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Rattlesnakes form a
skirt for this 12-ton
statue of the decapi-
tated Aztec earth
mather, Coatlicue,
dug up in 1790 in
Mexico City. From

the stem of her neck,

blood gushes forth
in the shape of two
additional serpents.
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THE FALL OF
THE CITY
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L he tough old Spanish soldier
remembered that day in 1519 when he first saw the private gardens
of Motecuhzoma, the Aztec ruler. “We went to the orchard and
garden, which was a marvelous place both to see and to walk in,”
wrote Bernal Diaz del Castillo, a much-scarred veteran of Herndn
Cortés’s campaign to conquer Mexico. “I never tired of noticing the
diversity of trees and the various scents given off by cach, and the
paths choked with roses and other flowers, and the many local fruit
trees and the pond of fresh water. Everything was shining and
decorated with different kinds of stonework and paintings that were
a marvel to gaze on. Then there were birds of many breeds and
varieties that came to the pond.”

Out of nostalgia, Diaz began to reflect on the fate of Aztec
Mexico. “I thought that no land like it would ever be discovered in
the whole world,” he recalled wistfully. “But today all that I then saw
is overthrown and destroyed; nothing is left standing.”

Four decades after the arrival of the Spaniards the conquest of
the empire of the Aztecs was complete. The worship of fierce gods
had begun to pass from living memory, and now the descendants of
Aztec warriors—Spanish subjects all—worshiped Jesus Christ. A
new city had grown atop the ruins of their temples.

In 1790, almost three centuries after Diaz first beheld the




wonders of Tenochtitlan, the resplendent Aztec capital, the Spanish
viceroy in Mexico City ordered some paving and the construction of
a drainage system. In the broad expanse of a square known as the
Zbcalo, the glare of the late summer sun threw a dusty jumble of
trenches into sharp relief. Along the southeastern side of the plaza, in
the shadows of the National Palace, a team of workmen wielded
shovels. Occasionally one or another of them would pause to wipe his
sweat-beaded brow or gaze across the square at the baroque cathe-
dral. It was to spare the cathedral, the palace, and the square itself
from periodic flooding that this project had been ordered.

Amid the desultory chatter of the workmen, a sound of metal
hitting stone rang out, and soon the crew had gathered around a
single spot. The trenching had struck a sizable impediment, and a
flurry of shovels attacked the obstacle. As the dirt flew, the men’s
pulses quickened, for the object emerging from the shrouding layers
of earth was an enormous figure unlike any they had ever
seen before. Powerful and vaguely human in form,
the figure was enrobed in a skirt of woven ser-
pents. When fully exhumed, it proved to
be an impressive cight feet five inches
long. Lying in the soil in grotesque
repose, it had claws for fect and
hands and bore what looked like a
face composed of two rearing,
fanged snake heads, set threat-
eningly nose to nose. Most dis- /”
turbing was the adornment |
that hung across the figure’s f
breast, a necklace strung with |
lifelike human hands and ,
hearts ranged around a clench- | A3
jawed human skull. L

The news that a relic of \
the long-buried Aztec religion
had been dug up at the very core of %
the metropolis took 18th-century \:
Mexico—and later the wider world— ¥,
by surprise. Europeans in particular had "*"\_ e
not realized that the Aztecs had had the tech- — \g2%#
nical skill required to transport and handle such
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ROAD MAP TO
THE END
OF THE WORLD

One of the most imposing—and
significant—of Aztec relics is the
intricately carved circular stone
seen below. It is 4 feet thick, 12
feet in diameter, and weighs more
than 24 tons. Because symbols for
the days of the 20-day Aztec calen-
dar encircle it, the disk came to be
called the Calendar Stone shortly
after its discovery in 1790 beneath
Mexico City’s central square.
Today, however, scholars rec-
ognize that the stone was no mere
calendar. The glyphs and icons
adorning it were a road




map of the Aztecs’ destiny, indi-
cating not only when the world
was supposed to have begun burt
also when it would end.

At the time of the Spanish
conquest, the Aztecs believed they
were living in the fifth and final
era, which the gods had created
535 years earlier, in AD 986. The
square panels around the inner
circle (see diagram) symbolize de-
struction of the four previous
worlds by jaguars, hurricanes, vol-
canic fires, and torrental rains.
The face inside the circle is that of
the sun god, Tonatiuh. The Aztecs
were convinced that the world
would end on the ritual date “4-
movement.” But the end came far
sooner than expected, with the
arrival of Cortés in 1519.

massive rocks. Historically minded Mexicans noted that the sculprure
had come to light 269 vears to the day after Cortés, the Spanish
conquistador, had accepted the surrender of the mighty Aztecs.

The vicerov, Juan Vicente Giiemes Pacheco de Padilla, second
count of Revillagigedo, took a special interest in the statue and
instructed that it be transported to the local university to be weighed,
measured, and sketched. In so doing, he reversed a centuries-long
Spanish policy of obliterating all vestiges of the vanquished Indian
culture, whose artworks were viewed by the Roman Catholic Church
as idolatrous, 1if not satanic.

Within a vear, the vicerov’s fondness for things archaeological
was rewarded with two other major discoveries, again made by la-
borers engaged in constructing the same public works. First came a
carved stone roughly twice as massive as the serpent-entwined statue.
Weighing 24 tons, this chunk of grav-black basalt bore a circular

relief sculprure some 12 feet in diameter, dominated by a
humanlike visage with a protruding knife blade for a
tongue. The rest of the stone was embellished with
a perplexing assortment of geometric symbols.
Dubbed the Stone of the Sun, in part be-
cause of 1ts resemblance to a sundial, it
was embedded in a pier of the nearby
cathedral. (It is often referred to as
the Aztec Calendar Stone.)

Next, 1in 1791, in the

northwest corner of the Zdcalo,
came a prize in the shape of a
millstone, which bore a frieze of
battling warriors. At the time, it
was called the Sacrificial Stone
for 1ts supposed purpose, butit s
known today as the Stone of
Tizoc. It might have been broken
up for cobblestones, but an enlight-
ened priest intervened and the relic
was given safe berth in the gardens of
the cathedral, where it was buried with a
single face exposed.
These startling and intriguing finds
piqued the interest of scholars, collectors, and ama-
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E HUB OF THE AZTEC
LOOKED LIKE IN 1519

, pital was at the time of the conquest. stoodd a rack tor the skulls of
the center not just of the empire Dominating the plaza was sacrificial victims. Behind
but of th *\\.ﬁm—-&nd at the the Great Temple, Its twin stair- - Querzalcoatl’s temple lay a
very heart of it lay the holy pre-  cases led to the shrines of Hui- court where ritual ball games
cinct where their bloody rituals zilopochtli, god of the sun and were plaved. The large recran-
took place daily. The model war, and Tlaloc, god of rain, gular building to the left
below, creared for Mexico’s Na-  where priests carried out human  housed the aalmecac, a school
tional Muscum of Anthropolo- sacrifices, Flanking the pyramid  for sons of nobles. Around the
gy and based on 16th-century were several other temples, in- temples and other buildings
Spanish sources as well as on cluding a circular one dedicated  ran a wall, setting the religious
modern finds, shows what the to Querzalcoatl, the plumed  _ ——_  center off from the rest of

complex probably looked like serpent grod; in front of it the island airv.




Published in 1524 from a
sketch made for Cortés, this
map of Tenochtitlan shows
causeways stretching from
the religious core to the
mainland. A dike, at far

vight, yave flood protection.
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teur archaeologists in Europe. But they would be denied access to
them: The failing Spanish empire had all but banned travel in its New
World domains and discouraged foreigners from entering the coun-
try. Consequently, few outsiders had the chance to examine the finds
firsthand. Intellecruals in the United States, busy establishing their
new country, paid little if any attention to Mexican antiquities.

The famous German naturalist, Baron Alexander von Hum-
boldt, was one European with enough influence to win entry to
Mexico, and his account of his journey there, published.in French in
1813, further fanned excitement over Aztec lore. He reported that
the Aztecs, hitherto classified as a primitive and nonliterate culture,
had acrually been highly advanced. When the gates were opened after
Mexico gained its independence in 1821, an era of feverish interest
in the Aztecs commenced. Tourists, scientists, and adventurers de-
scended on Mexico, then returned to Europe with tales to tell (many
of them fanciful), illustrations to publish (a few quite accurate), and,
in some cases, trunkfuls of purchased or purloined artifacts.

Among Mexicans, the field of Mesoamerican scholarship was
born at the turn of the 19th century, midwifed by the insightful
astronomer and archaeologist Antonio de Leén y Gama. He teased
cosmological meanings from the markings on the Stone of the Sun.
Some of his readings were false, but he did discover that the Aztecs
had sound knowledge of astronomy and a 365-day year. It took a
century for others to pin down the identity of the serpent-skirted
statue as Coatlicue, goddess of life and death and mother of the
fearsome Aztec war god, Huitzilopochtli. Spurred by a newfound
pride in their heritage, Mexican anthropologists, historians, and lin-
guists began systematically searching archives, museums, and diverse
archaeological sites for clues about the people who had called them-
selves the “Mexica” or “Tenochca” and ruled with a fierce determi-
nation over much of central and southern Mexico.

Ancient cities had been lost before, but perhaps no city had fallen so
precipitously and been effaced so thoroughly as the island redoubt
of Tenochtitlan. The city was the governmental seat of the Aztecs and
the crowning achievement of their 90-year domination of the Valley
of Mexico, a high, 3,000-square-mile basin surrounded by moun-
tains. Within a few months of his April 1519 arrival on the Gulf Coast
with 600 soldiers and 16 horses, Cortés had imprisoned the Aztec
ruler, Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin. (The Spaniards inaccurately ren-
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dered his first name, meaning Angry Lord, as Montezuma, and over
the years he has also often been wrongly referred to as Moctezuma.)
Less than two vears after his arrival, the conquistador Cortés and his
band of soldiers, with the much-needed help of Indian warriors from
cities eager to throw oft the Aztecs’ voke of forced tribute, had
toppled Motecuhzoma, razed his capital and other cities in his em-
pire, and claimed the rest of his far-flung territories. Cortés took
control of the lives and fortunes of perhaps as many as 11 million
Aztecs and their subject peoples.

O nly a few generations later, the
brilliant accomplishments of
the Aztecs had all but vanished from Mexico’s memory, and no one
was sure just where the key structures of Tenochtitlan had stood. For
example, by the 18th century, popular opinion held that the ruins of
el Templo Mayor, or the Great Temple, the Aztec nation’s principal
shrine, lay directly under the cathedral. This was a convenient myth
for those wishing to promote an image of Christianity triumphant.
Gone also from common awareness was knowledge of the intricate
religion of the Aztecs and an understanding of their highly evolved
symbology, which had enabled them to express their beliefs in a
fashion as potent and accessible to their minds as the crucifix was to
Cortés and his contemporaries.

So powerful were the Aztecs’ icons, in fact, that the best
intentions of later scholars could not alwavs succeed in removing the
clergy’s fear of them—and of the impact they might have on Mexi-
cans of Indian blood. The Coatlicue statue dug up in front of the
National Palace saw the light of day only briefly at its supposed haven
in the university. As Humboldt explained: “The professors, at that
time Dominican priests, did not want to exhibit this idol to the
Mexican vouth, so they buried it again in one of the halls of the
building.” Subsequently, the statue was dug up for Humboldt’s visit,
then rapidly reburied. It remained interred untl 1823, when it was
consigned to an infrequently used corridor in the National Museum.
In fact, the Coatlicue story serves as a telling metaphor for the entire
Aztec culture, which was repeatedly suppressed and submerged in
the centuries after the Spanish conquest, only to be disinterred and
brought to light again. Tenochtitlan and its inhabitants refused to
slip quietly into oblivion.

For many years, any desire to gain a more tangible picture of
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the Aztec capital as it ¢

on the eve of the cong:

up against an insurmountable
obstacle—the terrible devasta-
tion wrought by Cortés’s army.
Today, the effort is hampered by
the fact that the remains of Te-
nochtitlan and its many satellite
communities lie buried beneath the
smoggy, sprawling metropolis of
more than eight million people that is
Mexico City proper. Therefore, com-
prehensive excavations like those un-
dertaken at other Mesoamerican sites,
such as the Mava city of Chichen Itza and
the pre-Aztec Teotihuacan, just 25 miles
northeast of the Mexican capital, have been impossible. Many
of the major digs since the early part of this century—when
archaeology came into its own—have been initiated by chance. Just

o

! . : : ; Gods and mortals march across the
as in 1790, artifacts have accidentally turned up in the course of P s

construction projects—for example, during the building of sewer  Fejérviry Mayer. Codices were painted

lines in 1900 and the subwav svstem in the 1960s and 1970s. After o leather pancels, like this one, or on
L bark paper. The Indians—who lacked

hurriedly d(fplo_vi.ng at such sitcs,. archacologists have been forced t0 pyisten language—used the pictures
excavate at lightning pace, hastening to rescuc what they could before 1o belp them remember details when

work resumed on the projects. Fortunately, although the remains of ~ "#i#ng their intricate myths.

Tenochtitlan itself only rarely become accessible for examination,
archaeologists have been able to gain a remarkably vivid view of the
city at the height of its grandeur by drawing on an array of narratives |
composed in and around the time of Cortés’s victory. Gradually,
haphazard finds have given way to more organized searches, guided
by this written material.
Rarely have archaeologists been given a script as complete as
the body of work that has helped direct their excavations of the Aztec
capital. Spanish priests, conquistadors, and the Aztecs themselves
(via codices, or annals, produced at the priests’ urgings) left behind
a bright light that can be shone into the gloom of their wrecked and
buried civilization. Among the documents are letters by Cortés him-
self to Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, accounts by several of
the soldiers who were involved in the conquest, and histories com-
posed by Spanish friars. Cortés’s letters to his king were written in
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some measure as an insurance policy:
Having abandoned his allegiance to his
superior, the governor of Cuba, Cortés
hoped to appeal directly to the Spanish
crown to avoid possible punishment. His
ploy was to offer Charles a share of any booty
he might seize over and above the customary
“royal fifth” provided by other explorers.
Along with narratives by his cohorts, Cortés’s
letters help provide both a panoramic depic-
tion of the epochal events of 1519 and a valu-
able look at daily life in the Aztec capital.
Little Aztec literature from preconquest
days has survived. In the 16th century, as the
Spanish government struggled to consolidate its
power over the Indians, Juan de Zumadrraga, founding
archbishop of Mexico, ordered huge quantities of native art
and literature rounded up and burned. But in the decades that fol-
lowed, a handful of enlightened Spaniards worked quietly to preserve
the scant remaining evidence of native culture. Thanks to the Aztecs’
rich oral tradition, they were able to rescue much of what would have
been lost in another generation or two.

One of the great ironies of the conquest is that from the ranks
of the Roman Catholic Church, the very institution that led the
charge to destroy the Aztec legacy, came the principal agents of
preservation. Occasionally drawing funds from the official coffers of
the Church but more often making do with limited resources, several
dedicated missionaries, including especially the Franciscan friar Ber-
nardino de Sahagiin, attempted to recapture the intellectual heritage
of the Aztecs before the last generation of Indians to have lived under
Motecuhzoma passed away.

The brilliant and tenacious Sahagiin oversaw the production
of one of the most famous and profusely illustrated Aztec codices,
often referred to as the Florentine Codex, after the Italian city in
which it resides today. Sahagiin had come to Mexico in his youth and
had rapidly become fluent in Nahuatl, the Aztec tongue. In his
dealings with the Indians, he became convinced that “idolatrous
superstitions, auguries, abuses, and idolatrous ceremonies are not yet
completely lost.” Consequently, it was necessary for missionaries to
learn about the Aztec religion in order to better recognize and stamp

17




out practices and habits of minid that
were holdovers from paga:i rimes.
His motives aside, Sabagiin oper-
ated in a highly objective fashion,

gathering information with tech-
niques that closely resemble those
used by modern anthropologists.
He carried out extensive interviews
with Aztec informants, while native
scribes recorded the data. The re-
sult, which goes by its official name,
the General History of the Things of
New Spain, is a rich source of mate-
rial about Aztec culture.

Another text produced in
similar fashion, the History of the In-
dies of New Spain, written by the Do-
minican friar Diego Durdn, offers
another detailed, and sympathetic,
portrait of the Aztecs. Completed in
1581, shipped to Spain, and forgot-
ten, Durdn’s History was rediscov-
ered and copied in the mid-1800s,
although it had been altered and de-
faced over the years, probably by
censorious monks. For the sake of
being true to the Indian point of
view, Duran wrote, he had been im-
pelled to describe, “together with
good and heroic actions, Cortés’s frightful and cruel atrocities, his
completely inhuman acts.”

With Aztec assistants and informants, the friars compiled dic-
tionaries and glossaries of Nahuatl, which was then a spoken, not a
written, language, as well as versions of the Aztecs’ codices, brightly
painted, accordion-folded books. The codices, now treasures of mu-
seums and libraries in Europe, North America, and Mexico, illustrate
claborate ceremonial scenes and carry notations in a pictographic
system made up of glyphs, symbols that stand not so much for words
as for sets of related concepts. In practice, the codices served mainly
as memory prompts. Like the originals, many of the 16th- and 17th-
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A list of tribute to be paid the Aztecs
includes the 13 contributing communi-
ties, identified by glyphs in the left and
bottom margins of a page from a codex,
as well as the items. The two plain rec-
tangles in the two top rows represent the
number of large mantles given, with each
feather standing for 400 mantles—or 800
mantles in all. The Aztecs used dots for
numbers between 1 and 19, and pen-
nants for 20 and its multiples (right).
They rendered a large number, such as
8,000, as a bulging bag of cacao beans.
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century replicas were inscribed on sheets of deerskin or bark paper.
The vivid texts and pictures of the codices offer insights not only into
the distant Aztec past bur also into the period directly preceding the
arrival of Cortés. The panels portray elaborately costumed priests and
noblemen, Aztec victories over neighboring tribes, tales of the gods,
and scenes of the epochal arrival of the Spaniards and their eventual
destruction of Aztec culture.

