspeople, and even
the numerous enemy warriors who were brought to the capital for
sacrificial ceremonies. An aged Aztec priest who described the
powers of Tenochtitlan and Motecuhzoma over the many cities
and towns that were conquered by the Aztecs remembered that
the conquered people “brought their tribute; their goods,...the
green stone, the gold, the precious feathers,...the fine turquoise,
the lovely continga, the roseate spoonbill. They gave it to
Motecuhzoma.”
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Chapter 2
Aztec foundations: Aztlan,
cities, peoples

It often takes a poet to find the right words to capture such an
extraordinary place and story as Mexico City. The Mexican
novelist Carlos Fuentes said it best when he described the capital
as a “city of fixed sun,...city ancient in light, ... witness to all we
forget,...old city cradled among birds of omen,...city in the true
image of gigantic heaven. Incandescent prickly pear.”

The “bird” and “prickly pear” allusions in this passage relate to the
central emblem of the Mexican flag where an eagle devours a
serpent upon a blooming cactus, which grows out of a stylized
rock in the blue waters of Lake Tezcoco. This dramatic image
refers to the crucial moment in the Aztec foundation myths when
their Chichimec ancestors arrived in the Basin of Mexico at the
beginning of the fourteenth century after a long and arduous
journey from their distant homeland in the north. According to
one tradition, it was at this exact spot where the eagle landed that
the Aztecs built the first shrine to their patron god Huitzilopochtli
(Southern Hummingbird), who had led them southward on their
journey. This image of a triumphant, god-sanctioned arrival in the
Basin of Mexico was central to the Aztec claim of being inheritors
of a civilizing urban tradition, which reached back hundreds of
years to the sacred capitals of Teotihuacan, Tula, and Cholula.
Each was constructed on earth to be in “the true image of gigantic



heaven” and served as models in an Aztec sacred history depicted
in architecture, picture writing, and song.

Out of Aztlan: sacred history

Tenochtitlan appeared in Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s tour as a grand
unity of architecture, order, and brilliance. But the story of its rise
from the muddy lakebeds in the Basin of Mexico is one of
unrelenting struggle, rivalries, conflict, suffering, and eventual
triumph. The founders of the city are referred to variously as
“Azteca,” “Mexica,” or “Tenochca” in the most reliable sources,
indicating that a number of different ethnic groups migrated into
the basin, eventually coming together to form the “Triple Alliance”
of Tezcoco, Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco, and Tlacopan. In spite of the
diversity of documents and different versions of Aztec sacred
history (a mixture of myths and historical memories), we are able
to identify basic patterns of an epic odyssey, which included the
emergence from an ancient homeland, followed by a pilgrimage
that lasted many years under the inspiration of a patron deity and
warrior-priests. This long journey stopped at specific places
memorialized in Aztec history with miraculous events, which led
to their ultimate arrival at the place where the eagle appeared on
the blooming nopal. After a period of poverty and servitude, the
Aztecs struggled, farmed, fought, and negotiated themselves into a
position of regional dominance. The social symbol of their
successes was the architectural and economic nexus known as
Tenochtitlan, rooted in civilized traditions going back more than a
thousand years to ancient Teotihuacan (1-550 cg) and Tula
(900-1100 cE) and their contemporary neighbors at Cholula
(100-1521 cE), located on the other side of the volcanoes
Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl.

According to ethnohistorical sources, the ancestors emerged from
a fertile hill known as Chicomoztoc (Place of Seven Caves) and
inhabited Aztlan (Place of White Heron), an ancient settlement
surrounded by water, whose people accordingly were called
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“Azteca.” Their emergence and journey were prompted by a
shaman’s dream or a message from their patron deity
Huitzilopochtli, who ordered them to depart and seek a new
homeland. In the Codex Aubin, Huitzilopochtli gave the Azteca a
new name upon their departure from Aztlan—“Mexica,” from
which came the name “Mexicans”—and three gifts that forever

marked their cultural practices: the arrow, the bow, and the net.

