Aztecs
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Civilization in the Valley of Mexico—From about 100 to 650 C.E., the Valley of Mexico was dominated by the Teotihuacans.  These people built an enormous capital city, Teotihuacan.  One of the city’s buildings, the Pyramid of the Sun, was more than 200 feet high.


After Teotihuacan’s collapse around the 700s, a group from the north, the Toltecs, migrated into the valley. Toltec civilization reached its height in the 10th and 11th centuries.  The Toltecs built a number of cities.  Their capital, Tollan, boasted large pyramids topped with temples.


The Arrival of the Aztecs—Sometime around 1250 C.E., a new group arrived in the Valley of Mexico.  A nomadic band of hunter-gatherers, they called themselves the Mexica.  We know them today as the Aztecs.


The name Aztec comes from Aztlan, the Mexicas’ legendary homeland. According to Aztec tradition, Aztlan was an island in a lake to the northwest of the Valley of Mexico.  The Aztecs had left the island around 1100 C.E.  They wandered through the deserts of northern Mexico for many years before coming to the Valley of Mexico


The Aztecs had a difficult time establishing themselves in the valley.  The people living in the city-states thought the Aztecs were crude barbarians.  But the Aztecs were fierce warriors, and the city-states were willing to employ them as mercenaries (a soldier paid for fight for another country for group).

After settling in the valley, the Aztecs began to be influenced by the legacy of the Teotihuacans and the Toltecs.  They made pilgrimages to the ancient ruins of Teotihuacan.  They adopted Quetzalcoatl, the Teotihuacans’ feathered serpent god, as one of their own gods.


The Aztecs viewed the Toltecs even more highly, as rulers of a Golden Age.  Aztec rulers married into the surviving Toltec royal line.  The Aztecs even began to claim the Toltecs as their own ancestors.

In 1319, stronger groups forced the Aztecs to move away from the Chapultepec, a rocky hill where they had made their home.  The Aztecs fled to the south where they became mercenaries for the city-state of Colhuacan.  But trouble came again when the Aztecs sacrificed the daughter of the Colhua chief.  This led to a war with the Colhuas, who drove the Aztecs onto an island in the shallow waters of Take Texcoco.


It was here, the Aztecs said, that they spotted an eagle perched atop a cactus with a long snake in its beak.  Grateful for the sign they had been 

waiting for, the Aztecs set to work building the city they called Tenochtitlan.


From Mercenaries to Empire Builders—The Aztecs started building Tenochtitlan in 1325 C.E.  For the next 100 years, they served as mercenaries for a powerful group called the Tepanecs.  Through this alliance (groups who agree to work with together, often to fight common enemies) the Aztecs gained land, trading connections, and wealth.


Eventually, however, the Aztecs rebelled against the heavy-handed rule of the Tepanacs.  Under the Aztec leader Itzcoatl, Tenochtitlan joined with two other city-states in the Triple Alliance.  In the 1428, the alliance fought and defeated the Tepanecs.  Together the allies began a series of conquests that laid the foundation for the Aztec Empire.


Tenochtitlan: A City of Wonders—How did the Aztecs turn an unwanted island into such a great city? First they reclaimed land from the lake by sinking timbers into the water to serve as walls and filling in the area between the timbers with mud, boulders, and reeds.  In this way they created small islands called chinampas, or “floating gardens.”  Eventually, the Aztecs expanded the city’s land surface until it covered over five square miles.  They even merged Tlatelolco, originally a separate island, with Tenochtitlan.



When Spanish explorers first glimpsed Tenochtitlan in 1519, they were amazed to see a majestic city crisscrossed by canals and boasting impressive temples and palaces.


Gradually, Tenochtitlan grew into the magnificent city that so amazed the Spanish.  At the center of the city—both physically and spiritually—lay a large ceremonial plaza.  Here the Aztecs gathered for religious rituals, feasts, and festivals.  A wall about eight feel tall enclosed this area.  The wall, which was called the Coatepantli (“snake wall”), was studded with sculptures of serpents.  The palaces and homes of nobles lined the outside of the wall.


An Empire Based on Tribute—Unlike other empire builders, the Aztecs did not start colonies.  Nor did they force conquered peoples to adopt their ways.  Instead, the Aztec Empire was a loose union of hundreds of city-states that were forced to pay tribute to the Aztecs.


Collecting tribute was the empire’s most important business.  The Aztecs relied on the tribute to support Tenochtitlan’s huge population.  Tribute took the form of whatever valuable items a city could provide.  Cities might pay in food, cacao, gems and stones, cotton, cloth, animals, animal skins, shells, building materials, or even soldiers.  Tax collectors stationed around the empire made sure that cities paid regularly.

Warfare—The demands of the empire made war the center of Aztec life.  Successful battles allow the Aztecs to increase their sources of tribute.  They also gained more territory, laborers, and sacrificial victims.  The Aztecs believed that their chief god, Huitzilopochtli, required human blood for survival, so in war they took as many prisoners as possible to use in sacrifices.  They also used the threat of human sacrifice to frighten city-states into paying tribute.


Every male Aztec was trained to be a soldier.  In battle, the Aztecs used weapons such as bows and arrows, spears, clubs, and wooden swords with sharp stone blades.  Warrior knights carried shields decorated with figures of animals such as the jaguar and eagle.  The figures represented different strengths that the Aztecs believed they received from these animals.

An Aztec declaration of war followed a ritualized pattern.  First, the Aztecs asked a city to join the empire as an ally.  The city had 60 days to agree.  If the ruler refused, the Aztecs declared war.


The battle began when thousands of Aztec warriors descended upon the city.  As the armies faced each other, a general gave the signal to attack.  Aztec warriors excelled at hand-to-hand fighting.  Most wars ended after one battle, usually with an Aztec victory.



After the city had fallen, the Aztecs brought their captives to Tenochtitlan.  Some became slaves, but most were sacrificed to Huitzilopochtli.


The Aztecs made only a few demands on the defeated city.  They people had to pay tribute, honor the god Huitzilopochtli, and promise obedience to the Aztec ruler.  Otherwise, conquered cities remained independent.  They kept their religion, customs, and language.  They usually even kept their leaders.

What do you think were some strengths and weaknesses of the way of life of the Aztec people?  Write your explanation in the space provided below.