By 1519, designated as the vear 1 Reed on the Aztec calendar,
buildings erected over many generations covered a once-uninhabited
island in the southwest corner of broad, marshy Lake Tetzcoco with
a dazzling array of temples, palaces, homes for the upper classes, and
public forums. There were also thousands of lesser abodes for arti-
sans, merchants, and other members of the highly stratified Aztec
society. Tenochutlan, with perhaps as many as 200,000 inhabitants,
was the center of a wide-ranging territory over which the Aztecs
exerted brutal control.

The Aztecs, almost constantly at war with someone, exacted
animal skins, precious stones, copper and gold, cotton, foodstuffs,
and other raw materials and products as tribute from those they
vanquished. In addition to captives they took on the battlefield, they
also demanded a vearly ransom of victims for sacrifice to the war god,
Huitzilopochtli, and the rain god, Tlaloc.

In rising to suzerainty over the peoples of the Valley of Mex-
ico, the Aztecs had overcome more than a century of hardship. Ac-
cording to their own legends, their ancestors had heeded a divine
command to leave their paradisiacal island homeland, Aztlan, trans-
lated as “the place of the herons,” which scholars think may have been
located in northwestern Mexico. Wandering for more than a century
in the harsh desert, scrabbling a meager living from the arid land, the
Aztecs, or “people of Aztlan,” had finally arrived in the densely settled
vallev sometime toward the end of the 12th century. Finding them-
selves reviled squatters and outcasts there, forced sometimes to sufter
periods of servitude, the bellicose Aztecs had eventually triumphed
over scores of enemy city-states. With an implacable will, a well-
tooled war-making machinery, a high degree of social cohesion, and
a flair for cultural appropriation, they had gone on to forge a civili-
zation rivaling those that had flourished millennia earlier in Egypt
and Mesopotamia, and in a far shorter time.

The Aztecs’ tragic flaw, perhaps, was their fatalism. Indeed,
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stiny was set forever when Cortés left Cuba, where he had

r eight years, in February 1519. The island’s governor, Diego
Veldsquez, had appointed Cortés to lead an expedition in search of
new sources of slaves and treasure for Spain. But as Cortés mustered
his troops and supplies, Veldsquez began to worry that the ambitious
younger man would overreach his authority. Hearing of his mentor’s
doubts, Cortés confirmed them by casting oft earlier than scheduled.
First he probed the Yucatan coast, then sailed westward to put in,
finally, at a location he dubbed Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz (present-
day Veracruz), “rich town of the true Cross.”

It was in Veracruz that Cortés first learned of the fabulous
treasures that, from then on, beckoned to him from the interior. As
was to happen so often in the coming months, the Aztecs’ own
actions, stemming from their extremely limited view of the world
beyond their borders, abetted and hastened their downfall. In this
case, a misguided attempt at diplomacy would bring calamity. Mo-
tecuhzoma had sent several groups of envoys with offerings that
included regal vestments of the style the Aztec gods were thought to
wear. But it was their gold that caught the conqueror’s eve. Rather
than appeasing him, the emissaries merely whetted his appetite for
wealth and confirmed him in his determination to march on.

Setting out with his army from Veracruz, Cortés made the
arduous trek from the tropical coastal lowlands up into the moun-
tains with about 400 men, two-thirds of his army. There the Span-
iards encountered Tlaxcalan warriors. The Tlaxcalans had maintained
independence from the Aztecs where others had failed. Their brightly
attired warriors mobbed the Spanish interlopers in several bitter
engagements, but, thanks to his cannon and horses, Cortés prevailed.
With breathtaking expediency, the Tlaxcalans presented Cortés to-
ken gifts of cloth, semiprecious stones, and gold, and offered to lead
him onward to the Aztec stronghold.

Through two interpreters, an Indian woman named Marina,
who spoke both Nahuatl and one of the Maya languages, and a
shipwrecked Spaniard picked up in Yucatan, Jerénimo de Aguilar,
who was also fluent in Maya, Cortés gathered intelligence on his
future adversary, Motecuhzoma. Marina had come to Cortés as part
of the spoils of an earlier fray with the Indians along the Tabasco
coast, and her intelligence and skills in Nahuatl proved invaluable—
so much so that it is doubtful Cortés would have succeeded without
her. It was lucky, too, that she and Aguilar understood similar Maya
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dialects, which facilitated the three-step process of communication,
Nahuatl to Mava to Spanish, then back again.

While Cortés was camped in Tlaxcala, he was visited by more
tribute-bearing envoys sent by Motecuhzoma to persuade the Span-
1ards to turn back and to dissuade them from making an alliance with
the Aztecs’ old enemies. Almost from the moment the Spaniards had
debarked in Veracruz, Aztec emissaries had been watching them
closely, relaying information on their movements to Tenochtitlan. As
the Spaniards advanced, Motecuhzoma’s spies took their measure as
adversaries and provided the ruler with small paintings of the invad-
ers, showing their metal-covered heads and odd attire, their tame
“deer” that carried them “wherever they wish to go, holding them as
high as the roof of a house,” and their war dogs, “savage, like demons,
always bounding about.” Cortés had taken every opportunity to
impress his authority upon the Indians. Witnessing a demonstration
of Spanish cannon fire, some messengers had even fainted.

Cortés, unrelenting, and guided by the Aztec ambassadors,
moved on toward the coveted wealth of Tenochutlan, taking some
Tlaxcalan warriors with him. In nearby Cholula, a mercantile city in
alliance with Motecuhzoma and the religious seat of the plumed
serpent god, Quetzalcoatl, Cortés’s invaluable companion, Dona
Marina, warned him that the Cholulans were conspiring against him.
As a result, the Spaniards and their Tlaxcalan henchmen massacred
thousands of men, women, and children, casting down idols from the
temples in their ruthless attack.

From the accounts recorded by the Aztecs themselves in the
codices prepared under the friars, it is clear that Motecuhzoma had
long dreaded the arrival of powerful men from the east. Legend
foretold the return of Quetzalcoatl, who generations before had
departed Mexico on a raft woven of serpents, promising to return one
day to reclaim his throne. The predicted vear of his second coming
was to be 1 Reed on the Aztec calendar—as capricious fate would
have it, the very vear of Cortés’s arrival.

As soon as he got word of Spanish ships—the supposed giant
raft of Quetzalcoatl—plying the coast, the bewildered, anxious, and
superstitious Motecuhzoma feared he was doomed. Obsessed with
the old prophecy, he prepared to surrender his empire. A series of
menacing portents had convinced him that he was destined to preside
over the destruction of Aztec civilization. So disturbed was Mote-
cuhzoma, reported Friar Durdn on the evidence of Aztec witnesses,
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that “he was half desirous 1 he events which had been predicted
take place immediatels
The omens that had unnerved Motecuhzoma gripped his peo-

ple with anxiety. According to one Aztec codex, nightly for a year
“there arose a sign like a tongue of fire, like a flame. Pointed and
wide-based, it pierced the heavens to their midpoint, their very heart.
All night, off to the cast, it looked as if day had dawned. Then the sun
arose and destroved it.” A temple inexplicably burst into flames, and
the fire could not be extinguished. On a calm day, lightning struck
the roof of another temple. A large column of light was seen in the
cast. A comet appeared one afternoon, hurtling from west to east and
“scattering sparks like glowing coals.” Lake Tetzcoco was suddenly
roiled to flood heights, for no apparent reason. And at night, people
claimed to have heard a woman weeping. “She would pace about
wailing, ‘My dear children, we have to go! Where can I take you?’ ”
(It 1s unlikely that these phenomena had any sound astronomical or
geological basis. Some scholars suggest that the awesome events were
exaggerated by the Aztecs who told of them in later years.)

When all of the bribes, incantations, and pleas of his emis-
saries failed to halt the Spaniards’ march on his city, Motecuhzoma
panicked. As a last resort, the “Angry Lord” attempted to flee, ac-
cording to Durdn, but Aztec priests waylaid him and pressured him




Astec emissaries bear gifts to Cortés, whose
coming was presaged by various omens. Mo-
tecubzoma, their ruler, offeved the Spaniard
an annual tribute of whatever be desired if
ke wonld not enter Tenochtitlan, the capital.

to return. Certain even before the fact that his reign had come to an
end, Motecuhzoma gave a farewell speech. “With abundant tears he
cried out to the masses that he was terrified over the arrival of the
strangers,” reported Durdn. After this public scene, the king returned
to the palace and “bade farewell to his wives and children with sorrow
and tears, charging all his attendants to care for his family, since he
considered himself a man about to die.”

It was November 1519. Cortés sat astride his horse looking out on
the city he intended to possess. Nearby was Bernal Diaz del Castillo,
who, many vyears later, in his 70s, recounted his impressions of that
dav in the True History of the Conquest of Mexico. Now half-blind and
partly deaf, Diaz remembered the sights and sounds of his youth
with amazing clarity.

The view from just outside Tenochtitlan was impressive.
“When we beheld so many cities and towns on the water, and other
large settlements built on firm ground, and that broad causeway
running so straight and perfectly level to the city of Tenochutlan,”
Diaz wrote, “we were astonished because of the great stone towers
and temples and buildings that rose up out of the water. Some of our
soldiers said that all these things seemed to be a dream; and it is no
wonder that I write here in this manner, for never was there seen, nor

Having entered the capital and put Motecsls-

zoma under arrest, the Spaniards discorer . .

the Aztec treasure behind a plasteved wall in P "‘T‘”‘"’ﬁﬁ”’ a festival, wor-
a palace stovevoom. The greedy Spaniards, re- shipers in front of a temple
ports the codex, “took all, all that they saw make qﬁ'myx - ”’" .
which they saw to brgood. i \ﬂ“‘, Hllmllo[ﬂ)‘h’[l.




heard, nor even dreamt, anything like that which we then observed.”
The strangers descended on the capital. “They came,” wrote an Aztec
witness, “in battle array, as conquerors, and the dust rose in whirl-
winds on the roads, their spears glinted in the sun, and their pennons
fluttered like bats. Some of them were dressed in glistening iron from
head to foot; they terrified everyone who saw them.” Throngs of
Aztecs, nervous but curious, poured out of their homes to observe
the Spaniards, some of them lining the causeway—one of three con-
necting Tenochtitlan to the mainland—and others darting across the
surface of Lake Tetzcoco in canoes.

Not far from the city the Spanish forces stopped, met by a
procession of the royal household. It was Motecuhzoma, wrote Diaz,
borne “beneath a marvelously rich canopy of green-colored feathers
with intricate patterns in gold and silver and with pearls and green
chalcolite stones hanging from a sort of embroidery that was won-
derful to behold. And the great Motecuhzoma was richly attired
according to his practice, and he was shod with sandals, the soles of
gold and the upper part adorned with precious stones.”

Motecuhzoma got down from his litter, reported Diaz, and
none of the lords accompanying him, except those supporting him
ceremonially as he walked, “dared even to think of looking directly
at his face” but kept their eyes averted. Heeding his cue, Cortés
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An Astec physician attends a smallpax
patient. The discase, introduced by the
Spaniards, killed ome-third of the Indi-
ans, sncluding Cuitlabuac, Motecuh-
zoma’s brother and successor.

dismounted and approached the Aztec ruler, offering his hand,
which Motecuhzoma declined. Cortés persisted, presenting Mote-
cuhzoma with a necklace of pearly margarite beads; but when he
made as if to embrace the king, said Diaz, “those great lords who
accompanied Motecuhzoma held back the arm of Cortés so that he
should not embrace him, for they considered it an indignity.” When
these formalities were over, Cortés and his men were escorted into
Tenochtitlan and lodged in a commodious palace that had belonged
to Motecuhzoma's father. The city that Nahuatl poets had described
as a “great domed tree, precious as jade,” which radiated “flashes of
light like quetzal plumes,” had been violated by sinister strangers.

After just one week, Cortés executed a bizarre, bloodless
coup. Citing a clash at Veracruz in which several of his men had been
killed, Cortés told Motecuhzoma that under pain of death he would
have to come with him to the Spaniards’ lodging. As the Aztec ruler
was led through the streets, he told his agitated people that he was
going of his own free will. From then on, Motecuhzoma was little
more than a pitiable reciter of proclamations, a ruler in name only
while Cortés pulled his strings.

Oddly, the men who were to destroy Tenochtitlan appreci-
ated its beauty and elegant engineering, for it was more magnificent
than many European cities of the time, including, said some well-
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, A e, ) The Spaniards burn the temple
Eleven months after they fled, the Span- at Tlatelolco, last center of resis-
iards return to Tenochtitlan, Cortés sur- tance. “There was P’“f’d‘""ﬁ’
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traveled conquista-
dors, Rome and Constanti-
nople. The largely deforested
and overgrazed European landscape
hosted cities on a smaller scale, which srill -
bore the stamp of a constrained medieval sensibility. In western
Europe, only London, Rome, and Venice boasted populations of
anywhere near 100,000. Seville, with an estimated population of )
60,000, was closest in size of any Spanish city to Tenochtitlan, whose ~ €7osed of prized green quetzal and

. ) blue cotinga feathers and gold disks (de-
population was estimated ar 200.000. It must have galled the Span- il righ), this Sour-foot-high headdress is
fards rthat pagans— -people who were not even mentioned in the  popularly n ‘g"’de‘i as M‘};“”;’;o’”ﬂ’L I
. E ~ S was sent to Europe soon a €Y the con-
Bible—had constructed a city that excelled any of theirs. quest, but whethr it actually belonged to
Leon v Gama, who has been called the father of Mexican  she Aztec ruler is not known,
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archacology, would argue that the Aztecs had to have been remark-
able arusans to have hewn their elaborate architectural ornamenta-
tions and “feigned images,” or idols, using only primitive stone tools.
Furthermore, while entirely ignorant of the principle of the arch, they
had built on a monumental scale. And they had laid out Tenochtitlan
with consummate skill. They were, in short, possessed of vast knowl-
cdge “mn arts and sciences in the time of their heathendom,” he wrote.
Cortés marveled over Tenochtitlan’s large and beautiful temples and
houses, 1ts grid of streets and interlacing canals, its clean layout with
four quadrants meeting at a central square.

Motecuhzoma’s palace was decorated with murals, bas-reliefs,
ornate woven cloths, golden screens to keep the king from being scen
while he ate, and with cedar beams carved, according to Cortés, with
“ornamental borders of flowers, birds, and fish.” The Spaniards
toured the ruler’s large and impressive private zoo, which housed
animals of nearly every species in Middle America, including jaguars
and tapirs, rattlesnakes in feather-lined jars, an aviary, and gardens.

Although an uncasy balance of affairs continued during the
six months after the Spaniards’ arrival, existence went on in the
capital, and Cortés and his men had the opportunity to observe, close
up, the Aztec way of life. In his second letter to Charles V, Cortés
described the city’s setting. In the basin, he wrote, there “are two
lakes that almost fill it. One of these two lakes is of fresh water and
the other, which is larger, 1s salty. From onc lake to another and
among the ctics and other scttlements that are about said lakes,
communication is by canoe, with no nced of going overland.”

Cortés went on to describe the city’s situation. “From any
dircction one may wish to enter, the aty 1s two leagues from the
shore. It has four entrances, each an arnficial causeway two short
lance lengths in width. Its main streets are very wide and straight.
Some of these and all the others are half solid roadway and half canal
for canoe traffic. All the streets are open at intervals where canals join.
But in all these gaps, some of which are very broad, there are bridges
made of great, wide, shaped, close-sct beams. On many of these, 10
horses could walk abreast.”

Dominating the city, the 150-foot pyramid of the Great Tem-
ple loomed over this nétwork of busy waterways and streets. While
reviling the idolatry of the Aztecs, Cortés could not help being awed
by the achievements of their architects. He marveled at the beauty of
the temples and the buildings that housed the 1dols, and he com-




ts” quarters. He was struck by the
priests’ appearance; they - black, he reported, “and they neither
cut nor comb their hair from the time they enter the priesthood until
they leave it.” He all bur gave up trying to describe adequately the
religious center at the city’s core: “It is so large that in its precincts,
which are surrounded by a wall, there could well lie a settlement of
five hundred. Inside this area, about its edges, are fine buildings with
large halls and corridors. There are at least 40 pyramids, very tall and
well made; the largest has 50 steps leading up to the main body
of the pyramld The principal pyramid is taller than the Seville
Cathedral’s tower. The stone masonry and the woodwork
are equally good; they could nowhere be bettered. All the
stonework inside the temples where they keep the idols is sculptured,
and the woodwork is all carved in relief and painted with pictures of
monsters and other figures and designs.”

Cortés could not have failed to notice another feature of the
temple complex. The Aztecs showed a fascination with the heads of
their victims, preserving them on skull racks in front of the temples.
Diaz guessed that some tens of thousands of skulls crowded the racks.
Two conquistadors who counted them put the number at more than
136,000. Some of them still oozing blood, others already bleached
by the sun, they were in every stage of decomposition.