2. Aztec ancestors emerge from Chicomoztoc, the “Place of Seven
Caves.”
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With their new identity as Mexica, now able to hunt and fight with
their weapons and catch birds and fish with their nets, they began
their sacred quest. In the next two centuries this transformation
into Mexica became part of the model for their lives as aggressive
militarists, skillful fishermen, and productive farmers. They
traveled in groups called calpolli, which, once they settled in the
Basin of Mexico, became the basis for their military units and
tribute redistribution. Each calpolli consisted of a group of
families united by a common deified ancestor.

Their long journey was marked by other exemplary changes, none
more so than when their odyssey came to the sacred hill of
Coatepetl (Serpent Mountain). Arriving at this auspicious
location, still far from their final home, the Mexica built a
settlement oriented toward the four directions of the universe—
East, North, West, and South—and constructed a dam in a nearby
lake. The result was a fertile lagoon that encouraged the rapid
growth of flowers, plants, and animals that provided food, beauty,
and crucial elements for their ritual life. This new settlement was
both an elaborate copy of the Aztlan they had left and a model for
the city of Tenochtitlan they would eventually build in Lake
Tezcoco. While they began to thrive in this location, their patron
god Huitzilopochtli and his main devotees insisted that this was
not the endpoint of their journey and that they had to move on
toward their future homeland. This occasioned a harsh conflict
between Huitzilopochtli’s followers and those led by a woman
warrior named Coyolxauhqui (Painted Bells), who refused to
rejoin the pilgrimage to a distant shore. Hostilities erupted and
the loyal followers of Huitzilopochtli attacked at midnight, killed
the rebels, and sacrificed their leader Coyolxauhqui. From this
moment Huitzilopochtli’s cult became dominant among the
victorious group of Mexica who pressed on in their journey.

This episode, as recounted in various primary texts and sculpture,
refers to actual historical events where two political factions
fought for dominance. In time, this social conflict was transformed
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into a sacred, official history stating that Coatepec was the mythic
site of a cosmic battle between the sun and the moon in which the
solar deity triumphed. This combination of “hill-lagoon-battle” at
Coatepec was transformed, in popular memory, into the rituals and
religious architecture of the Great Aztec Temple that stood at the
center of Tenochtitlan. The Aztecs built their entire capital around
a temple-pyramid symbolizing this Serpent Mountain and carried
out various human sacrifices of enemy warriors who were
identified with the losing cult of Coyolxauhqui (the moon goddess)
during the pilgrimage from Aztlan.

A series of sources such as the Mapa Sigiienza, Codex Xolotl, Mapa
Quinatzin, Codex Aubin, and the recently rediscovered Mapa de
Cuauhtinchan No. 2 (depicting a different group’s pilgrimage along
an alternative route but with striking similarities) shows migrants
leaving Chicomoztoc, traveling along difficult pathways, scouting
lands from nearby hills, performing rituals, confronting other
peoples, conferring with patron deities, and settling for periods of
time at such places as Tenayuca, Huexotla, and Tezcoco. Along the
way marriage alliances were made, territories organized in
different sized units, and fishing and farming areas set up as the
Mexica and other migrant groups gradually became integrated into
the more ancient urban society in and around the Basin of Mexico.
The religious vision animating these efforts is evident in this
command given by their patron god Huitzilopochtli through his
shaman priests. Clearly reflecting a post-journey perspective, the
god made an imperial-sized promise: “We shall proceed to
establish ourselves and settle down, and we shall conquer all
peoples of the universe; and I tell you in all truth that I will make
you lords and kings of all that is in the world; and when you
become rulers, you shall have countless and infinite numbers of
vassals, who will pay tribute to you.”