The Aztecs’ fondness for sacrifice displayed itself in another
way. The steps of the twin stairways leading to the lofty platform atop
the Great Pyramid where victims’ hearts were cut out were black with
dried blood. At the summit, Huitzilopochtli’s shrine had a painted
facade embedded with bands of skulls. The adjacent Tlaloc’s shrine
was striped with bands of blue representing water. In open view at
the head of the staircases,
the priests, with blood-
matted hair and bod- £
les scarred by ritu- S8

mented on the quality of tl

IN THE
KINGDOM OF
THE ANIMALS

Living close to nature as they did,
the Aztecs saw in many animals—
including insects—qualities to em-
ulate, and even attributed super-
natural powers to several. They
used various creatures in their art
to express or symbolize atti-
tudes and beliefs. Motecuh-
zoma himself kept wild
animals; his

zoo was so large 300 workers
looked after it. According to Cor-
tés, the collection contained
bird of prey of every sort,” and
caged jaguars, wolves, foxes, and
cats “that were given as many tur-
keys to eat as they needed” as well
as the remains of human sacrifices.
Aztec artists regularly pro-
duced anmimal figures to adorn
temples and palaces. The sculptor
who carved the basalt eagle above




ally inflicted wounds, plied their gruesome
trade. Stepping into the blood-encrusted
shrine to Huitzilopochtli, Diaz was shocked
and revulsed. “In thar small space,” he
wrote, “there were many diabolical things to
be scen, bugles and trumpets and knives, and
many hearts of Indians that they had burned in
fumigating their idols, and everything was so clot-
ted with blood, and there was so much of it that I curse
the whole of it, and as it stank like a slaughterhouse we hastened

to clear out of such a bad stench and worse sight.”

for the Great Tem-
ple probably did so for the war-

riors known as the Eagle Knights,
who chose this fierce bird, recog-

nized as a symbol of the sun, as Both Cortés and Diaz reported that the Spaniards witnessed
their emblem and guiding spirit. human sacrifices committed by priests armed with mosaic sacrificial
The jaguar (below, left) was the knives. “Whenever they wish to ask something of the idols,” wrote
totem of the Jaguar Knights. The Cortés, “they take many girls and boys and even adults, and in the

k;%::itcg; c?ﬁgreo;tlemcrgxdéz died presence of the i1dols they open their chests while they are still alive

power and courage and came to be anfi take out their hearts and entrails and burn them before the idols,
associated directly with the Aztec offering the smoke as sacrifice. Some of us have seen this, and they
ruler, whose patron it was. “say it 1s the most terrible and frightful thing they have ever witnessed.
The snake had multiple as- 2 Not one year passes in which they do not kill and sacrifice some
pects. Its undulating movements 50 persons in each temple.”
suggested both elecy agd ferpl o The Spanish chronicler Durin, working from informa-
g;ﬂ?gcriegerz:;i;; i};fliivt;lsaﬁrcli, _ tion provid.ed by .Aztecs, Prgvided a more detailed account of
change. The granite coiled the way in which the killing was .performec.i. Aweutmg the
rattlesnake above is o victims at the top of the pyramid stood six robed priests,
typical for its pre-  we their faces smeared black with soot and their heads
cise detail: The bot- encircled in leather bands. One carried a wooden yoke
tom is as carefully ren- carved in the form of a snake. “They seized the victims
dercg;s Jl}; cljto}?t et side one by one, one by one foot, another by the other, one
Mo Aziccs s a;gv iy o;1k P priest by one hand, and another by the other hand,” he
as the personification of wrote. “The victim was thrown on his back, upon the
mischief, gluttony, and pointed stone, where the wretch was grabbed by the fifth
lechery. This one, priest, who placed the yoke upon his throat. The high priest
carved of basalt, holdsa : then opened the chest and with amazing swiftness tore out the
g:wer R L 1 chast heart, ripping it out with his own hands. Thus steaming, the heart
daﬁlﬁ:{;ﬁ;ﬁﬁg ke was liﬁed toward the sun, and the ﬁlmes were offered up to t‘he sun.
The priest then turned toward the idol and cast the heart in its face.
After the heart had been extracted, the body was allowed to roll down
the steps of the pyramid. Between the sacrificial stone and the be-
— — _ ' ginning of the steps there was a distance of no more than two feet.”
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Despite their bloody religious
customs, the Aztecs struck Cortés
in the main as a people who com-
ported themselves with civility.
Their “activities and behavior,”
he conceded, “are on almost as
high a level as in Spain. Consid-
ering that these people are barba-
rous, lacking knowledge of God
and communication with other
civilized nations, it is remarkable
to see all that they have.”

Cortés, ambitious to the
point of recklessness, had gam-
bled all to take his tiny band of
men and horses into the capital of
an empire renowned for its muli-
tary prowess. But he was driven
by dreams of wealth, power,
fame, and spreading the gospel.
The Indians valued gold but did not covet it, and one Aztec was
transfixed by the behavior of a group of Spaniards in the presence of
gold. They picked it up, he reported, “and fingered it like monkeys:
They seemed transported by jov, as if their hearts were illuminated
and made new. They hungered like pigs for that gold.” Cortés himself
told an emissary of Motecuhzoma that his people were stricken by a
“disease of the heart which can only be cured by gold.”

As for power, Cortés sought it with guile and cunning, know-
ing himself overwhelmingly outnumbered. He took care not to pro-
voke the Aztecs, using Motecuhzoma as his mouthpiece and endeav-
oring at every turn to placate rather than rile the king’s closest
advisers and licutenants, who had begun to agitate against the Span-

30

~ "
s e
»Ja‘ﬂ" vl i o

Sculpted rocks and mutilated figures of
Agstec deities and rulers are all that re-
main of Motecubzoma’s temple and gar-
dens at Chapultepec, or “grasshopper
hill,” in the suburbs of Tenochtitlan. The
18.6-inch-long, carneolite grasshopper
(top) was unearthed at the site in 1785
during the buslding of a castle.




iards. Butin April, after having spent six months in the capital, Cortés
was forced to deal with a crisis at his rear. A disciplinary force under
the command of Pdnfilo de Narviez had been sent from Cuba by
Veldsquez. Cortés hurried back to his outpost at Veracruz, where he
bribed Narvidez’s soldiers with jewels and gold, winning their alle-
giance to the point where he could overcome their leader.

In Cortés’s absence, the temporary commander in Tenoch-
atlan, Pedro de Alvarado, brashly launched an attack on unarmed
Aztecs, apparently caving in to fears of a rumored Aztec uprising. On
the pretext of observing an Aztec ceremony dedicated to Huitzilo-
pochtli, Alvarado sent his men into the temple precinct. The occasion
drew, Durdn guessed, 8,000 to 10,000 Aztec warriors to the walled
precinct, all splendidly bedecked and dancing to the beat of numer-
ous drums. Suddenly, Spanish soldiers massed in the narrow door-
ways and swiftly set upon the celebrants. According to Aztec ac-
counts, “They first struck a drummer; they severed both his hands
and cut oft his head, which fell to the ground some distance away.”
Next, they butchered the crowds. “Everywhere were intestines, sev-
ered heads, hands, and feet. The dreadful screams and lamentations
in that patio! And no one there to aid them!”

By the time Cortés had rushed back from the coast with
reinforcements, the city was in revolt. Cortés attempted to soothe the
citizenry by bringing Motecuhzoma before them, but when the Az-
tec leader attempted to reason with the assembled masses, promising
that the Spaniards would leave Mexico, they jeered and threw stones.
Most Spanish accounts of this incident artributed Motecuhzoma’s
subsequent death to the stones, but Durdn’s informants reported that
the Aztec ruler was found with five dagger wounds, presumably
inflicted by the desperate Spaniards.

The Aztec forces, enraged by the death of Motecuhzoma and
vastly superior in numbers to the Spaniards, sent the conquistadors
into peil-mell retreat. During the terrible Noche Triste, or Night of
Sorrow, June 30, 1520, Cortés lost 800 men and was driven with his
survivors out of the capital and all the way back to Tlaxcala. The
Aztecs attacked on foot and by canoe, mercilessly pursuing the de-
spised Spaniards. But, skilled as they were at the art of war, the Aztecs
committed a fatal error in this as in all their clashes with the Span-
iards. Aztec warriors held as their ultimate goal not slaying the enemy
but capruring him alive. This sprang from the need to provide always
more fodder for the ravening Huitzilopochtli. Time and again in the
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final battles over Tenochtitian, Spanish soldiers benefited from this
strategic predisposition. Instead of fighting to kill, the Aztecs fought
to imprison the enemy. Had the Aztec warriors gone for the battle-
field kill—and had they cultivated better relations with their neigh-
bors and been able to rurmn to them for help—Cortés’s army might
ultimately have been destroyed.

T he Aztecs had won, but only for
a time. Cortés spent-10 months
regrouping, then returned with a formidable alliance of Spanish and
Tlaxcalan soldiers. He had hardened his heart. “When I saw how
rebellious the people of this city were, and how they seemed more
determined to perish than any race of man known before,” he wrote,
“I did not know by what means we might relieve ourselves of all these
dangers and hardships, and yet avoid destroying them and their city,
which was indeed the most beautiful thing in the world.”

Defeat for the Aztecs thus came with a vengeance. All their
menacing finery of jaguar skins and eagle feathers and their bellicose
brandishing of spears and clublike, obsidian-edged wooden swords
was little more than a colorful and futile show. Like scythes, the
Spaniards cut down perhaps two-thirds of the people of Tenochti-
tlan, and the rest surrendered. After a siege of 75 days, Cortés stood
triumphant, securing for Spain—and for himself—the vast territory
owing fealty to Tenochtitlan.

Thus a robust, highly cultured, wealthy, and advancing civ-
ilization which, by all appearances, had not yet reached its zenith,
ended swiftly and violently. In the heat of the final battle, Cortés
ordered his soldiers to raze the enemy city as they went. The con-
quistadors smashed statues, pulled down walls and lintels, and sacked
and demolished temples amid billowing clouds of smoke from burn-
ing houses. Spanish violence and despotism would continue to dev-
astate the defeated population for a very long time. Famine and
disease, especially smallpox, which the Spaniards carried and against
which the Indians had no resistance, compounded the Aztecs’ plight.

“There is nothing but grief and suffering in Mexico and Tlate-
lolco, where once we saw beauty and valor,” wrote a Nahuatl poet.
“Have you grown weary of your servants? Are you angry with your
servants, O Giver of Life?” he implored the god Huitzilopochtli.
Another poet, anonymous now, stripped of identity by defeat, la-
mented the tremendous loss: “Broken spears lie in the roads; we have
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torn our hair in grief. The houses are roofless now, and their walls are
red with blood. We have pounded our heads in despair against the
adobe walls, for our inheritance, our city, is lost and dead. The shields
of our warriors were its defense, but they could not save it.”

The toppled stones of Tenochtitlan and its sister city, Tlate-
lolco, became the building blocks of Mexico City. Over a period of
time the Spaniards broke up hand-hewn monoliths or tipped them
into place whole to form foundations, abutments, or other supports.
They dumped rubble and fill into Tenochtitlan’s extensive system of
canals, which had made the city a veritable Venice of the Americas.
They gradually drained Lake Tetzcoco and ruined most of the chi-
nampas, fertile “floating garden” plots upon which farmers had raised
crops of corn, squash, amaranth—a highly productive, protein-rich
grain that was an important staple—beans, and chilies, and the flow-
ers that had been ubiquitous in Aztec life and ceremony. They even
banned the use of amaranth in the diet.

Meanwhile, church authorities waged a demolition campaign
against all manifestations of paganism, ordering Indian books, reli-
gious items, and statuary destroyved. Those items too large to be
removed were mutilated. Over the remains of Motecuhzoma’s once-
glorious abode rose the edifice of the Spanish-colonial mint and the
National Palace, and atop the leveled precincts of the Great Temple,
where Aztec priests had sacrificed thousands of human victims, the
burgeoning colomal city spread.

Inscribed on the Stone of the Sun are four images signifying
a jaguar, the wind, fiery rain, and water. The images stand for the
dates of the end of each of the four previous Aztec ages, called suns.
At the center of the stone sits a fifth calendric symbol, the face of
Tonatiuh, the sun god. Archacologists now know that the Aztecs
believed they were living in the time of the fifth and last sun. The four
carlier ones had been destroved in cataclvsms at the time of the four
dates depicted on the stone. So too, said the Aztec priests, the fifth
age was sure to end violently. As the Spaniards toured the wrecked
streets of Tenochtitlan, sickened by the stench of rotting corpses, the
Stone of the Sun was already sinking into the soft soil of the island
redoubt. The horror foreseen by the priests had come to pass. g
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he Azrees had reason to be proud of themsclves.
In less than 200 years, they had risen from their
humble origins as a nomadic tribe to become
supreme masters of the Valley of Mexico and regions

bevond. They attribured their success to the blessing of

their god and parron, Huirzilopochtli, and fashioned a
myth that glorified their vears of wandering in the
desert. This is a story they loved to tell, and they did so
often, with unabashed gusto and relish, Children
learned it at school. Bards recited it in verse. And artists
set it down in bark-paper books known as codices,
where the tale unfolds in a series of pictures and glyphs.

As depicted in the surviving codices, the Aztec rise to
glory began in the arid cactus lands northwest of the
Valley of Mexico, ar a place called Chicomoztoc, or
Seven Caverns, in a cave in the hill of Colhuarepec
(opposite). The serting was mythic: Other tribes, as well

as the Toltees before them, claimed the same place of

TO DESTINY

origin. Why the Aztees left the region is anvbody’s
guess. In all likelihood they were driven out by local
overlords, although they preferred to believe that
Huitzilopochth forcordained their departure. As the
Aztecs slowly mlgraud southward roward the valley,
legend hardencd into fact; by the time they reached the
place thar was to be their g.lplr.\l—snymlui by an cagle
atop a cactus (above)—cach episode could be pinned
down by date and appropriate pictorial derail.

Although there once were thousands of Aztee codi-
ces, no originals from the days before the Spanish con-
quest apparently survive. The Spaniards, in their cager-
ness to snutf out pagan beliefs, destroyed most of them.
Even so, among some of the Indians the codex tradition
continued for a while longer. Occasionally encouraged
by a few sympathetic Spamiards, they left a record that
re-created aspects of the Aztec myth, including the fas-
cinating examples on the following pages.



Emerging from the womblike interior of Col-
huatepec, supposed birthplace of the Aztecs and
related tribes, two leaders of the Chichimec
tribe parley with two feather-clad Toltecs. The
commalike marks flowing between the men in

the foreground stand for speech. Represented by
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beads and identified by tribal glyphs, other In-
dians are seen in the cave. The coyote-robed

[figure at upper right lights a ceremonial five,
a sign that great things are about to happen.




ONWARD TO THE

In telling the story of their beginnings, the Aztecs liked
to dwell on the punity and holiness of their ancestors. In
this version of the chronicle, recorded on a 15-foor-
long strip of fig-bark paper called the Codex Borurini,
the earliest Aztec forebears are shown living a modest,
devour existence on an island in the middle of a lake—
presumably Aztlan, the traditional Aztec tribal home-
land, from which their name derives. A temple pyramid
surrounded by six stylized dwellings marks their village
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PROMISED LAND

(above, left). Two founding members occupy the temple
courtyard—a man sittng at right, his mantle drawn
about him, and a priestess in the customary feminine
kneeling posture. A glyph behind her head gives her
name: Chimalma, or Reposing Shiceld.

The migration begins with a paddle across the lake in
the vear 1 Flint Knife (corresponding to AD 1116),
noted by the square-framed glyph above the footprints
that track the migration. The first stop is a visit to the




god who was all-important in the Aztec pantheon,
Huitzilopochtli, ensconced in a leafy bower within Col-
huacan, “curved mountain.” The god, whose name
means “hummingbird left,” peers out from a stylized
hummingbird’s beak. He speaks, as is indicated by the
squiggles floating above his head, commanding the mi-
grants to move on. And so they do, along with cight
other tribes, cach of which is represented by a male
figure seen in front of a house and is identfied by a
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tribal glyph (above). The first glvph, for example, de-
picts a fishnet, because the tribe was known as the
People of the Net, the Matlarzinca.

Leading the trek are four teomama, or god bearers,
noted for their piety. Effigies of the deities are con-
tained in sacred bundles carried on their backs. Tezca-
coatl, Mirror Snake, strides ahead of the procession
with the precious image of Huirzilopochtli, as Repos-
ing Shield brings up the rear.



Not far into the journey, the wanderers come upon a
region of wdvllic beaury and fruitfulness, shaded by an
enormous, anthropomorphized tree. They erect an al-
tar dedicated ro Huitzilopochtli and celebrate with a
feast. Then mistortune strikes: As thev sit caning,
the tree breaks in two (above), an omen of the worst
imaginable kind, associated in Aztec legend with the
loss of paradise.

Knowledge of the evenr that caused the tree to split

)

3

has been lost to nme. No doubt an Aztec narrator,
interpreting the codex for his audience, would have
filled in the details from memory. In anv case, the out-
come 1s graphically clear. Huitzilopochth exhorts the
tribesmen gathered in a aircle to resume their wander-
ings. They weep at the thoughr of leaving behind the
cight other tribes.

The migrants start our, tollowing the god bearers
and pausing from oime o time along the way to hune




and to sacrifice victims caprured in skirmishes. Their
trek will continue for many generarions; the full codex
shows 22 successive stopovers. Finally the nomads
reach the shores of Lake Tetzcoco. They sertle ar
Chapultepec—"grasshopper hill"—on the lake's west
bank, where a freshwater spring (r1ght) gushes from the
bedrock. And here they will remain—until dislodged
by the intertribal conflicts that perperually trouble this
second promised land.
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The rise of Tenochtitlan, in symbolic overview, represent the canals that divided the city into
adorns the frimtispiece of the Codex Mendoza. quadrants. In the bottom panel, burning tem-

The founding fathers pay bomage to the city’s ples mark two early victovies over rival city-
eagle-crowmed emblem, positioned above the states, Colbmacan and Tenayuca, won while the
Astec beraldic shield. The crossed hlue hands Astecs served as meveenaries to the Tepanecs.
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Two Hosuse, marked by two

dots, is the founding year of
Tenochtitlan, AD 1325,

Three Rabbis stands for the
city’s second year and is
marked by three dots.

Four Reed represents Te-
naochtitian’s third year, in-
dicated by four dots.

Five Flint Knife, the fourth
year of the island city’s ex-
istence, has five dots.

EG
OF EMPIREAT
TENOCHTITLAN

In their new home of Chapultepec, the Aztecs be-
come vassals of the Colhuacans and serve them as
mercenaries. But, beginning to resent their status
and growing ever more powerful, they provoke the
wrath of the Colhuacan leaders. Forced to flee for
their lives, they fade into Lake Tetzeoco’s swamps.
In these soggy premises they found their imperial
city, Tenochtitlan, on the site foretold by Huirzilo-
pochtli—a rock from which a cacrus sprouted,
with an cagle perched among the thorns. Thus the
caty’s name: Tenochtitlan, or “place of the prickly
pear cactus,” and also its imperial emblem. (The
same configuration appears on the flag of mod-
ern Mexico—only today a snake dangles from
the bird’s beak.)

The eagle and cactus also emblazon the frontis-
picce of the Codex Mendoza (opposire). Among the
most magnificent of all surviving codices, this doc-
ument relates the Aztec story year by year in 16
brilliantly detailed pages, from the city’s inceprion
in 1325 until the rime of the Spanish conquest.
Probably commuissioned by the first vicerov of New
Spain, Don Antonio de Mendoza, after whom it is
named, it chronicles the reign of cach Aztec ruler,
starting, with the city’s traditional founder, the
priest Tenoch, and the nine leaders of the Aztecs,
and ending with Motecuhzoma II. Each dare,
place, and character is carefully recorded, every con-
quest proudly depicted. For the benefit of the co-
dex’s Spanish readers, the story was rendered in
Spanish directly on the pages.

Around the edges of the frontispiece run glyphs
tor calendar years. The four signs shown enlarged at
left were basic to the system and were repeated in
sequence every four years, with dots from 1 to 13
representing the actual years. Every 52 years a “cen-
tury” was turned. The first year of the new century
was always designated 2 Reed. It was ushered in
with the extinguishment of the old ceremonial fires
and the lighting of new ones—represented by the
fire-making device seen opposite in the glyph at the
bottom of the page, third symbol from the right.
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S
A stone-and-cactus name

HAlyph means Tenoch, the
capital’s principal founder.

A burning, ruined remple
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Traced heve is the troubled reign of Tenochts-
tlan’s third ruler, Chimalpopoca, mr Smoking
Shield, which was marred by defeat. During bis
assault on a place called Chalco, the defenders
sank four Astec war canoes; they alsu slew nu-
mervus Astee warriors, as i represented by the
five severed beads. Chimalpopoca, wha was exe-
cuted by the Tepanecs, is shown alive, then with
body slumped frward, voice stilled. His death
led the Astecs to yevolt m their overlovds,
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History in a nutshell, this page follows the ca-
reer of the Aztecs’ fivst bereditary monarch,
who became ruler in 1376 and reiqned for 21
years, as is revealed by the marginal date
Alypls. His name, A camapichtli—Hand Grasp-
ing Arvow-Canes—is depicted by bis personal
alvph, seen bekind bis head. During his reign
he captured four towns, symbolized by their yul-
ers’ heads. His last comquest—Xochimileo, or
Flowers on Arable Soil—paid rich tribute.
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A page with an inglorious end for the Aztecs  sacrifice on Tenochtitlan’s altars. The trio of
examines the reign of Motecubzoma 11, who year glyphs added to the bottom of the page
rang up impressive victories—as befirted his dates the Spaniards’ arrival in Mexico, Mo-
name, Angry Lord. His triumphs yielded ot tecubzoma’s death, and the founding of New
only much tribute but also many captives for  Spain upon the ruins of the Astec empive.







Fashioned from clay
and bits of mother-
of-pearl by a 10th-
century Toltec Indi-
an craftsman, a
bearded head peers
[from a coyote’s jaws.
Works like this con-
vinced the Aztecs
that the Toltecs,
whose heritage they
claimed for them-
selves, had been
divine artisans.

PEOPLE
IN SEARCH
OF A
PAST

he villagers of Coatlinchan,
near the immense ghost city of Teotihuacan, were distraught. The
designers of the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City
had decided in 1964 to grace the museum entrance with a monu-
mental carving that was thought to represent Tlaloc, the rain god.
The enormous statue lay on its side just as its sculptors had left it more
than a thousand years earlier. If the god were moved, the rains, and
therefore life itself, might cease.

Not until government officials promised to shower
Coatlinchan with a variety of beneficial public works did the villagers
relent. A special trailer with dozens of rubber tires was brought from
Texas to transport the 168-ton basalt idol. In a last, desperate bid to
keep their rain god at home, the alarmed villagers sabotaged the
vehicle. In the end, however, secular authority prevailed, and the
statue was taken to its place of honor in Mexico City. Thousands
lined the roadways to watch the great stone image of Mexico’s oldest
prehistoric divinity pass by.

And then a remarkable thing happened. It poured. Even
though the wet and dry seasons are well defined in the Valley of
Mexico and every onlooker knew that the time of year was wrong for
rain, it fell in torrents along the route. Nor was this just a sudden
shower: In defiance of the calendar, the downpour continued
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through the night. “People joked about the coincidence,” recalled the
Mexican author Victor Alba, “but later, as Tlaloc was being set in
place in the museum garden, rain poured down each time he was
moved, and the Mexicans began to feel an astonishment not far from
superstitious awe.”

Happily, the succeeding years have brought no untimely
drought to Coatlinchan, and its villagers have received the rewards
the government promised them: a school, a medical clinic, a new
road, and electric power. The story of the statue’s rain-drenched
journey survives, however, as something more than an entertain-
ing anecdote because of what it suggests about the Mexican peo-
ple and their heritage.

In Mexico, ancient roots and antecedents stll matter; al-
though the country is Roman Catholic, pagan memories intertwine.
Few if any of the awed spectators who came to see Tlaloc actually
considered him sacred, but in their eyes he possessed a complex
emotional significance far beyond that of an antique hunk of carved
rock. It is especially ironic to consider that the skirted figure may not
have been Tlaloc after all, as scholars now have reason to believe, but
his sister or another female deity. What was important was that the
villagers had no doubt whatsoever it was Tlaloc.

Tlaloc was not originally an Aztec god, but rather one of
scores that the Aztecs adopted from carlier cultures. Such wholesale
cultural borrowing did not bother the Aztecs, nor does it deter
modern Mexicans in their deep and sentimental identification with

e | .

£y <)

Inhabitants of Coatlinchan run along
the road outside their town in April 1964
as the supposed effigy of the rain god,
Tlaloc, begins its 30-mile journey to the
Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City.
The 168-ton idol had been taken from a
nearby streambed, where it had lain un-
disturbed for more than a thousand years.
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the civilizations that ruled their land before the coming of the Span-
iards. The Aztecs created fabulous myths about their precursors, and
their descendants tend to accept them whole, in spite of what ar-
chaeologists might tell them to the contrary.

The ascent of the nomadic Aztecs to power in the Valley of
Mexico left them with a need to establish not only noble ancestry but
also the imprimatur of destiny. Other tribes were hardly impressed
with the claims of these miserable wanderers to be the chosen rulers
of the valley and its peoples. After all, less than 200 years before the
conquistadors marched in with stamping horses and roaring can-
nons, the dusty, snake-eating Aztecs were living in earthen hovels on
an unpromising island in Lake Tetzcoco. Among the more than 50
Indian groups that contended for domination of the area in the 13th
century, the Aztecs stood out only for their talent for mayhem and
slaughter—and for this they were often hired as mercenaries.

Dcsperate for legitimacy, the
Aztecs set about with single-
minded fervor to establish it. Perhaps their most dramatic act was to
import a prolific breeder with a good pedigree. They brought in a
Colhuacan prince who claimed descent from the reputedly noble
Toltecs and arranged for him to marry no fewer than 20 Aztec
women, who presumably would then bear him numerous blue-
blooded children. Aristocracy on command. It worked. Itzcoatl, one
of the sons of the prince, led his men into a major battle and brought
home much plunder and many captives. Not content with creating a
new national ethos, Itzcoatl set out to obliterate the old. He de-
stroved tribal records that might have cast doubt on the nobility of
the Aztecs’ past and the preordained, godsent brilliance of their
future. A new, glorious, and thoroughly slanted history emerged.
Itzcoatl and his successor, the first Motecuhzoma, enlisted
allies and expanded violently and dramatically all over the valley. The
resulting tribute, wrung from conquered peoples, formed the basis
for the unspeakably opulent city of Tenochtitlan. But rule though
they did over the lives and fortunes of the conquered, the Aztecs
could not erase the truth of their abject beginnings. The subject
peoples must have realized that their own purchase of the Aztecs’
martial skills had given the ambitious mercenaries the wherewithal to
scrabble upward. The former lords, now vassals, had clasped the
Aztec viper to their breasts. Its fangs went straight into their hearts.
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According to the Aztecs’ own self-serving codices, their mi-
gration began about AD 1100, swirling out from an ancestral home-
land called Aztlan, “place of the herons.” Of Aztlan’s true location
nothing is known except that it lay northwest of Mexico City; per-
haps it was as far away as the southwestern United States, perhaps as
close as 60 miles to Tenochtitlan, their capital.

A less promising troupe of migrants can scarcely be imagined.
Guided by Huitzilopochtli, a ferocious deity who in the course of
time had evolved from an earth-god of fertility inta a symbol of
militarism and imperialism associated with the sun, they ate vermin,
stole women, and took captives for human sacrifices to placate their
god. The sun would not rise, they believed, unless Huitzilopochtli
was nourished with hearts cut from the bodies of living men.

The Aztecs’ wanderings would come to an end, declared their
god through the mouths of his priests, only when they arrived at the
site that he had chosen at the start of time to be their capital. Ac-
cording to an Aztec chronicle, they would know this place by a sign: |

Taking his lead from the Aztecs,

who appropriated the heritage
of their predecessors, the Tol-

tecs, the Spanish friar Sahagiin
extolled the Toltecs as the mas-

ter craftsmen of Mesoamerica.

“All that now exists, 1s their dis-
covery,” he wrote. Yer for the
maost part these militanistic peo-
ple exhibited neither the artistic
skills nor the aesthenc sensibili-
tics of their own predecessors,
the Olmecs and the Teotihua-
canos. Bur although Tolrec art
1s often crude and relies on bel-
licose themes, qualitics exempli-

48

fied in the three-foor-tall stone
warnor at right, it also includes
well-finished ceramic pieces.
Among them are the coiled ser-
pent pectoral below and the
ammal ethigy at left, which com-
bines human and supernatural
characrensncs.
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where the resting eagle “screams and spreads its wings and eats, and
the serpent is torn apart.”

Wherever the Aztecs went they were rejected as vile and bar-
baric by the sedentary peoples they encountered. By 1168 they had
reached the Valley of Mexico, skulking on its fringes. Feared by all,
they trudged from place to place. Twice in 20 years they occupied the
strategic hilltop heights of Chapultepec beside Lake Tetzcoco, and
twice their indignant neighbors threw them out.

By 1319, weary and discouraged, seemingly farther than ever
from Huitzilopochtly’s promise of riches and supremacy, they strag-
gled into noble Colhuacan and sought asylum. The Colhua, needing
mercenaries and fully aware of their uninvited guests’ talent for
slaughter, decided to keep the Aztecs usefully at hand. With what
surely must have been a cruel snicker, they oftered the coarse sup-
plicants refuge at a nearby place called Tizapan, a bare patch of
volcanic rock infested with snakes. To their surprise the Aztecs not
only survived but also thrived. As one chronicle describes it, they
“rejoiced greatly as soon as they saw the snakes, and they roasted and
cooked them all and ate them all up.” Impressed by such resilience,
Achitometl, the ruler of Colhuacan, and other leaders of Colhua-
can put them to work as warriors, and thus the Aztecs won the
confidence of their hosts.

But soon Huitzilopochtli came among them and said: “Hear
me, we will not remain here but go where we shall find those whom
we shall capture and dominate. But we will not make the mistake of
being nice to the Colhuacans. We will begin a war. I order this: Go
and ask Achitometl for his offspring, his virgin daughter, his own
dearly loved child; I know, and I shall give her to you.”

The Aztecs went to the ruler as commanded and asked for his
daughter to be their god’s bride. He consented, and they took her
back to Tizapan, where Huitzilopochtli appeared again to them and
said: “Kill and skin the daughter of Achitometl, I order you, and
when you have skinned her, dress some priest in her skin. Then go
call on Achitometl.”

They did so, and Achitometl accepted their invitation to at-
tend the consecration of his daughter as a goddess. Entering the
darkened temple, he placed gifts of blood and flowers at the feet of
the idol there. Then he offered incense. “This began to burn,” ac-
cording to the chronicles, “and the room lighted up with the fire.
Thus the king suddenly perceived the priest who was seated next to
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the idol, and saw that he wus Jressed in his daughter’s skin. The king
was filled with a wild terror.”

In rage the Colhuz banished the Aztecs to the swamps of Lake
Tetzcoco. One can picture them milling aimlessly across the soggy
ground, bitter and confused, led to this hopeless desolation by the
elusive promises of their god. And then on a low island surrounded
by reeds they noticed an cagle resting on a prickly pear. As they
watched, the cagle spread its wings and screamed in triumph, the
god-given sign. Their journey had ended, and theic bloodthirsty
spread across the Valley of Mexico was about to begin. They would
build an empire based largely on an enthusiastic dedication to war.

he inventive Aztecs, newly rich

and climbing fast, partly satis-
fied their yearning for legitimacy by associating themselves with
peoples of the past. It was the more recent Toltecs that most im-
pressed them with their supposed achievements, and whom they
sought to emulate. Little did it matter that the Aztecs had got them
completely wrong—only within recent vears has archacology re-
vealed the full degree to which the Toltecs’ admirers were misin-
formed about them.

Further back in time were the builders of Teotihuacan, of
whom so little was known that the Aztecs could make up anything
they wanted, with no one to say them nay. In any case, they were
sufficiently awed by the Teotihuacanos’ ruined city—which had been
even bigger and more magnificent than their own capital of Tenoch-
titlan—to believe that it was the birthplace of the gods and to hold
some of their religious ceremonies there on a regular basis. Here
again the truth about the site and the people who inhabited it would
have to wait for archacology to shed light on the Teotihuacanos and
their truly remarkable achievements.

Even more remote in time were the Olmecs, relics of whose
glorious past have been dug up in Tenochtitlan, evidence of how
much the Aztec upstarts revered these mysterious people of the coast-
al lowlands. Certainly the Aztecs owed them a large debt: Perhaps
without even knowing it, they absorbed from the Olmec heritage the
basis of their calendar, their glyph system, and their love of monu-
mental sculpture and architecture.

The Olmecs were an amazing people, but for a long time they
went unrecognized for their seminal role in the development of




Mesoamerican culture. It was thought by anthropologists that the
Maya were the parent culture of the Gulf Coast lowlands in ancient
numes. The realization that the Olmecs in fact preceded them would
come slowly and reluctantly to the world at large. The first of the

T\.xla

Tlatilco (¥ Teotihuacan

Tenochtitlan B s Zapotes

Olmec civilization flourished from 1200
to 400 BC on Mexico’s humid, swelter-
ing Gulf Coast plain. There lay the
great population centers Tres Zapotes,
San Lorenzo, and La Venta, where this
eight-foot-high basalt head, thought to
be the portrait of a king, was found.

monumental Olmec sculptures to be discovered
was the head dug up in 1862 at Tres Zapotes in
the region southeast of Veracruz. The sugarcane
workers who found it buried in the earth sup-
posed it at first to be an inverted iron kettle. But
then the face came to light: round, powerful,
with thick lips and nose, it was plain to all who
beheld it that this was a special work indeed. Yet
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THE OLMECS’> BRILLIANT
SCULPTURAL OUTPOURING

Founders of Mesoamerica’s first
civilization, the Olmecs were
also Mexico’s first master sculp-
tors. Using only simple tools,
such as adzes made of hard
rock, and hollow bamboo drills,
they carved volcanic basalt into
huge monuments, including

mcec artists’ command over their
materials that even small works,
like the adz head at top right,
one of thousands of such cere-
monial items to survive, con-
veys a sense of monumentality.
Characterizing much Olmec
sculpture is a trait scholars refer

to as the were-jaguar baby face,
as seen in the pufty figure at
right. Half-animal, half-human,
such a visage suggests the Ol-
mecs’ spiritual kinship with the
jaguar, lord of the jungle. In
many such pieces the head also
displays a deep V-shaped cleft,
possibly inspired by a similar
groove found in crocodiles and
toads, which the Olmecs appar-
ently regarded as manifestations
of the carth mother in
animal form.

colossal portrait heads and al-
tars, and turned still-more-
resistant stone into highly pol-
1shed miniature works of art.
Indeed, so assured was the Ol-

The face of a were-jaguar, a creature
of Olmec mythology, decorates a jade
adz that was used in rituals.

Carved from gray basalt, this seated
figure, perbaps a wrestler, measures
Just a little over two feet high.

Babylike in appearance, a hollow
cevamic figure has the stubby arms
common to many Olmec works.
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for years, it—along with other examples of Olmec artistry—remained
in a kind of cultural vacuum. Not until the 1930s would the Olmecs
be recognized as Mesoamerica’s carliest civilization. The moment of
truth came on January 16, 1939, when the American archaeologist
Matthew W. Stirling discovered at Tres Zapotes a carved stone bear-
ing a Maya-type date on one side and a typically Olmec feline face on
the other. This might have been considered a fairly inconsequential
find had it not been dated 31 BC, making it centuries older than
any known Maya object.

With the discovery of more and more Olmec objects, a per-
sistent question arose—why had so many of them been defaced and
buried? The obvious and long-held inference was that these had been
smashed by hostile invaders—or, perhaps, by the Olmecs themselves
in a desperate effort to keep them from desecration by their enemies.
However, in 1966, when another American archaeologist, Michael
Coe, excavated an Olmec site at San Lorenzo, southeast of Tres
Zapotes, he found that the great stone sculptures he unearthed—
heads, a kneeling man, and a jaguar figure—had been systematically
mutilated and then buried along certain fixed alignments. The only
plausible explanation, Coe concluded, was that a deliberate, ritual-
istic burial of the sculptures had taken place, something possible only
as part of a formal ceremony and not as a frantic response to attack.

any other tantalizing mysteries

associated with the Olmecs
may be bevond solving. But with their ultimate demise, which itself
is a mystery, other peoples came foward. Slowly during the centuries
after 1000 BC the increasing population of the Valley of Mexico
began to coalesce at Cuicuilco, in an area now within the urban limits
of Mexico City, and at Teotihuacan, located in a lesser side valley 33
miles to the northeast. When volcanic eruptions destroyed Cuicuilco,
the way was clear for Teotihuacan to grow unchallenged. And grow
it did, expanding steadily from a village into a carefully planned city
larger in area than its mighty contemporary, imperial Rome. By
AD 500, Teotihuacan had a population of at least 125,000—perhaps
as many as 200,000—and covered eight square miles. In the scale of
its conception and in the monumental grandeur of its buildings,
nothing like it existed before or after in the pre-Columbian New
World. But why the city was abandoned and what happened to its
people are as much an enigma as the fate of the Olmecs.