In truth, the Mexica journey into the Basin of Mexico was fraught
with resistance in spite of Huitzilopochtli’s reassurance of a
smooth rise to dominance. The sacred histories tell us that the
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Mexica visited the great ceremonial capital of Tula, then went
down the coast of Lake Tezcoco where they visited Tenayuca and
arrived at Chapultepec (Grasshopper Hill), highly valued for its
freshwater springs. Settling at Chapultepec, they passed a period
of twenty-five years of struggle, conflict, and eventual victory. The
key episode took place when Copil, a distant relative and rival of
their leader Huitzilopochtli, attacked the Mexica community in
order to cast them out from the lakeshore. In the battle that
followed, Copil was captured and sacrificed, and in an act of
triumph and insult a Mexica priest tossed his heart across the
water to land on a marshy island.

The narrative tells of a most ignominious ritual carried out by the
Mexica, who were then forced out to an obscure island in the
middle of Lake Tezcoco. According to one text, the Mexica
orchestrated the marriage of one of their leaders to the daughter
of one of the lords of Colhuacan, the ruling dynasty in the area.
The Mexica promised the ruler that his daughter would be greatly
honored as the “wife of Huitzilopochtli.” Not realizing the true and
terrible fate that awaited her, the Colhua lord sent his daughter to
Tizaapan for the wedding. In a ritual marriage to the patron deity,
the daughter was splendidly arrayed and then sacrificed at the
local temple. Her body was flayed in a ceremony symbolizing the
renewal of plants, which don new skins each spring. When
Achitometl saw his daughter’s skin draped over a dancing Mexica
priest, he was outraged and ordered his troops to attack the
Mexica and drive them in a rain of darts out into uninhabited land
in the middle of the lake.

To what extent this episode is a combination of legend and history
cannot be known. Suffice it to say that the previous pattern of
separation from a valued location, a journey to an unknown land,
and a change in social status was repeated again as the Mexica
began to transform their marshy, no-man’s-land island into, at
first, a modest ceremonial settlement and eventually into the great
urban center of Tenochtitlan.
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The Mexica later claimed that when they first arrived, beaten and
yet defiant on the island, one of their priests had a vision of the
earlier triumph of Huitzilopochtli in which he saw where Copil’s
heart had been thrown years before. The Mexica turned to that
location and saw the giant eagle perched on the blooming prickly
pear cactus, marking the exact spot where they would build their
first temple to Huitzilopochtli. One account reads that they saw
Huitzilopochtli in the form of an eagle, “with his wings stretched
outward like the rays of the sun.” They humbled themselves, and
the god “humbled himself, bowing his head low in their direction.”

Another version says that one of the priests who saw the eagle
dived into the lake and disappeared. When the priest failed to
surface, his companions thought that he had drowned, and they
retired to their camp. Later, the priest returned and announced
that he had descended into the underworld, where he met the rain
god Tlaloc and was given permission for the Mexica to settle in
this sacred place. Thus they had both the forces of the sky (the
eagle, Huitzilopochtli) and of the earth (the lake god, Tlaloc)
granting permission to build the new center of the world. The
great journey from Chicomoztoc and Aztlan was now complete,
and at a site uncannily like the fertile island community from
which they originally set out, the Mexica got down to the work of
building Tenochtitlan.

Early on, the Aztec settlement was divided into four segments
around a ceremonial center consisting of a main temple dedicated
to Huitzilopochtli and other religious buildings. Duality was a
fundamental cosmological idea among the Mexica, and their
many calpolli were united within a dual governmental structure.
One part of the government was run by a teachcauh or “elder
brother” chosen by the calpolli to be in charge of internal affairs
such as land management, temples and schools, the defense of the
community, and the modest tribute payments they garnered. The
other part of the government was run by the tecuhtli, named by
the king (tlatoani) to act as judge, military commander, tax
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collector, and mediator between the ruler’s court and the various
calpolli. In effect, each calpolli located in one of the four quarters
of the settlement acted as a military unit in the overall army and
paid tribute to the ruler’s family and palace.

During the early stages of settlement a major land conflict
erupted, and some calpolli broke off from the community on the
island of Tenochtitlan. They moved to a nearby island-lagoon they
named Tlatelolco, which grew into a powerful rival due to its large
marketplace that was later fully integrated into Tenochtitlan’s
sphere of influence.