Although Teot icans “city of the gods,” there 1s less
to the name than mcet ve. It is simply a label applied to the
overgrown site long afterward by the admiring Aztecs, who sensed
even among the desolation of its ruins some lingering presence of the
divine, as if only the gods could have dwelled here. No one knows
what Teotihuacan was called in its hevday; no one knows what the
Teotihuacanos called themselves. Not until the past hundred years
have archacologists been able to sketch, however roughly, the out-
lines of its rise and fall. s

Visitors who made the mule trek out from Mexico City to
inspect the site in the 19th century found a rumpled landscape dotted
with earthen mounds, the largest of which, called the Pyramid of the
Sun, was ascended by a zigzag path leading to its 210-foot-high
top. Giant maguey plants, some as large as 20 feet across, thrived
among the tangles of lesser vegetation. Here and there a brick or
stone protruded, tantalizing evidence that something mon-
umental lay beneath 1t all.

The silence and torpor gave little clue that Teoti-
huacan had once been a crowded metropolis, the most
important marketplace and religious center in Mesoamer-
ica. It had been a city of colors, ablaze with fresh paint and
sparkling with reflected light, richly decorated with murals
and frescoes. At its peak, Teotithuacan held sway over an
area of some 10,000 square miles, a region about the size
of the Netherlands today.

The city’s very location was inspired. Teotihuacan
lay close to sources of obsidian, the volcanic glass that was
indispensable for sharp-edged tools in a society that never
mastered iron or bronze. It was watered by springs, making
irrigation possible. Physically it lay squarely astride the nar-
row, mountain-hemmed route between the highland val-
leys and the Gulf Coast, ensuring not only wide markets but
also subtle power over trade. And emotionally it seems to
have been infused with a profound religious significance,
reinforcing its economic supremacy with the magnetism of
a goal of pilgrimages. Even the humblest Teotihuacan
dwellings had altars to their gods.

HOUSEHOLD

GRAVES OF
TLATILCO

In 1936, brickworkers digging for
clay in a Mexico City suburb stum-
bled upon a pre-Columbian site
that would yield, over the course of
two decades, hundreds of graves
containing skeletons and dozens of
small terra-cotta vessels and figur-
ines (below) . These were the ghostly
reminders of a large village whose
inhabitants buried their dead be-
neath their homes, laying succes-
sive generations to rest on top of
one another. The village dated from
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By AD 100, Teotihuacan had about 60,000 people
and covered more than two square miles. Sometime between the
birth of Christ and AD 150, two great truncated pyramids—known




around 1200 BC, when the Olmecs R
ruled the Gulf Coast 200 miles to
the east. Moreover, some of
the objects, such as the
Olmec-style acrobat at
lower right, had apparent-
ly been brought to the vil-
lage as part of a lively trade in
goods and ideas.

Although the residents of
Tlatilco may have conducted
business with the Olmecs,
only a small percentage of their
grave goods are Olmec. The
Tlatilcoans, in fact, had a dis-
tinctive art stvle of their
own, dominated by female
imagery that some scholars
connect with earth goddess-
es and the cultivation of the In-
dian staple, corn. The curious
double-headed figurine ar right

today as the Pyramid of the Sun and the Pyramid of the

Moon—were erected, and the main axis of the city, the

so-called Avenue of the Dead, was extended to more

than three miles in length. A huge rectangular mound
known as the Citadel was also built, measuring more than
1,650 feet along its longer sides. It comprised four embank-
ments, cach about 19 feet high and 260 feet thick, and may
have served as a housing area for priests or public officials,
as well as a ceremonial center. Fifteen pyramids crowned
the immense structure.

Although it 1s not clear whether the evolution of
Teotihuacan followed a master plan established early in
the city’s history, the resulting size and scale appear to be
the result of some sort of overall scheme. Two grand av-

enues bisected it, and Teotihuacan’s huge public com-
pounds and numerous temples were laid out along them in
repetitive fashion on a scale so vast that the grand buildings at one

may be a personification of rare end of the city were scarcely visible from the other.
joined, or double, ears that occa- | As the culture and influence of Teotithuacan expanded south-
sionally sprout on plants. ward in the fifth century, residents of surrounding areas relocated

within the city or became dependent on it, a development that pre-
| vented the growth of rival centers. But, then, quite suddenly, a
‘| violent, fiery catastrophe overtook it about AD 750. Even after much
of its center was destroved, Teotihuacan’s humbled remnants still
|| constituted the largest community in central Mexico. By 850, Toltec
tribes had drifted in to occupy the site, but what eventually became
of them is lost to history. Knowing nothing of Teotihuacan’s devel-
opment, the Aztecs assumed that the earthen mounds they saw were
Toltec. They erred by hundreds of years and an entire civilization.
This same firm belief in the Toltec origins of Teotihuacan
persisted among the 19th-century visitors who came to view the
mysterious ruins. One of these was Désir¢ Charnay, a brash young
Frenchman whose energies seem to have been more or less evenly
divided between archacological speculation and Mexican women,
whom he found irresistible. His fascination with Mesoamerican ruins
eventually brought him, in 1882, to the enigmatic hill called the
Pyramid of the Sun, which he promptly chimbed.
“The ascent was arduous, especially with a burning sun beat-
ing down on us,” he wrote vears later in his memoirs. “But when
we reached the top, we were amply repaid by the glorious view that
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unfolded before our enraprured gaze. To the north the Pyramid of
the Moon, and the great Avenue of the Dead with its tombs and
tumuluses, covering a space of nine square miles; to the south and
southwest the hills of Tlaxcala, the villages of San Martin and San
Juan, the snowy top of Iztaccihuatl towering above the Matlacinga
range; and in the west the Valley of Mexico with its lakes.”
Charnay’s curiosity resulted in the first tentative diggings at
the site. He delighted not only in huge monuments but also in small
discoveries that cast some light on the lives of these-long-vanished
peoples. He was aided in a couple of instances by a most curious
allv—ants. One day when he was working at the Pyramid of the
Moon, he found in the course of his excavations “numerous pieces of

Official protector of Mexico’s monuments,
the self-taught archacologist Leopoldo
Batres pioneered—albeit recklessly—exca-
vations at Teotibuacan, seen above in an
1895 photo. His initial exploration began
with a search for gold; by 1905, he had
mule trains hauling out dirt by the ton.
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worked obsidian, precious stones, beads, and the like, within the
circuit of ants’ nests, which these busy insects had extracted from the
ground in digging their galleries; and now on the summit of the lesser
pyvramid, I again came upon my friends, and among the things I
picked out of their nests was a perfect earring of obsidian, very small
and as thin as a sheet of paper.”

Although Charnay’s work was
widely ignored at the time, it
did pique the curiosity of one man in a position to do something
about it: Leopoldo Batres. The flambovantly mustached Batres was
the illegitimate elder half-brother of the wife of Portirio Diaz, Mex-
ico’s dictator-president. He persuaded Diaz to appoint him inspector
and protector of the archacological monuments of Mexico. The ex-
alted title gave him the right to excavate anywhere in the country even
though, as a subsequent Mexican archaeologist has said, Batres “had
no knowledge whatever of digging techniques or of serious study
methods.” In 1884 he began to poke among the enormous pyramids
that he, like everyone else, considered “our most ancient records of
the Toltec race.” His excavations were earnest but unprofessional.
Working from an enormous budget while many Mexicans barely had
enough to eat, he unearthed temples, windowless dwellings, skele-
tons, and more murals. Roaming beyond the pyramids he began to
sense the vast dimensions of the city and the care with which it had
been built; every surface had been carefully paved with mortar and
small stones. Finding no fortifications or armaments, he assumed
Teotihuacan had been a peaceful, open city. All these indications of
the city’s life paled, however, beside the stunning evidence of its
death: Almost everywhere Batres looked, he found unmistakable
traces of an all-consuming fire.

Finding that not even his huge budget was enough for the
task, Batres turned his attentions elsewhere in 1886. The unprotected
ruins fell victim to a dreamer named Antonio Garcia Cubas, an
engineer by profession. Convinced that the pyramids contained hid-
den chambers like those of the Great Pyramid in Egypt, Garcia Cubas
chopped a hole several thousand cubic vards in size into the Pyramid
of the Moon before conceding he was wrong.

Batres returned to Teotihuacan i 1905, determined to ex-
cavate the entire 738-foot-square, 20-story-high Pyramid of the Sun
in time for the centennial of Mexican independence in 1910. The date
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usefully coincided with ¢ h birthday of President Diaz and
thereby seemed to assure the necessary supply of funds. Indeed, as the
author Brian Fagan has calculated it, Batres’s second season of ex-

cavations “used up more money than the entire social welfare budget
for Mexico.” His workers began removing dirt at the rate of 100 tons
an hour, 1,000 tons a day, carting away the debris on a railroad built
especially to serve the site. Even then, progress was slow. In retro-
spect, this prodigious effort gives eloquent proof of the antiquity of
Teotihuacan. The drifting dust of Mexico had fallen lightly, grain by
grain, onto the abandoned platforms and staircases of the great pyr-
amid. Then seeds drifted in, and plants took root. The plants grew,
decayed, and new plants replaced them, only to decay in their turn.
Day after day, year after year, century after century, the vegetation
rotted until the accumulated earth lay packed so deep that even
battalions of men with machines could scarcely take it all away. The
greatest building in Mesoamerica had become a hill.

Batres’s excavations soon encountered serious problems.

When rains came, the clay-based material between the bricks on the I|
surface of the excavated pyramid began to dissolve, threatening to let ,
the whole exterior slide off. Batres hurriedly installed wooden chutes 1

to deflect the rain and hired a team of masons to replace the clay with
reinforced mortar of lime, cement, and volcanic rock. Advancing
from brick to brick, using small spoons, they scraped deep into the
joints and replaced the clay with mortar. The structure was saved.
As the excavations continued, Batres found polychrome fres-
coes on the pyramid’s surfaces and clay figures and ornaments at its
highest level, along with remnants of child sacrifice at each corner.
He discovered the debris of pottery, ceramics, sculpture, and, nearby,
a group of dwellings, richly decorated with carvings and frescoes, |
that he called the House of the Priests. All this suggested how much
more must lay hidden in what Batres termed “one of the most in-
teresting cities in the world of archacology.” But despite such a claim
and the vigorous ascent of the partly excavated pyramid by the 76-
year-old Dfaz himself in 1906, the resources Batres thought neces-
sary to finish the work were not forthcoming, and he resigned. When
President Diaz was overthrown five vears later, Batres fled to Paris
to join him in exile.
Although professional archaeologists lamented Batres’s
heavy-handed methods, the evidence he unearthed of Teotihuacan’s I
past glories whetted their appetite for more. Work resumed in 1917
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Dapper Manuel Gamio, head of the
Mexican government’s Department of
Archaeology and Anthropology, embarked
on a painstaking excavation of Teotihua-
canw’s Citadel in 1917. Beneath a mound
of earth, he discovered the Feathered Ser-
pent Temple (below), a seven-tiered pyr-
amid that originally rose 65 feet.

under the direction of Manuel Gamio, a Mexican archaeologist with
adoctorate from Columbia University in New York. Setting aside his
duties as head of the department of anthropology at the National
Museum in Mexico City, Gamio focused his efforts near Teotihua-
can’s Citadel. There he soon uncovered the dazzling Feathered Ser-
pent Temple, with its decoration of serpent heads and goggle-eyed
faces thought to represent Tlaloc. Archaeology at Teotihuacan was
becoming more methodical and scholarly. The Swedes (rare in being
able to afford the luxury of archacology during the Great Depression
of the 1930s) sent Sigvald Linné, who in the course of several ex-
peditions became one of Europe’s foremost authorities on Mexican
antiquities. Finding a mul-

titude of varied houses and
many narrow streets, Linné
proved that Teotihuacan
had been far more than just
a ceremonial center, as his
predecessors had supposed.
Other diggers uncovered
brilliant frescoes and a
5,000-square-yard palace.
But as late as 1960
the major mysteries sur-
rounding Teotihuacan re-
mained unsolved: Why was
it built and what happened
to it 1n the end? Then, like
the petals of a flower rapid-

ly unfolding in time-lapse
photography, the layers concealing Teotihuacan were at last peeled
back to expose, within a few short years, much of the grandeur that
had only been guessed at. And with discovery came revelation.
Supported by a large appropriation from a new Mexican gov-
ernment, the archacologist Jorge Acosta, one of the assistants of
Ignacio Bernal, the overall project director, completed excavations of
the area around the 152-foot-high Pyramid of the Moon, the Avenue
of the Dead, and part of the plaza in front of the Pyramid of the Sun.
Later, Bernal joined Acosta to restore the Pyramid of the Moon—a
task made more historically accurate by the discovery of one corner-
stone in its original position. This enabled Acosta and his team to
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reconstruct the angle of ascent and replace in their correct positions
565 original staircase stones that over the years had fallen from the
pyramid and tumbled into the plaza.

Throughout the site, Acosta and Bernal tore down what they
considered inferior structures dating from late in Teotihuacan’s his-
tory in order to reveal the classic buildings that stood beneath them.
Along the majestic length of the Avenue of the Dead, the great city
lay at last partly revealed in its essentials.

Complementing the Mexican scientists’ efforts was the pains-
taking work of René Millon, an archaeologist from the University of
Rochester. Convinced that Teotihuacan was even larger and more
complex than anyone had yet shown, Millon decided to ded-
icate his life to solving its mysteries. He devised a plan to
photograph it from the air, explore it thoroughly on foot, do
spot excavations, and then compare the aerial pictures with
information gathered on the ground. The air surveys were
carried out in 1962 and covered an area of 22 square miles, of
which 12¥2 proved to be within Teotihuacan. The mapping
took five more years to finish.

The results were impressive. More than 2,200 one-story
apartment compounds had existed within Teotihuacan’s
boundaries. “Each patio admitted light and air to the surround-
ing apartments,” Millon reported. “Each made it possible for
the residents to be out-of-doors yet alone.” The city was filled
with several hundred workshops, almost 400 for obsidian
alone, suggesting that it buzzed with intensive craft activity. A
separate precinct inhabited by immigrant craftsmen from Oa-
xaca, 200 miles southeast of Teotihuacan, was deduced from
traces of pottery and tomb decorations, giving clear evidence of
faraway political and commercial liaisons. And though Teoti-
huacan was not enclosed by walls, it was far from the defense-
less open city Batres and others had imagined it to be. Its
apartment compounds and narrow streets and the natural bar-
riers of spiny nopal cactus in the surrounding countryside may well
have served to impede attackers.

Even after Millon’s thoroughgoing study, other astonishing
discoveries lay ahead. In 1971, a hard rain caused a depression to
form at the foot of the Pyramid of the Sun. Digging there disclosed
the remains of an ancient stairway that led beneath the pyramid into
a 112-yard-long tunnel. When investigators explored it they encoun-
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THE LOOTED
MURALS OF
TEOTIHUACAN

In 1976, San Francisco’s M. H. de
Young Muscum received word of
an unexpected bequest. The cura-
tor sent to investigate was dumb-
struck at what he found. In the
benefactor’s house, “on the floor,
tables and walls, glued to pieces of
plywood, in cardboard boxes”

A conservator (above) works to restore a
mural fragment. The process involves
both stabilizing the deteviovating adobe
backing and reassembling scattered pieces
such as those at right, which come from a

frieze of a serpent and trees.
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were more than 70 priceless mural
fragments from Teotihuacan.
Harald Wagner, the deceased
collector, had acquired the treas-
ure in the mid-1960s after the
Mexican government expanded
Teotihuacan’s archaeological zone.
Looters posing as uprooted farm-
ers scavenging houschold building
materials dug randomly into the
ruins and gouged out large chunks
of the colorfully decorated walls.
The frescoes found few buyers.
Liable to immediate confiscation if
discovered, the fragments were
also fragile and unappealingly
dirty and unwieldy. A few went to
museums; others were hawked in
village markets or allowed to
crumble to dust. Wagner, whose
passion was architectural restora-
tion, somehow managed to ac-
quire the pieces he ultimately
willed to the museum. In 1986, to
resolve the ethical dilemma his
bequest posed, that institution
returned most of them to Mexico.

tered a series of 29 masonry walls blocking the way, each plainly built
by someone who could only have been working ourward. At the end,
almost directly beneath the pyramid’s center, was a large cave. Out
from it branched four smaller chambers, and the whole had been
enlarged to the shape of a cloverleaf.

Scholars have argued persuasively that the cave, formed by an
enormous bubble of gas in lava streaming from deep within the earth,
was the very reason the Pyramid of the Sun was built where it was.
Since the pyramid was the first major building in all of Teotihuacan,
it follows that the city itself was founded because of—not merely
over—a cave. To understand this extraordinary conclusion, it 1s nec-
essary to know that caves had tremendous symbolic importance in
ancient Mexico. Codices and glvphs abound with images of caves,
and therefore of creation, of the womb, of life itself, of the origin of
the sun and the moon. In this arid land, springs were sacred, and they
often bubbled forth in caves, originating, it was thought, from deep
in the underworld to which the dead journeyed. The big grotto at
Teotihuacan, though dry now, apparently once had abundant water.
Even the great god Tlaloc figures in the mysticism associated with
caves, for he ruled not only the rains but also caverns and rivers. The
cave beneath Teotihuacan’s Pvramid of the Sun may have been the
focal shrine of a cult, whose members, perhaps, were the city’s found-
ing fathers. Furthermore, there is abun-
dant evidence of continued use of the

caves in the early centuries after the
pyvramid’s construction.
L But having so long prospered,
¥ why then did Teotnhuacan collapse,
and what did the burn marks on so many
of its ruins have to say about its end? Cli-
matologists have searched for the cause of
Teotihuacan’s death in an environmental cri-
sis, perhaps erosion and crop failure or pro-
longed drought. Huge quantties of wood
were burned as fuel to make the quicklime on
which Teotihuacan’s construction depended,
and over time massive tree felling could have
denuded the countryside for miles around. The
climate may gradually have become drier. But disturbance of the
ecology was unlikely to have been the only cause; and whatever the
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terminal crisis, Millon suggested that the city’s leadership may have
lacked the flexibility and imagination to deal with it. Perhaps, under
profound stress, Teotihuacan’s distinctive residential patterns were
its undoing. Its crowded apartment compounds, separated by high
walls and segregated by class and social status, may have fostered a
civic morale too brittle to cope with hard times.