Even with this developing cohesion and organization, the Mexica
of Tenochtitlan had limited cultural and political legitimacy in the
eyes of more established communities. They desperately needed to
gain access to the prestige and power associated with the revered
Toltec cultural traditions located in the city-state of Colhuacan.
The Aztecs were able to make this crucial alliance when the ruler
of Colhuacan accepted their proposal to place a prince named
Acamapichtli, a Colhuacan noble who also had Mexica blood, on
the Tenochtitlan throne. The Aztecs had now made the step up the
social ladder by gaining this political access to the ruling families
who traced their lineages back to the Toltecs (900-1100 cE) of the
great priest-king Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl. But it also meant they
were clearly under the domination of Colhuacan whose capital
was Azcapotzalco, the leading Toltec-descended military power of
the region.

Splendid cities before the Aztecs

In the centuries prior to the Mexica migrations into the Basin of
Mexico, there were several great urban settlements, which became
the centers of political power and sacred authority in central
Mesoamerica. The most outstanding were Teotihuacan, Tula, and
Cholula. Each had profound influences on the history and identity
of Tenochtitlan. This urban lineage became evident when Mexican
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archaeologists dug into the layers of the foundations of the Great
Aztec Temple (1390s-1521 cE), beginning in 1978. They
discovered sculptures, masks, and architectural styles representing
a more ancient cultural fabric of diverse peoples, urban places,
and complex religious traditions going back a thousand years
before the rise of Tenochtitlan.

Even though the earliest shrine found at the Great Aztec Temple
dates from the mid-fourteenth century, archaeologists found
abundant evidence that the Aztecs had a deep cultural memory
carried by priests, rulers, and artists who claimed descent and
legitimacy from Toltec Tula (900-1100 cE) and Teotihuacan
(1-550 cE). For example, two “Red Temples,” excavated on the
south and north sides of the main pyramid, have architectural
styles and murals that represent the symbolism of ancient
Teotihuacan. And several prominent sculptures at the Great Aztec
Temple are direct imitations of sculptures made in Tula, seventy
miles to the north of Tenochtitlan, and associated with
Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent ruler-god remembered as the
originator of the calendar, ritual practices, and wisdom. These
sculptures found in the heart of the Aztec city reflect Toltec era art
styles that had spread far and wide to various regional capitals in
Mesoamerica. The depth of this historical concern is reflected in
one tantalizing discovery in a burial cache at the Great Aztec
Temple of a mint-condition Olmec mask dated from around 1000
BCE. But most of all, the Aztecs turned to Teotihuacan, City of the
Gods, for inspiration, political authority, and mythic legitimacy.

Teotihuacan: city of the gods

If there was one ancient city that attracted the attention of its
contemporaries and its successors in Mesoamerica it was the
massive capital of Teotihuacan (1-550 cE). It certainly attracted
the attention of the Aztec ruling house and especially the two
Motecuhzomas, Motecuhzoma Ilhuicamina (1440-63) and his
nephew Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin (1502-20). The first
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Motecuhzoma, who managed a substantial expansion of Aztec
landholdings and military domination, commissioned the
building of a large ritual platform along the Street of the Dead in
Teotihuacan, in front of the gigantic Pyramid of the Sun. Even
though the ancient city, located to the northeast of Tenochtitlan,
was already largely in ruins by Motecuhzoma I’s time, the place
was viewed as the true cultural and political hearth of subsequent
city-states and peoples. The Aztecs did some archaeology of their
own, digging up prized caches of objects (including ritual masks)
and then burying them at their Great Temple. The second
Motecuhzoma, believing that the city had been built and
populated by giants, made periodic visits to the site to pay homage
and draw religious legitimacy from the sacred ancestors residing
there. In Mexica creation mythology, Teotihuacan was the place of
the spectacular creation of the Fifth Sun, the cosmic era in which
the Aztecs resided.