One of the intriguing aspects of the fire that accompanied the
city’s demise is the archaeological evidence of its confinement largely
to religious structures, particularly along the Avenue of the Dead,
where more than 100 temples and shrines stood. All told, some 600
buildings were put to the torch. Millon and other scholars argue that
the burning was carried out “through a coordinated series of planned
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The stepped shape of Teotihuacan’s Pyr-
amid of the Moon comes gradually to
light during excavations conducted in
the 1960s by the Mexican archaeologists
Jorge Acosta and Ignacio Bernal. More
than 600 workmen labored to clear
and restore the imposing 152-foot-high
temple and its grand plaza.




acts of ritual destruction.” They believe that if the intent of those who
set the fires was to destroy Teotihuacan politically, then they had to
destroy it as a religious center.

After the great city collapsed abruptly in violence and flames,
its particular form of communitarian living was never revived in the
region. A turbulent time ensued. “The fall of Teotihuacan,” wrote the
British historian Nigel Davies, “like that of Rome three centuries
before, left in its wake a disordered world, whose surviving cities
were like planets in orbit round an extinct sun.” It was an age of petty
kingdoms, of small warring tribal states obsessed with furious con-
quest. Everything, not least the arts and graces of life, took second
place to a preoccupation with security. So desperate was that need
that even tribes with different languages banded together into states.

Typical of the thousands of polychrome

pottery figurines found in Teotihuacan’s SN those who coalesced

ruins, these squat female statuettes wear . from dispar ate clements were
boldly striped headdresses, shawl-like the Toltecs; and it was they who attained predominance over all the
blouses, and skirts. Traces of color on b . he third : dl fthe Az 5 A
sheir vaiment suggest that the city’s in- rest, becoming the third and last of the Aztecs’ great precursors. As
habitants customarily wore gaudy hues. with the Olmecs and Teotihuacanos, concrete knowledge of the

Toltecs comes almost entirely from archacology. But here there is a
difference: Modern scholars were latecomers, beaten to the Toltecs’
treasures by an unruly crowd of brazen amateurs. The Aztecs were
carly diggers at the Toltecs’ capital, Tula. They looted the place with
reckless abandon, and when they finished there was not much left to
uncover. Determined to ennoble their
own shady history and add luster to
their people’s past, the Aztecs not only
claimed to be the inheritors of the
Toltecs’ mantle but also basked in the re-
flected glory of their works, plundering
whatever they liked for reuse at Tenochtitlan.
The present-day Toltec ruins are, in
consequence, unimpressive and hard to
reconstruct. Worse vet, the Aztecs’ ar-
chaeological trophies and their self-
serving penchant for historical revision com-
bined to shed more darkness than light on the
Toltec past. There was just enough time be-
tween the heyday of the Toltecs and the ar-
rival of the Spaniards for the Aztecs to
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exalt them beyond reality. In Aztec eyes the Toltecs were glants their
capital of Tula a place of great w calth. Even cotton grew in colors,
solemnly reported an informant of the Franciscan missionary Ber-
nardino de Sahagun. Not until the 20th century did a picture emerge
of Tula as a place precariously perched on the very fringes of central
Mexico’s arable lands, never far from famine, whose people’s arts and
crafts were crude and shoddy compared with what had gone before.
Thanks to the Aztecs, everyone had heard of Tula; but none
of the early archaeologists knew where to find it. Désiré Charnay,
sent back to Mexico by the French government, became convinced
on one of his periodic trips that the historic Tula lay underground
near a dusty town called Tula de Allende in the state of Hidalgo, one
of many Mexican places with that name. He set out to find it.
Digging into some mounds, Charnay struck the black basaltic
feet of gigantic statues and fragments of a huge stone rattlesnake,
both similar to known Toltec works at Chichen Itza in Yucatan.
Clearing away rubbish, he uncarthed several apartments of various

Towering stone warriors maintain a
stern vigil atop Tula’s Pyramid of
Quetzalcoatl as the Morning Star
(far left, above). Once they served as col-

umns supporting a temple roof.
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sizes with frescoed walls, columns, pilasters, benches, and cisterns.
Charnay was convinced he had indeed found Tula. But his betters in
the world of scholarship looked upon him as a wild romantic and
coolly ignored him. Not until the 1930s, when the Mexican anthro-
pologist Wigberto Jiménez Moreno used old place names and geo-
graphical landmarks gleaned from historical sources to pinpoint an-
cient Tula, was the long-dead Charnay proved correct: The Toltec
city was exactly where he had said it was.

By the 1970s the systematic work of the American archaeol-
ogist Richard Diehl and the Mexican archaeologists Eduardo Matos
Moctezuma, Ramén Arellanos Melgarejo, and Lourdes Beauregard
de Arellanos had melted the Aztec legends in the crucible of fact. At
its zenith from AD 950 to 1150, Tula was a city of at least 30,000
people, far less rigorously planned than Teotihuacan. In its architec-
ture, which “was of majestic conception and mediocre execution,”
according to the Mexican archaeologist Jorge Acosta, symbols of
death and military force predominate. The art i1s grim, joyless. The
base of the most impressive building, a pyramid, is decorated with
armed warriors, wild beasts, and eagles eating hearts. The 60-
vard-long Serpent Wall depicts snakes devouring human beings
whose flesh has been stripped from skulls and bones. There are skull
racks and supine figures cradling basins on their abdomens as recep-
tacles for human hearts.

Living quarters in Tula consisted of many small complexes of
flat-roofed houses built in groups of three or four around enclosed
courtyards, at the center of which were altars or shrines. In their
dxggmgs the archacologists discovered that Tula’s dead were buried
in pits under the floors of the houses. Although the routine of daily
life at Tula—growing beans and corn, weaving, making ceramics and
obsidian goods—appears to have been little different from elsewhere
in Mesoamerica, the modern excavations there suggest, in Brian
Fagan’s words, “a battle-scarred, militaristic civilization, one in
which oppression was a way of life and human sacrifice second na-
ture, a far cry from the golden age of Aztec legend.”

Tula’s end came in a sudden and overwhelming cataclysm.
The temples were incinerated, the Serpent Wall toppled, the mon-
uments methodically smashed. Famine and invasion by barbaric peo-
ples from the north are considered to be the likeliest causes, but
neither these nor any other single external factor seems sufficient to
explain the city’s collapse. Perhaps Tula, like Teotihuacan, contained
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the seeds of its own destrucrion, encouraging the conditions that
sapped its strength. It was a r*ulncthmc city, inhabited by peoples
from the north, the Valley of Mexico, and the Gulf Coast, forming
a heterogencous population that spoke several different languages.
Richard Diehl, who has dug extensively at Teotihuacan and Tula, has
theorized that when economic difficulties eventually arose, “people
took sides based on ethnic affiliations,” and, as matters worsened, the
city lost its ability to absorb the unremitting tide of alien immigrants.
And so the gods were smashed, scorned as deities who had forsaken
their city. The surviving Toltecs departed and dlspcrsed ByAD 1179
Tula was gone. In time, reoccupied by other peoples, it would rise
again into a substantial city esteemed by the Aztecs as the fountain-
head of civilization. Then centuries of silence followed.

In words that might speak for Tula, the Aztec philosopher-
king Nezalhuacoyotl mused: “All the earth is a grave and nothing
escapes it. Nothing is so perfect that it does not descend to its tomb.
Rivers, rivulets, and water flow, but never return to their joyful
beginnings; anxiously they hasten to the vast realms of the rain god.
As they widen their banks, they fashion the sad urn of their burial.”

In the political free-for-all in central Mexico that followed the
collapse of Tula, not only the remnant Toltecs but the other tribes of
Mexico rearranged themselves across the landscape. The most pres-
tigious Toltec lineages gathered in Colhuacan in the southern part of
the Valley of Mexico, forming a bastion of culture whose people
considered themselves the true heirs of Tula’s fallen glory. From the
northern deserts, various tribes of barbaric nomads known generally
as the Chichimecs—loosely translated as “dog people”™—edged
southward into the unprotected better lands. Among them and the
last to appear were the Aztecs, a semicivilized tribe—“the people
whose face nobody knows.”

Yet, of course, it was a face all the inhabitants of the Valley of
Mexico would soon know. They may not have been interested in the
Aztecs, but the Aztecs were interested in them. "




THE CITY THAT T IME FORGOT

he outline of the pyramids is everywhere visible,

and serves as a beacon to guide the traveler to the

ruins of Teotihuacan,” wrote a 19th-century
French explorer of this imposing site 25 miles north of
Mexico City. Indeed, so awesome is Teotihuacan that
pilgrims, archaeologists, and tourists alike have been
coming here for more than 1,200 vears to ponder its
mysteries. Even the Aztecs were wonderstruck. Hap-
pening upon the multitiered temples in the 13th cen-
tury and not knowing who had built them, they gave
the haunting placc the name Teotihuacan, which in
Nahuatl means “city of the gods.” It was here, they
believed, that the gods had assembled to create the sun
and the moon, and it was here that the Aztecs would
come regularly as pilgrims to celebrate creation. Cortés
and his troops first glimpsed the pyramids in 1520 as
they fled from enraged Aztec warriors, but so dis-
traught was the Spanish captain that he failed to tell his
king about these towering monuments in his subse-
quent dispatch. Over the next three centuries, many
adventurers and amateur archaeologists arrived in
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Teotihuacan, searching for gold and speculating on the
origin of the crumbling stone structures that dotted the
terrain for miles around.

Only during this century have archaeologists cast
some hght on Teotihuacan’s history. By sifting through
the ruins, they have discovered that it was much more
than a rellglous complex. Excavations have laid bare a
city of unexpected sophistication and proportion—one
comparable in scale to imperial Rome—and turned up
countless finely crafted artifacts. Playful terra-cotta fig-
urines and ornate masks, such as the funerary piece
above carved from onyx, provide valuable information
about Teotihuacan society. But the fire-reddened tem-
ples and shattered shrines point to a violent end. In AD
500, the city dominated all of Mesoamerica. Two hun-
dred vears later it was deserted. All evidence points to
a sudden fall, but whether the city was ransacked by its
own inhabitants or by invaders remains unknown. As
archaeologists continue to dig among its extensive ru-
ins, a host of questions about Teotithuacan and its van-
ished population await answers.




A man-made mountain 200 feet tall,
the Pyramid of the Sun rises from the
floor of the Teotihuacan valley. Begun
in the first century AD, it took 35
millton cubic feet of sun-dried bricks
and rubble to finish. Its base, meas-
uring 738 feet on each side, is equal
to that of Egypt’s Great Pyramid.




{ This three-foot-diameter stone carving of a skull
surrounded by rays was unearthed near the
front of the Pyramid of the Sun. It is thought
to symbolize the descent of the sun into the A
world of the dead at the end of the day. A ‘

: During its heyday, when Teoti-
5 huacan was a religious mecca for
myriad Indian cultures, pilgrims
o must have been awed by the
thrce mile-long Avenue of the

- Dead, a name given the thor-

g oughfarc by the Aztecs. Lined
%+ with numerous shrines and
-# temples, it lay in the shadow
of the city’s two major tem-

ples, the Pyramid of the Sun
and the Pyramid of the
- Moon, each of which was

covered in stucco, orna-
mented with sculpturc and
i brightly painted.

The Pyramid of the Sun
continues to dominate Teoti-
; huacan in both size and sig-

nificance. Priests would have
had an arduous climb to the top
iy of the 20-story-high structure.
From its truncated peak, they
could survey the entire city
sprawled below as well as gaze
heavenward. Trained in astrono-
my, they kept careful track of the
seasons and presided over the
continuous cycles of public ritu-
al. The religious importance of
the Pyramid of the Sun is sup-
ported by the 1971 discovery of
a lava cave below it containing
offerings. Archaeologists suspect
that the pyramid was built over
the cave after it had become a
shrine and goal for pilgrims.
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MAPPING THE
REMAINS OF A
METROPOLIS

In the 1960s, a French-born Amer-
ican archaeologist named René
Millon, convinced that Teotihua-
can had been not just a religious
center but a city of unimagined size
and complexity, embarked on an
ambitious mapping project to
prove his point. He would define
the boundaries of the ancient city
and record its every archaeological
and topographical feature.

Millon first had the city photo-
graphed from the air so that a to-
pographical map could be pre-
pared. Then he and a team
experts trudged over a 10-sq
mile area, collecting shards and fi
ing out record sheets for e
ture they encountered. Five years ||
htcrthcpro,cctﬂa complete, and 1
the results were er i! A
than 2,200 a | es |
had bccn identified. 'De dence ||
was incontrovertible—Te o ‘]' a-
can had at one time been a f 1."1'
ishing metropolis with a po _'
tion possibly as great as 20

| |
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| gles). The much-larger map
notes every surviving structure
within the quadrants into
which the city was divided.
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HOUSING OF A HIGq

The architecture of the apart-
ment compound below. only
one of many such one-story
dwellings in the city, must have
afforded the residents a great
deal of privacy. The windowless
exterior buttered noise from the
strect and helped keep the inte-
rior cool by day and warm by
night. Rooms surrounded a spa-
cious patio that let in light and
air and had drains to carry away

. Jul
rainwater. 'I\plcally, hge at- ‘
form off the patio xryq. S
small temple. "t

Many of the occu
land outside the city
worked as artis
their goods in.a ce
place. Tconhua
ter of a thriving
and many wo
voted to chipp
glass into

-
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A portion of a mural reconstruction common people frolicking in water
from an apartment compound in the and on land. Scholars think that the
northeastern part of the city shows mural may sllustrate an origin myth.

A terra-cotta figurine of a woman at
ber ease is one of thousands of pieces
produced by Teotihuacan crafismen—
often using molds—that depict ordi-
nary mortals as well as deities. This
one is only four and a half inches high.
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This brazier lid, believed to represent
Quetzalpapalotl, the quetzal-butterfly
g04, is decorated top and bottom with
attributes of the deity. The plume
protruding from the headdress is a
stylized butterfly proboscis.










THE CENTER
OF GREATNESS

» Teotihuacan’s two axial streets
- intersect at the enclosure called
the Citadel (lower left). This com-
plex, with its 11-acre square pla-
za, could have served as an as-
sembly point where throngs
gathered to witness ceremonies.
Given the immensity of the
site and the presence of the ruins
of two palaces and a highly or-
nate temple, archaeologists sus-
pect that the Citadel was the po-
litical center of Teotihuacan. Yet
information on the city’s ruling
class remains elusive. Frustrated
by the paucity of evidence,
archaeologists have re-
cently concentrated
on the Citadel’s
seven-tiered Feath-
ered Serpent Tem-
ple (neay center of Cit-
adel at lower left) for
clues. Ornamented with
aiisaa. rows of alternating stone
. scrpents, shells, and
goggle-eyed faces,
it is by far the
city’s most elabo-
rate religious mon-
ument. If heads of
state were buried within Te-
otihuacan, archaeologists rea-
son, the temple would have been
their most likely resting place.

Stone serpent heads like this one,

wreathed with feathers, decorate the

western facade of the magnificent

Feathered Serpent Temple. Traces

l of the original red mineral paint
can still be seen on the feathers.




GRIMN I THE
TEM JdEART

Hoping - secrets of the Feathered
Serpent e, a team of Mexican archaeolo-
gISts set out to excavate mong its southern edge

in 1983. Days later they were rewarded with a
spectacular find. Deep in the volcanic soil they
came upon three burial pits. The largest, some
26 feet long, contained 18 skeletons. With their
arms tucked behind their vertebrae and their
wrists crossed as if tied, there was little question
that these individuals had been sacrificed.

Then, in 1988, a joint team of Mexican and
American archaeologists started digging to-
ward the center of the temple. Eighty feet in,
they came upon a tunnel made by tomb robbers
and the sparse remains of two hcavllv
looted burials. Fortunately, the thieves
had missed the central burial. The ex-
cited diggers painstakingly unearthed
20 skeletons, all sacrificial victims, who
had been interred with rich offerings.
Despite the significance of the find, the
archaeologists were disappointed by
the absence of a roval bunial. Whether
such a burial exists, or whether, if it
exists, it was looted long ago, only fur-
ther excavations can tell.

These two skeletons were among a
group found in 1988 on the east side
of the temple. The one to the left wears
a collar from which nine human up-
per jaws are suspended. Above this
necklace can be seen a choker made of
imstation 1 vrved from shell.

o
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A smiling skull,,
embellished with
eyes of iron pyrite
and bits of turquoise
and jet, may have
belonged to a youth
who for a year per-
sonified Tezcatli-
poca, omnipotent
J0d of the Aztecs.
When his time

was up, he was rit-
ually sacrificed.

ebruary 21, 1978, would be a
day to remember. Workmen digging ditches for new electric cable
in the heart of Mexico City had penetrated the street’s concrete
pavement and dug down six feet when their shovels struck a large,
flat, round stone. Scraping away some of the dirt covering it, they
could see a carved surface. This, they knew, was a discovery that the
Archaeological Recovery Office would want to know about, and a
call was made to the authorities. When a team of excited archaeol-
ogists arrived, 1ts members removed more of the dirt to reveal a
horrific scene cut into the stone—the severed head, arms, legs, and
torso of a woman strewn in a circle almost 11 feet in diameter. Except
for jewelry and a serpent belt adorned with a human skull, she was
naked. Studyving the stone, the archaeologists identified the figure as
the moon goddess Coyolxauhqui, sister of Huitzilopochtli, the war-
rior sun god and Aztec patron deity.

Under any circumstances this would have been considered a
major find, but what made it all the more significant was that it
occurred at the spot where ¢l Templo Mayor, the Great Temple, prin-
cipal shrine of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, had stood. Indeed,
the discovery would launch one of the century’s most fascinating
archaeological excavations (pages 108-123), in which large portions
of the Great Temple would emerge into daylight after being buried
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ild serve to
“war and hu-
1g of the Aztec

for centuries in ti
City. By extensio
illuminate the 1oy
man sacrifice to the
state, for Covo 1 played a crucial role
in one of the central Aztec myths.

This myth told of a time in the dis-
tant past when Huitzilopochtli wreaked
vengeance on his sister, Coyolxauhqui. The
story goes that Coatlicue, their mother, after
having given birth to the moon and 400
stars, had taken a vow of chastity. But one
day, as she was sweeping out the shrine atop
the sacred mountain where she lived, she
was impregnated by a ball of feathers. Her
offspring were outraged when they heard of
their mother’s pregnancy, convinced that
she had broken her vow. Coyolxauhqui ral-
lied them, and together they agreed to kill
Coatlicue for her transgression. But one
child ran to inform the still-unborn Huitzilopochtli of their plans
When the band approached to do their murderous work, the infant
sun god sprang forth fully armed from his mother’s womb and cut the
vengeful moon goddess Coyolxauhqui down before chasing after his
other siblings—a mythical expression of the rising sun’s daily defeat
of the moon and the stars. In his anger, he hacked Coyolxauhqui to
pieces and threw all but her head down the mountainside.

The newly found stone did more than echo this ancient myth.
Its placement at the bottom of the stairs leading to the top of the
Great Temple recalled Coyolxauhqui’s fate, for it had served a grue-
some purpose, which was to catch the bodies of sacrificial victims
hurled from the killing stone in front of Huitzilopochtli’s shrine, one
of two shrines that adorned the flat summit. Bouncing and skidding
down the bloody steps of the man-made mountain, the bodies landed
on the Coyolxauhqui stone in the chaotic poses of death.

Driven by fear of the gods, particularly Huitzilopochtli, the
Aztecs performed human sacrifice on a scale unknown either before
or since in history. The conquistador Bernal Diaz del Castillo was an
eyewitness to this bloodletting and wrote vividly of the fate of some
of his friends, whom the Aztecs had captured during the climactic
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Still lying where it was found in 1978 at
the foot of the Great Temple in Mexico
City, the stone bearing a relief of the dis-
membered body of the goddess Coyolxaub-
qui is protected by temporary metal scaf-
Sfolding. It was subsequently moved to

the Museum of the Great Temple and
today is regarded as one of Mexico’s
greatest archaeological treasures.




battle berween the Indians and the Spaniards for control of the city
in the spring of 1521. From the place to which Diaz had been forced
to retreat, he could see the temple. At the terrifving sound of the
Huitzilopochtli shrine drum, which was accompanied by the blare of
conchs, horns, and trumpetlike instruments, Diaz glanced toward the
Great Temple and saw that some of his comrades, who had been
captured by the Aztecs, were being dragged to the top to be sacri-
ficed. When the Indians had gotten them “to a small square where
their accursed idols are kept,” recounted Diaz in the breathless style
of someone who has beheld horror and never been able to forget it,
“we saw them place plumes on the head of many of our men and with
things like fans in their hands they forced them to dance before
Huitzilopochtli, and after they had danced they placed them on their
backs on some rather narrow stones which had been prepared as
places for sacrifice, and with stone knives they sawed open their
chests and drew out their palpitating hearts and oftered them to the
idols that were there, and they kicked the bodies down the steps, and
Indian butchers who were waiting below cut off the arms and feet
and flaved the skin off the faces, and prepared it afterward like glove
leather with the beards on, and kept those for the festivals when they
celebrated drunken orgies, and the flesh they ate with chilies.”

The butchery that was so incomprehensible to Diaz and his
fellow Spaniards would, of course, have recalled to those who carried
it out the ritual dismemberment of the goddess and the triumph of
the fierce and vengeful Huitzilopochtli, deity not just of the sun but
of war and warriors—the presiding genius of the Aztec people.

If ever there was a people dedicated to martial prowess, it was the
warring Aztecs. Nothing was more honorable in their eves than a
manly death in combat, or as a captive oftered up to the gods on the
sacrificial stone. Warriors who died in battle or as human sacrifices
and women who perished in childbirth were deemed worthy of an
afterlife; almost all others, regardless of status and rank, wandered for
four vears through the underworld until thev reached its lowest level,
which the Aztecs called the Land of the Dead, or “our common
home,” presented their gifts to the Lord of Death, and then disap-
peared into the shadows. Aztec orators praised, in particular, the
glorious end of men on the battlefield. Indeed, the records tell of one
thanking his creator for allowing him “to see these many deaths of
my brothers and nephews.” Their poets sang of such a passing. One
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wrote: “There is nothing like death in war, nothing like the flowery
death so precious to him who gives life. Far oft I see it: My heart
yearns for it!” Another spoke lyrically of the battlefield: “Where the
burning, divine liquor is poured out, where the divine eagles are
blackened with smoke, where the jaguars roar, where gems and rich
jewels are scattered, where feathers wave like spume, there, where the
warriors tear each other and noble princes are smashed to pieces.”

The Aztecs even viewed birth as a battleground, full of pain
and blood. When a baby boy came into the world, the midwife held
onto him, as though he were her captive, and let out war cries. She
then exhorted the child to heed her words. “Thy home is not here,”
she intoned, “for thou art an eagle or a jaguar®—a lone predator.
“Here 1s only the place of thy nest,” she told the infant. “War is thy
task. Thou shalt give drink, nourishment, food to the sun.” She was
referring, of course, to blood. The battlefield was viewed as a sacred
place, and the midwife went on to speak of the honor of dying on it

34

Superimposed over excavations of the l
Great Temple, this outline of the pyra- |
mid sugyests its appearance when Cortés |
arrived at Tenochtitlan in 1519. The

shrine on the right honoved the rain god, il
Tlaloc, the one on the left Huitzilo-

pochtli, the Aztecs’ patron deity.
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as a warrior or as a captive on the sacrificial stone: “Perhaps thou wilt
merit death by the obsidian knife.” Poets elaborated on the nobility
of such a death. “May his heart not falter,” goes one incantation to
a god on behalf of a warrior. “May he desire, may he long for the
flowery death by the obsidian knife. May he savor the scent, savor the
treshness, savor the sweetness of the darkness.” Little boys destined
to be warriors were presented with mimature shields and arrows
svmbolizing the goal of their future existence; their umbilical cords
and the weapons they had been given were entrusted to warriors for
ceremonial burial on a battlefield.

Partofthe reason for this military emphasis was religious. The
sun’s struggle with the moon and the stars had to be resumed each
night, and if Huitzilopochtli were to lose the battle, life would come
to an end in a shroud of darkness. His strength had to be constantly
replenished, and to Aztec eyes the surest nourishment lay in human
blood, which they referred to as “most precious water.” So there was
a constant demand for sacrificial victims. Scholars vary in their tallies
of the number of people the Aztecs killed every vear, but perhaps as
many as 20,000 were sacrificed throughout the empire.

Thcre were other reasons for the
cultivation of warfare. Like its
exact historical contemporary, Renaissance Italy, Mexico in the time
of the Aztecs was a land of city-states. Dozens of small urban centers,
each one controlling an area of surrounding land large enough to feed
its own population, vied for power. The one that could strike terror
in the hearts of all the others would dominate and rule—and exact the
greatest tribute. Another condition that fostered warfare, curiously
enough, was the unusual agricultural fertility of the Valley of Mexico,
whose nutritional riches had been further boosted through the use of
chinampas, small garden plots anchored in lakes, spread with woven
twigs on which was piled fertile muck brought up from the bottom.
The result was that comparatively little labor was needed to produce
enough food to live on. One modern estimate suggests that a family
could have supported itself through the vear on the fruits of only
about seven weeks’ work. Part of the resulting crop surplus went to
feed the cities in the form of tribute; but a labor surplus remained,
leaving men able to pursue militaristic ambitions. One effect was to
produce a hierarchical social structure, in which different groups of
people emerged, such as warrior and priestly classes.




In a worl s, there wich to be gained,
as the Aztecs w efining the art of warfare. Aztec

-onquest, and archaeological evi-
logy in Mesoamerica did not run to
elaborate sieg other complex machinery of war. Success
or failure on the ld depended instead on the efficient training
of individual warriors. Under the circumstances, the victorious na-
tion was likely to be the one that excelled in two fields: the organi-
zation of its fighting force and the morale of its warriors. The Aztecs’
entire culture was effectively structured to maximize both of these.

The process began at the highest level. The Aztec throne did
not automatically pass to the eldest son; instead an clement of
selection was involved. A council of warriors, priests, and various
officials chose the future monarch from within the ranks of the
royal family; military leadership and priestly aptitude were per-
haps the most important of the criteria involved in the choice.

Soon after ascending the throne, the new ruler was
expected to lead his troops on a campaign of conquest. The
success of this initial expedition was a vital test of his mettle.
When one new ruler, Tizoc, came back with only 40 captives
after losing 300 men, he was branded a failure and his rep-
utation never recovered. His reign lasted only five vears. Ac-

codices, Spanish
dence show tha

APPEASING AN APPETITE
FOR HEARTS AND BLOOD

The Aztecs believed that in cre-
ating the world, their gods gave
their hearts and blood to the
sun, and that as the gods’ bene-
ficiaries, they must make a simi-
lar sacrifice to keep the universe
in perfect balance. Although
most of their deities required
regular sacrifice, the one who
needed the most nourishment
was their patron, the war pod
Huitzilopochtli. It was thought
that without his daily fortifica-

tion of human hearts and blood.

he would lack the strength to
do bartle with the forces of
night—and would fail to rise as
the sun the next moming.

The codex illustration at left
depicts the standard rite ar the
Great Temple at Tenochtitlan,
with a priest cutting out the
heart of a captive, whose blood
spills down the stairs. The heart
rises heavenward here: in reali-
ty it would have been deposited
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in a special recepracle, such
as the immense stone jaguar

pictured above.

Jut the heart was not the

only organ to receive ritual

treatment. Xipe Totec, a god
associated with springtime, de-
manded human sacrifice 1n an

annual rite of renewal.

After prisoners perished “ -

during a mock bartle
ceremony, their bodies
were flayed, and peni-
tents wore the skins for
20 days. The figure at
right shows Xipe Totec in
the gruesome garb.
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cording to one chronicler, “Members of his court, angered by his
weakness and lack of desire to bring glory to the Aztec nation, helped
him to die with something they gave him to eat.”

In view of his dismal military reputation, it is ironic that this
ruler is now best remembered as the dedicatee of the triumphal Stone
of Tizoc, a massive circular monument eight and a half feet across by
three feet high that is today a treasure of the National Museum of
Anthropology in Mexico City. Although carvings depicting Aztec
triumphs decorate the rim, onl\ one can be linked to Tizoc’s known
campaigns, and scholars now think tha the relicfs celebrate the em-
pire he inherited rather than just his own sparse victories. (A similar
stone, apparently depicting the exploits of a far more successful mon-
arch, Motecuhzoma I, was unearthed from the garden of the Arch-
bishop’s Palace in Mexico City in 1988.)

Bchind the Aztec emphasis on
martial triumph lay a compel-
ling logic. Interestingly, the Aztecs made little attempt to subjugate
the peoples they conquered. No chain of fortresses kept the defeated
nations under the yoke; even permanent military garrisons seem to
have been rare. Instead, the conquerors depended on intimidation
for the continued submission of the other city-states of the region:
The fear of retaliatory action was what kcpt the tribute flowing. Any
hint that Aztec armies were no longer invincible could therefore
spark deflance and insurrection—a fact the Spanish conquistadors
were to capitalize on when hostile Indian groups allied
with them to help accomplish the Aztecs’ overthrow.
Until that final, unforeseeable cataclysm,
however, the Aztec war machine was about as ef-
fective a weapon as, in the existing state of tech-
nology, it could have been. All the energies of the
state were directed to encouraging martial prowess.
" From the age of 20, every able-bodied male was
liable to be drafted for the campaigns that were
a regular part of the Aztec year, usually start-
ing in the late autumn, after the harvest had
been completed and the summer rains had
come to an end. In addition, there was also

a professional military class, drawn from
both the nobility and the commoners who




had proved their ¢ full-time fighters had no other
commitments burty s were supported by the state largely
from the supply © led by conquered cities.

All bovs rec nc military training. At the age of about
10, their hair was shorn but for a lock on the nape of the neck as a
preliminary initiarion into the sacred ranks of the warrior. When they

turned 15 they received weapons training, meeting every evening  The Stone of Tizoc, carved during that
. i . o N ~ unsuccessful ruler’s fiveyear reign and
with veterans who regaled them with tales of war and taught them the measwving eight and o balf fect in diam-
requisite dances and chants. They were also given tasks designed to eter, illustrates a series of military cam-
toughen them, such as carrying logs from far-distant forests to the =~ 2#4% i only one of which Tizoc ”"f”‘_”f
) . participated. At the center of the sun-disk
temples, where these were fed to the eternal fires kept burning there. I e el
Each boy had to retain his telltale tuft of hair until he had  hearts from human sacrifices.
participated in the capture of a prisoner. His first experience on the
battlefield was limited to carrying a warrior’s shield and ob-
serving the action, but his second required that he par-
ticipate, with as many as five of his fellow novices, in
taking alive a foe. The captive was then taken to
those men in charge of sacrifice, who killed
him. The body was divided up among the
boys for their ritualistic consumption:
The right thigh and torso went to the
youngster who had behaved most hero-
ically; the left thigh went to the second
bravest youth; the right upper arm to the
third—and so on until no part was left.
Having proved himself, the new
warrior had his lock cut off and let his hair
grow to cover his right ear. But now he
was on his own. No longer could he count
on the assistance of his friends, nor could
he give any help to them in their next bat-
tle, even when he saw that a companion
was in trouble—if he were to go to his aid,
he ran the risk of being accused of trying to
steal the other’s potential captive. And he
was strictly enjoined not to take pity on a
friend who had failed to capture a prisoner
during a battle; giving him one of his own
would be cheating punishable by death.
The goal of such conflict was to try to engage




a foe whose status equaled or exceeded the fighter’s own and to
subdue him without inflicting too much injury. Mutilated prisoners
did not make fit subjects for sacritice. For each man he took alive, the
aspiring warrior received special mantles, and thus his military record
became visible for all to see at any time. Those young men who failed
to distinguish themselves on the battleficld by seizing captives risked
being subjected to ridicule and reduced to living a humble life.

The principle of public recompense was further extended
once a warrior had four or more captives to his name. He then
became an honored soldier with the right to his share of the tribute
from vassal states and might even qualify for a seat on the war council,
which advised the ruler on military matters. In addition, the warrior
was eligible to assume senior responsibilities in civil life, such as
administering the schools where the children of commoners were
trained. Elaborate laws decreed the exact dress and regalia to which
his military exploits entitled him. Indeed, under the advice of Tla-
caelel, a general who served as a kind of grand vizier to three 15th-
century monarchs, such a hero became the recipient of only the finest
jewels and the best cloaks and shields. To preserve the exclusivity of
these awards, no one could buy them in the marketplace.

In further recognition of his accomplishments, the seasoned
warrior, especially if he were a nobleman, might be summoned to
join one of the elite societies of professional fighting men that helped
make the Aztec armies so formidable in the field. The aristocratic
Order of the Eagle and the Jaguar Knights had supreme standing.
The titles the knights bore were proud ones, calling to mind the
supreme air and land predators of the Mesoamerican natural world.
The Aztecs considered the eagle “fearless,” a “brave, daring” bird, a
“wing beater, a screamer” that could “gaze into, face, the sun,” qual-
ities to emulate. They saw the jaguar as “cautious, wise, proud,” a
powerful animal that deflected a hunter’s arrows before stirring,
stretching, and then springing upon its artacker.

Young nobles who had distinguished themselves on the bat-
tlefield received enhanced military training, particularly in the use of
the Aztec wooden, obsidian-edged sword, a weapon that functioned
primarily as a club. Their privileges included the right to keep con-
cubines and to dine in the roval palace. Moreover, each order had its
own house in the palace, where the war council met to discuss mil-
itarv matters in the presence of the ruler. The so-called Hall of the
Eagle Knights—discovered as the temple was being excavated—
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One way to assure the Aztecs
bloodthirsty gods a steady
stream of living sacrifices was to
capture them on the bartlefield.
Warrioss who brought them
home were showered with gifts
and honors, among which were
the fine capes and headdresses
seen here in illustrations from
various codices. Such raiment
was intended not merely to
adorn the warrior bur also to
proclaim his rank—which was
determined primarily by the
number of men seized in battle.
When a soldier took his first
captive, the ruler awarded
him a cloak decorated with a
scorpion or a flower design,
along with various uther gar-
ments. The fighter who rook his
second prisoner received a man-
tle trimmed in red. And in rec-
ognition of his having taken a
third caprive, he was entitled to
' [ Sl

wear a lavishly worked cloak
called an ebebeailacatzcozcatl—
meaning “wind-twisted jewel.”
With four captives to his credir,
he advanced into the upper ech-
clon of the military classes and
could wear his hair in their dis-
tinctive style. He also receved
new weapons, special insignia,
and additional garments and
ceremonial gear.

When he became recog-
mized as a tequibual, or veteran
warrior, he could join the ranks
of the elite Eagle and Jaguar
Knights (overleaf) and wear
their distinctive uniforms. In
time, he might rise ro the rank
of general or serve as an adviser
in the ruler’s councils. But
in climbing the ranks, he also
put himself ar increasing risk:
The accouterments of success
made him a conspicuous rarget
on the bartlefield.

o w Ly
ouy

Depending on the number of enemy
soldiers they captured, the warriors
shown here with their captives could
dress in ever more rvesplendent finery.