What impressed the Aztecs when they visited the site, even when
it was largely abandoned, was its monumentality and its superb
urban design, murals, architecture, and artwork, showing that
these ancients had a ritual life dedicated to agriculture, warfare,
ballgames, deities, dynasties, and sacrificial burials. When
Bernardino de Sahagun interviewed Aztec elders in Tenochtitlan
during the 1550s, they recited for him the great creation myth
linking their own city and era to the dawn of time in Teotihuacan.
Reading the myth today, we know that the Aztecs were talking as
much about how they saw themselves as how they saw their
ancestors carrying out sky-watching, prayer, ceremonies, and
ritual sacrifices to their many gods.

The younger native scribes, listening to their elders talking to
Sahagun, recorded a story that began in the mythic past, fifty-two
years after the previous cosmic age had collapsed into darkness:
“It is told that when all was in darkness, when yet no sun had
shown and no dawn had broken, ...the gods gathered themselves
there at Teotihuacan. They spoke...‘Who will take it upon himself
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to be the sun, to bring the dawn?’” The story tells of two
volunteers who stepped forward before the sacred hearth where a
fire had been burning. Two gods, Nanahuatzin (Pimply One) and
Tecuciztecatl (Lord of Snails) prepared themselves for ritual
self-immolation. The virile Lord of Snails approached the fire
several times but became frightened by the intense heat. The
Pimply One then came forward with courageous resolve and cast
himself into the fire, his body crackling and sizzling. The other
god followed, and the two emerged from the fire in the forms of
powerful animals—an eagle and a jaguar—that later became the
patrons of the two main Aztec warrior groups.

Then, in a gesture that was crucial to the Aztecs when thinking
about the great ancestors of Teotihuacan, other gods sacrificed
themselves in the fire and under the sacrificial knife to give life
and energy to the sun. The sun was born on the eastern horizon
and, after wobbling in the sky for a period of time prior to more
sacrifices, it ascended the sky and began its long pattern of
passages through the heavens and the underworld. The Aztecs
came to believe that this cosmic event of incremental sacrifice—
the ritual increase from sacrificing one individual to sacrificing
many individuals followed by the rising of the sun—brought the
cosmos they now inhabited into being.

Known today as “The Pyramids,” Teotihuacan is the most visited
archaeological site in the Americas. Visitors can see not only that
it contained monumental architecture, including the so-called
Pyramids of the Sun and of the Moon and the great Street of the
Dead, but they learn that the entire city was designed as an image

of the cosmos. In a special way, Teotihuacan’s beginnings parallel a

key symbol in the later Aztec story of origins in Chicomoztoc, for
Teotihuacan had its beginnings in a cave. Excavations carried out
in the 1970s showed that directly beneath the largest building in
the site, the Pyramid of the Sun (the third largest pyramid in the
world, next to the giant structure at Cholula and the Great
Pyramid of Giza) lie the remains of an ancient tunnel, cave, and
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shrine area that served as one of the earliest centers for rituals and
offerings to the gods of the underworld.

Throughout Mesoamerican history, caves were valued as the place
of origin of ancestral peoples who were identified with the life
giving forces found in seeds, water, and terrestrial beings. Caves
were also “passageways” to the underworld, and rituals performed
in caves could symbolically transport human beings into the
realms of the world below. The cave beneath the Pyramid of the
Sun was decorated and artificially reshaped to form a four-
petalled flower. The Teotihuacan Mapping Project, a massive
research program carried out in the 1970s, revealed that the entire
inhabited space of the city was laid out by its planners and
architects as a four-part metropolis, which conformed in various
ways to the structure of the cosmos. The city’s hundreds of
residential, ritual, and commercial buildings were organized into
an intricate grid pattern emanating from the north-south “Street
of the Dead” (named by archaeologists) and the east-west avenue,
which crossed at right angles in the center of the city.

By around 450 cg, Teotihuacan had become the dominant
city-state of central Mesoamerica, populated by more than
150,000 people. Ongoing archaeological work at the site reveals
that the prestige of this capital’s buildings, mural art, ritual
spectacles, and political power influenced many cities and towns
within and beyond the central plateau of Mexico, including the
mighty Zapotecs in Oaxaca and the Maya kings of distant Copan
in northern Honduras. Since 2000, new evidence has shown that
Teotihuacan’s power to influence major political decisions and
alliances extended to the rituals and architecture of the royal
house of Copan. Its influence also extended through time,
reaching into the minds of the Aztecs and other communities of
the sixteenth century.

Although many parts of Teotihuacan were excavated in the
twentieth century, it has only been since the 1980s that
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archaeologists have discovered significant ritual burials inside its
major ceremonial structures. In the Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl
archaeologists found a host of sacrificial victims with their hands
bound behind their backs, wearing necklaces of human
mandibles. Alongside these individuals were objects pointing to
the ritual cults of fertility and warfare that remained the
fundamental foci of religious and political life up to and
throughout the Aztec empire. Work at the Pyramid of the Moon
uncovered similar sacrificial remains, along with precious jades
from the Maya area. At the present time, new excavations
underway inside the gigantic Pyramid of the Sun should tell us
more about the prestige, ritual life, and extensive reach of this
“Abode of the Gods” whose style of life both haunted and inspired
the Aztecs when they were building their own ceremonial precinct
seven hundred years later.

Tollan: city of the Feathered Serpent

When Bernardino de Sahagtn and other investigators queried the
Aztec elders about their history, they were repeatedly told about a
magnificent kingdom called Tollan or Tula where the great Toltecs
had been ruled, before being abandoned, by a priest-king named
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl (Our Young Prince, the Plumed Serpent).
In fact, from the twelfth century on in Mesoamerica, a rich
tradition of stories, songs, paintings, and sculptures concerning
the inspiring career and achievements of Quetzalcoatl survives.
Sahagun’s informants recalled that “Truly with him it began, truly
from him it flowed out, from Quetzalcoatl, all art and knowledge.”
In Aztec times, their high priests were given the title of
“Quetzalcoatl,” and they taught their children the story of his
kingdom as well as his loss of power and disappearance into the
eastern sea and his prophesied return.

The sacred history of the Toltecs and Quetzalcoatl celebrated the
brilliance and stability of a great city-state, which one text calls the
“Great Tollan.” The Aztecs claimed that the “Tolteca were wise.
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Their works were all good, all perfect, all wonderful, all
miraculous; their houses beautiful, tiled in mosaics, smoothed,
stuccoed, very marvelous.” This passage sounds remarkably
similar to Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s dreamy descriptions of
Tenochtitlan and points to the prestige the Toltec capital held in
Aztec memory. Reflecting their own sense of purpose, the Aztec
stories about the Toltecs celebrated the unparalleled agricultural
abundance and cultural achievements that linked gods and
humans closely together. All “the squashes were very large, and
some quite round. And the ears of maize were as large as hand
grinding stones, and long. They could hardly be embraced in
one’s arms.” The cotton fields glowed in many colors including
“chili-red, yellow, pink, brown, green, blue, verdigris color, dark
brown, ripening brown, dark blue, fine yellow, coyote-colored....
All of these came exactly so; they did not dye them.” This paradise
on earth was peopled by the finest artists, featherworkers,
architects, and astronomers who were revered for having invented
the calendar and who aligned the city with the cardinal directions
of the universe. And in the center of all this abundance, cultural
creativity, and skill stood Quetzalcoatl, the great Aztec ancestor,
who was “looked upon as a god. He was worshiped and prayed to
in former times in Tollan, and there his temple stood; very high,
very tall. Extremely tall, extremely high.”

The site that archaeologists identify with the Toltec kingdom,
however, appears much more modest in size and splendor than
what the Aztec elders eulogized to Sahagtn. Spread out over
several hilltops in the present-day Mexican state of Hidalgo,
Tula, while impressive with its ceremonial center of palaces,
pyramids, ballcourts, carved friezes, and monumental sculpture,
is dwarfed by the city of Teotihuacan, which collapsed several
centuries before the rise of Toltec Tula. Could it be that the
Aztecs were recalling traditions of urban greatness reaching back
through the Toltec kingdom of the tenth to the twelfth centuries
and grasping the urban image of magnificent Teotihuacan but
calling it Tollan?
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Cholula: the pilgrimage capital

Cholula, the third city of these great Mesoamerican precursor
capitals, was still socially active and politically influential in Aztec
times, unlike Teotihuacan and Tula-Tollan. This pilgrimage
capital still contains the largest pyramid in the world and is
located on a plain just east of two of Mesoamerica’s most
significant volcanoes, Iztaccihuatl (White Woman) and
Popocatepetl (Smoking Mountain). When Cortés and the
Spaniards made their decision in 1519 to march across the
mountains and valleys to Motecuhzoma’s Tenochtitlan, they
learned from their Tlaxcalan allies that Cholula stood in their
way. Cholula was one of the oldest inhabited cities in the
Americas, and its illustrious history was partly due to its strategic
location in the center of the Puebla-Tlaxcala region, which
opened transportation pathways to more southern and eastern
sections of Mesoamerica. Both Cortés and Diaz del Castillo
marveled at the number of religious buildings it had. Cortés
wrote that “it is the city most suited for Spaniards to live in that I
have seen” in Mexico, and they compared it to Valladolid, Spain.
What impressed the European invaders were the thousands of
pilgrims visiting Cholula’s shrines, temples, and marketplace. It
reminded them of Rome and Mecca, the sacred pilgrimage
centers par excellence of Christianity and Islam.

As with almost all regional capitals in Mesoamerica, Cholula was
a compact ceremonial center with pyramids, temples, palaces,
grand staircases, an acropolis, stelae, and murals. The supreme
role played by its Great Pyramid, Tlachihualtepetl (Man-Made
Mountain) is often mentioned in the surviving literature and is
also evident in the archaeology. Well before the Spaniards entered
the city, the Great Pyramid had been expanded to 1,165 feet
wide—larger than any of the great pyramids of Egypt.
Constructed over the course of a 1,700-year period, its cosmic
significance includes the fact that, like the Pyramid of the Sun in
Teotihuacan, it was situated above a natural spring, likely
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considered by locals as a route to the underworld and the world
of Tlalocan. Waters still flow from this spring in an easterly
direction, and a small Christian shrine on the side of the pyramid
has a well where modern-day pilgrims gather holy water. During
its second phase, the Great Pyramid was aligned at 24-26 degrees
north of west so that when the sun set behind Popocatepetl and
Iztaccihuatl on the summer solstice, its rays illuminated a specific
temple at the top—an epiphany that was visible throughout and
beyond the city. Today an important Christian pilgrimage church
dedicated to the Virgin of Remedies sits atop this great pyramid.

The worship of Quetzalcoatl, however, was not limited in any way
to the Toltec site of Tula-Tollan; it played a major role for more
than a thousand years in Cholula’s religious and political life.

A colonial official, an eyewitness to daily life in Cholula in the
decades following the Spanish arrival, recalled that in the early
mornings of festival days, groups of Cholula’s citizens and pilgrims
from other towns came to the ceremonial city carrying offerings of
chickens, rabbits, quail, copal, perfume, fruit, and flowers. This
wider reach of Cholula is reflected in the great diffusion of its
distinctive ceramics and its shrines dedicated to deities of other
communities.

All three great ceremonial capitals, predecessors to the “Great
Tenochtitlan,” contain monumental architecture imbued with
mythic stories and religious symbolism serving as focal points for
socially stratified communities ruled by sacred elites. When the
Mexica arrived from Chicomoztoc and Aztlan into the Basin of
Mexico, they encountered a long-standing urbanized way of life,
which was organized by Toltec remnant city-states competing
with each other for dominance over the ecological and social
resources and surpluses of the region.

When social scientists realized the time depth and geographical
spread of urbanism in Mesoamerican history, they also began to
ask larger questions about other origins and evolutions, such as
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when and how human beings first came into the Americas and
settled in the Basin of Mexico.

The origins of humans and society in the Americas

Long before there were debates about the nature of Aztec
urbanism, another fascinating question kept surfacing about the
historical origins of human populations in the Americas. Where
did the “Indians” of the newly discovered lands originally come
from? As reports, artifacts, and even Indians from the New World
were put on display in Spain, Portugal, and other European
countries, controversies broke out as to whether these peoples
were fully human, whether they descended from Adam and Eve,
and how they came to be located in these distant lands. The
answers given by priests, laypeople, and scholars fluctuated
between wonder, fantasy, and scientific hypotheses. The
sixteenth-century Italian-born historian of Spain, Peter Martyr
(Pietro Martire de Angheria) trumpeted to his readers, “Raise
your spirit, Hear about the New Discovery!” as news of Spanish
voyages of discovery poured into Europe. This was topped by
Francisco Lopez de Gémara who, though he never traveled to the
New World, became Cortés’s secretary in Spain and ranked the
“discovery” of the Americas as one of the three most important
events in human history, after the creation of the universe by God
and the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. When the
German painter Albrecht Diirer visited Brussels in 1520 to paint
a portrait of the king of Denmark, he saw an exhibition of the
Aztec treasure that Cortés had sent to the Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V. He waxed eloquently, “all the days of my life I have
seen nothing that rejoiced my heart so much as these things, for

I saw amongst them wonderful works of art, and I marveled at
the subtle genius of men in foreign lands. Indeed I cannot express
all that I thought there.”

Back in Mexico, Diego Duran, a Dominican friar who spent
decades in Central Mexico barely a generation after the Aztec
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capital fell, believed that ancient Christians had actually migrated
from the Holy Land to Mexico. He thought that these Christian
pilgrims had instilled certain key religious ideas in the local
populace who, with time, forgot the true source and correct form
of their devotional practices. He argued that either Saint Thomas
or a lost tribe from Israel was the source of certain Aztec religious
beliefs and practices, which to the Dominican looked very similar
to Christian beliefs. Duran, who wrote three informative books
about indigenous peoples and their ancient traditions in Central
Mexico, hoped to one day find an ancient copy of the Holy Gospel
in Hebrew, which he believed lay hidden in a native community
near Mexico City. He did find a number of indigenous screenfold
manuscripts, but unfortunately he did not preserve them.

The issue of where the Aztecs and their predecessors came from
was linked to the question of whether these indigenous peoples
had the sufficient intellect to create their own civilizations (what
was later called the pattern of “independent invention”) or needed
sophisticated ideas, institutions, and practices imported from
“superior” civilizations in the Old World.

One line of thought in the eighteenth century emphasized
similarities between Aztec and Maya architecture and the
pyramids in Egypt. This view held that the great achievements of
the Egyptian pharaohs migrated out of the Mediterranean with
ancient mariners, crossed the Atlantic Ocean, and were
transplanted into Mexico millennia ago. Another view, expressed
as early as 1804 by the German explorer Alexander von
Humboldt, looked to the Pacific and suggested that Asian peoples
migrated from China and Japan to the New World in ancient
times, disseminating ideas, symbols, and ritual practices to the
ancestors of the Aztecs and Toltecs. In the nineteenth century,
American and European anthropologists debated whether the lost
continent of Atlantis in the Atlantic or Mu in the Pacific could be
the source of ancient American civilizations. Using Plato’s
description of the sinking of the legendary Atlantis, proponents of
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the submerged continent theory argued that the people who
became the aboriginal Americans saved themselves in the nick of
time and brought their great civilization to America.

In the twentieth century, the idea of transpacific contacts was
explored by the anthropologist-adventurer Thor Heyerdahl, who
constructed his raft Kon-Tiki and sailed across a section of the
Pacific Ocean from Peru to the Polynesian islands, hoping to
prove that pre-Hispanic peoples could have settled in Polynesia.
Heyerdahl subsequently attempted to show that Mediterranean
peoples could have made the journey to the Americas by sailing
acros