Ins battle, warriors shed their awk-
ward robes in favor of tighter-fitting
garb but kept the headdresses and in-
signia that announced thesr status.
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This feathered cevemomial
shield, sporting a fierce
coyote, would have been
awarded to a warrior who

performed well in bartle.

warriors, seen
below, earned distinctive
office or rank, which was
marked by their special
dress. The one at far left
was known as an honored
cuauhnochtecuhtdi, o

eagle prickly-pear lovd.
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an

Eagle ora Jaguar Knight came

1o serve the god of the sun,

~ Tonatiuh. These two clite soci-
¢ties—with no apparent con-
ceptual differences between
them—admirted both nobles
and commoners. The nobles,
whose titles were hereditary, far
outnumbered the others, how-
ever, because they were given

better opportunities to distin-

guish themselves in battle.
After initiation into the
corps, Eagles and Jaguars en-
joved many privileges. As in the
case of other warriors of high
standing, they were exempt
from taxaton and tribute. In
addition, they could keep con-
cubines, cat human flesh, drink
octls, which was alcoholic, in
public, and dine in the royal
palace. The rare warrior who
rose to knighthood from hum-

ble origins received land as well;
and his children ¢could inherit
his noble status, although such
a family was denied other privi-
leges available to blue bloods.
Gathering at the cuaubealls,
their quarters in the palace at
Tenochtitlan, Eagles and Jag-
uars hosted war councils with
the ruler and his officers. There
they also convened for worship
of Tonatiuh and for business, as
well as for pleasure—in the
form of cannibalistic feasts.

Shown actual size, this flint knife,
with mosaic handle in the shape of

an Eagle warrior, was probably ‘
used in sun-god worship ceremonies.
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In the inner sanctum at the Temple
of Malinalco, outside the capital,
new Eagle and Jaguar warviors prob-
ably underwent the sacred initiation
rites of their oxders. Heve a low plat-
[form curves avound an eagle effigy.

A codex drawing illustrates the battle
reqalia of the Knights of the Sun—
an Eagle warrior dressed in an cagle-
headed belmet and feathers (Icft) and
a Jaguar wearing the animal’s skin.




COMPIISES aN ENtranc: ccted by a cornidor to a courtyard

with two adjoining c:ixa | hie rooms are turnished with benches
decorated with carved sclicss of soldiers and serpents. In one of the
inner chambers, t- : ions converge on the carved i image ofa

zacatapayolli—a bail of plaited grass into which bloodied spines from
the maguey piax:c. rraditic onally used for self-laceration, have been
inserted as an offering. Two enigmatic ceramic skeletal figures were
found flanking the entrance to one of the chambers.

Arrayed for battle, these elite warriors wore cagle or jaguar
costumes. Archacologists have unearthed sculptures that suggest the
fearsome appearance the Eagle and Jaguar Knights must have pre-
sented. A 30-inch-high stone statue now in Mexico City’s National
Museum of Anthropology shows a squatting figure, his head emerg-
ing from a jaguar’s gaping maw. Even more extraordinary are two
life-size images of Eagle Knights, executed in fired clay, discovered
on either side of another entryway to the rooms of the order. The
warriors’ faces peer out from open beaks; their arms are encased in
feathered sleeves that flare out like wings, almost as though the men
were about to take off. The presence of the Eagle Knight figures in
the temple has led scholars to assume that the complex was used for
some of the order’s ceremonies. Given the proximity of the Great
Temple to the royal palace, it is likely that the ruler himself might
have come here to sit in council with his leading warriors.

Among the other prestigious orders were the otontin—named
after a tribe admired for its fierceness—and the cuabchicqueh, or
“shorn ones.” The cuahchicqueh sported a single lock of hair over
one ear braided with red ribbon and painted their bare pates red and
blue. The otontin also wore a lock, but they tied theirs close to their
otherwise shaven heads so that it would wave above them in battle.
Members rose through the ranks in reward for their combative skill.
The cuahchicqueh in particular were noted for their valor; they
fought in pairs and were sworn not to take a single step backward on
the battlefield or ever to retreat, despite the odds. If one fell dead or
wounded, the other had to fight on alone. They formed the shock
troops that won many famous victories.

Behind them the common soldiers were organized in bands of
20 that were in turn grouped into larger companies of either 200 or
400 men. Each urban district of Tenochtitlan provided a number of
such companies, each one commanded by an officer chosen from the
ranks of those who had taken four or more captives. The companies
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were themselves arranged in regiments linked to the four quarters of
the capital. The forces from Tenochtitlan were bolstered by addi-
tional troops provided by two other city-states in response to a triple
alliance that their rulers had set up for economic and military reasons.
Mercenaries were also sometimes used, among them aggressive
northern hunters who served as bowmen.

The Aztec army was a splendid
and terrifying sight as it pre-
pared for battle. In keeping with the ceremonial nature of Mesoamer-
ican warfare, the troops dressed for display as well as for effective
fighting. Although little in the way of Aztec arms and armor has
survived, the codices and Spanish sources have good descriptions of
the panoply of war. The basic protective garment, available mostly to
proven warriors and members of the military orders, was an armor of
quilted, brine-saturated cotton, about two fingers thick. It proved so
effective against arrows that the Spanish conquistadors learned to
prefer it to their own chain mail. Over this the soldiers wore feathered
tunics decorated with skirtlike hanging borders of feathers, or else
body-encasing jumpsuits of heavy cloth. These were also often cov-
ered in multicolored feathers, sometimes cleverly sewn to resemble
animal pelts or the features of gods or demons. Nobles and leading
warriors occasionally wore helmets that mimicked the heads of beasts
of prey. Virtually all combatants carried round shields, usually made
of cane or flame-hardened wood reinforced with leather and faced
with feather ornamentation.

In addition, ofticers carried standards strapped tightly to their
backs by means of shoulder harnesses. Besides advertising the rank of
their wearer, these towering basketwork emblems, often splendidly
decorated with featherwork, gems, silver, or gold, served a vital
communications function. In the din of battle they enabled com-
manders to locate individual companies and also served as rallying
points for the soldiers within each unit. Their very visibility was to
make the standard-bearers tempting targets for the Spaniards; not
the least of the reasons for the conquistadors’ supremacy in battle
against the Aztecs was to be the relative ease with which they could
dismantle the enemy’s system of communications.

The offensive weapons the warriors carried included bows up
to five feet long, firing arrows tipped with sharpened flint or chipped
obsidian. They wielded slings made from the fiber of the maguey




that hurled spe¢

shaped stones 30 r more and could stun a man, if not kill This richly carved and gilded spear-
. : ~ hrower, known as an atlatl, probabl
nd heir tips fire-hardened, were flung from atlatis o > x s prooary
him. Wooden darts, their Sk s fire h_qrd"ntd‘ wetg g L served a cevemonial, rather than func- \
hooked spear-throwers whose use increased the force of the projec- tional, purpose. In warfare, atlatls en-
tile by more than 50 percent. Lances longer than the soldiers who abled warriors to hurl darts with enough \

Soree to pierce some types of armor.
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used them were edged with blades of obsidian sharp enough to
shave with. There were clubs with heads of wood or 7 ,
stone. Most formidable of all, however, were the clubs ; :
made of wood but armed with glass-sharp obsidian
chips inserted into grooves along their cutting
edges and fixed in place with turtle-dung glue.
Some were designed for two-handed use; the
Spamiards said of them that they could strike the
head oft a horse at a single blow.

Notall of these weapons had equal status. Bows were
associated with the hunting tribes to the north, barbarians in
Aztec eyes, and so they were the arms of the lower orders. By
way of contrast, the nobility, trained from their youth in the
use of heavy weapons, wielded the great clubs and halberdlike
spears that proved so formidable in hand-to-hand combat. As
a result, they probably suffered fewer battlefield casualties
than the commoners and took more prisoners, thereby rein-
forcing their position at the top of the social tree.

The battles these warriors fought were for the most part
ferocious and confused melees in which there was plenty of s
room for individuals to make their mark. In their heroismand ZF ¥
intensity they must have resembled the conflicts of Homer’s  4&0a70 7\ T
Greece more than the armored clashes of the Europe of "/ . o
their day. Typically, combat would begin with a fusillade /- y
ofarrows and stones. The troops, stretched out in a long
line, would then close, hurling javelins from their atlatls
as they approached the enemy lines. With the hardened
veterans of the military orders in the Aztec vanguard, the
front lines of the opposing armies would clash, and
hand-to-hand fighting would ensue. These tactics en-
couraged frontal fighting and explain the popularity of
long thrusting weapons.

One of the oddest features of the battles to the
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An ornate helmet, worn probably by an
aristocrat in ritual ceremonics, preserves
only portions of the turquoise, mother-
of-pearl, malachite, and pink shell mosaic
that once covered it entirely.

eves of Europeans was that little
emphasis was put on annihilating
the enemy. Killing a man on the bat-
tlefield served no purpose, for a wound- o

ed or maimed captive would be unfit for temple sacrifice. Rather than
use the sharp side of his club on the victim, the warrior would
probably have struck him with its flat side to stun him. More likely,
he would have tried to weaken and exhaust his adversary so that he
would falter and faint, as related in the Florentine Codex, and throw
“himself down as if dead, as if he wished that breath mightend.” Thus
could the foe be seized intact for subsequent sacrifice.

Tactics were not unknown to Mesoamerican armies. The im-
portance of flanking was appreciated, and here the length of the Aztec
line—for, as the imperial masters, they normally managed to field
more men than their opponents—proved more than helpful. In ad-
dition, the Azrecs successfully employed the age-old stratagem of the
feigned retreat. One account describes how soldiers of the otontin
and cuahchicqueh orders were instructed before a battle to prepare
an ambush. “All these soldiers were ordered to lie down upon the
earth with their shields and clubs in their hands, about 2,000 men
tfrom all the provinces. They were then covered with grass until not
aman could be seen.” When the opposing army appeared, the Aztecs
remained still. “They ran to the place where the great warriors waited
in ambush. When the enemy had entered the trap, the men concealed
by the grass stood up and annthilated them. Not one escaped; all were
killed or taken prisoner. Even the youths took many captives.”

After a victory—and the Aztecs lost few battles in the course
of building their empire—the winners rarely sought to destroy the
opposition. The losing city-state would be oftered terms. If its leaders
proved obdurate, the victors might enter their city and fire the main
temple: A glvph depicting a burning temple was the Aztec symbol for
victory. Such an act was a devastating blow to a city’s pride; it implied
that the local god had been overcome. But it also had vital practical
significance. The temple was usually a town’s most heavily fortified
site and also the seat of the principal armory, so its destruction meant
the end of eftective resistance. Even so, the conquering troops rarely
went on to devastate the civilian districts—a policy that would not
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have served Aztec interests. ac it would have reduced the amount of

tribute the losers could pav. Suiiarly, the conguerors were normally
content to leave the existing roval se in place, 50 long as its leader
agreed to fulfill his people’s obiigations to the victor.

The goal of military action was to force defeated nations to
accept Aztec hegemony and to pay tribute. By 1519, some 370 towns
had come to such an arrangement, and the amount of goods that
arrived annually in Tenochtitlan was staggering. It included an esti-
mated 7,000 tons of corn, 4,000 tons of beans, and two million
cotton cloaks, along with smaller numbers of war costumes, shields,
and feather headdresses. The arrival of such tribute was a wonder to
behold, reported the Spanish chronicler Durdn. In addition to basic
commodities, there might be live birds, including green, red, and
blue parrots, snarling jaguars and wildcats, “great and small snakes,
some poisonous, others not, some fierce, others harmless; toasted
locusts, winged ants, large cicadas and little ones,” and a wide range
of gourds, “some carved, some gilded and painted,” with one flat type
used “in the same way that we use silver trays or large plates to carry
the food to the table or to give water for the hands.”

Of the luxury products unobtainable in the Valley of Mexico,
many that came as tribute to the Aztec capital have been unearthed
in the course of the excavation of the Great Temple and are now on
display in the on-site museum. Among them are greenstone carvings
from the southern region of Guerrero, vast quantities of shells and
coral from the coastal states, obsidian from the state of Hidalgo, and
alabaster goods from the state of Puebla, in central Mexico.

The Aztec system of enforcing voluntary submission on the
neighboring fiefdoms has left fewer monuments for archaeologists to
investigate than if chains of fortresses had marked the triumphant
passage of the nation’s armies. One recovered site, however, still
retains something of the brooding splendor of the empire’s latter
days. The ruins of Malinalco stand on a hillside about 70 miles
southwest of Mexico City, in a region that had only recently been
conquered when the Aztecs decided to build there at the turn of the
16th century. The complex they constructed seems to have served
both as a ritual and an administrative center, and the exact reasons the
Aztecs chose to erect it are unclear. But Malinalco lay close to the
border of their empire, with the undefeated and hostile land of
Michoacan not far beyond. Whatever its exact function, the place was
in part a frontier outpost.
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An air of mystery surrounds the complex’s best-preserved
building, a small, circular temple whose entrance is in the form of a
gaping serpent’s mouth. In the center of the cool, dark interior, a
carved stone eagle, its wings outstretched, faces the doorway. A stone
bench running around the back of the chamber is decorated with an
cagle-and-jaguar motif. In the center a jaguar skin is carved, its head
and paws rising from the seat rim.

The building was probably intended to commemorate Aztec
military prowess, but there may also have been a deeper symbolism
at work. The Malinalco area was associated in Mexican minds with
the goddess Malinalxochitl, a sinister deity sometimes confused with
the rebellious Coyolxauhqui. Like Coyolxauhqui, Malinalxochitl was
a disruptive force, an evil sorceress who, in the days of the Aztecs’
carly wanderings, supposedly commanded a faction of the people.
On Huitzilopochtli’s orders, the rest of the people abandoned her
and her followers overnight, whereupon she founded the town of
Malinalco. The 16th-century chronicler who related the story went
on to comment that “the people of Malinalco to this day have the
reputation of being sorcerers, and it is said that they inherited this gift
from the woman who founded the city.”

The gods of the Malinalco area were earth deities believed to
live in caves. Perhaps that is why, in such a dangerous and supernat-
ural frontier region, the Aztecs apparently chose to symbolize their
final victory over the dissident followers of Malinalxochitl by carving
acave of their own and filling it with all the symbolism of the empire’s
military might. As the jaguar seat was the special preserve of the Aztec
ruler, it may even be that occasionally he came in person to sit in
council in the dark temple, symbolically watching over the conquered
lands from his eagle’s aerie on the high mountainside.

There was, of course, little benevolence in the Aztec attitude
to conquest, even if they practiced limited rather than rotal warfare.
The eagerness with which neighboring city-states rallied to Cortés
against the imperial forces shows plainly enough that they were
hated. And no allies proved more loyal or helpful to the Spaniards
than the Tlaxcalans, an unconquered people who for almost a century
had been confronting the Aztecs in the most ritualized of all Mes-
oamerican military conflicts, the Flower Wars.

Dating to the earliest years of Aztec power, these stylized
combats were fought by strictly observed rules. A battleground was
chosen somewhere on the borders between the two combatant states,
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the clash to begin. A large pyre of

rween the two armies signaled the

f the fighting was different from

lade of arrows, stones, and spears that

began other co s absent, for the point of the exercise was to
demonstrate prowess in hand-to-hand combat.

The purpose of the Flower Wars seems to have been three-
fold. First—though this motive was never publicly acknowledged—
they were a potent reminder of Aztec military might, discouraging
potentially threatening neighbors from any more menacing demon-
stration of military enterprise. Second, they furnished an opportunity
for combat training. Finally and perhaps most important, they pro-
vided a steady supply of prisoners of war to feed the Aztecs’ unceasing
need for sacrificial victims.

Human sacrifice had a part in most Mesoamerican cultures,
but on nothing like the scale it was to assume under the Aztecs, for
whom it drew its importance from the mystical significance arttrib-
uted by them to blood, the vital fluid that
kept the world running. Aztec creation
myths were numerous and various, and of-
ten contradictory, but they all featured the
deities’ insatiable appetite for blood. One
myth told how the sun had been created by
a divine act of sacrifice. As the gods gath-
cred in the primordial twilight, a mal-
formed and diseased dwarf threw himself
into an enormous brazier and rose from
the coals transformed into the sun. For
want of blood, however, the solar disk
could not at first move through the sky. It
was only after the other gods in turn had
immolated themselves that the sun started
on its daily course through the heavens;
their deaths gave it life. From that time on,
blood was needed to keep it on its course.

The blood of beasts was acceptable
to the gods, and quails were sacrificed dai-
ly. In the temples, the day began with the
beheading of the birds to salute the rising

and a day was f
paper and incens.
onset of hostilit
other battles.

WARRIORS’
CLIFESIDE
RETREAT

Hidden in the mountains some
80 miles southwest of Tenochti-
tlan at a place called Malinalco
(right), seven Aztec structures
escaped destruction at the hands
of 16th-century Spanish con-
quistadors. Hewn mostly from
the living rock, though some
were fronted with masonry, the
structures apparently served the
needs of two elite military cults,
the Eagle and the Jaguar
Knights. The most elaborate
edifice, carved with eagle and
jaguar motifs, can be seen
with its restored conical
thatched roof near the bot-
tom of the aerial photo-
graph. The building may
have functioned both as a
ceremonial center and as a
secret setting for meetings
of high-level Aztec leaders.
Some of the sacred
stone sculptures resemble
the Eagle Knightin a
beaked helmet shown
floating above the site.
Only one of the wooden
relics survives—a large
cylindrical drum (left). Mi-
raculously, it turned up
intact in a nearby village,
where the inhabitants had
preserved it as evidence of
their ancestors’ once-
glorious culture.







sun. The practice cont
through the daylig!
dreds of quails died every aay,
necks wrung and heads torn off.
Dogs, too, were sacrificed, at
the winter solstice.

Humans were expected
to offer their own blood. Few es-
caped this painful obligation;
even babies had their ears pricked
so that they might bleed. The ruler
himself had to lacerate his flesh in the
course of the coronation ceremony. In
so doing he demonstrated an ability to
endure pain that was expected of all Az-
tec males; the stoical indifference to suf-
fering thus demonstrated was one gauge of
a youth’s suitability for advancement. The
normal instrument of bloodletting was a
maguey spine. The penitent would prick the
upper ear, tongue, penis, or some other fleshy
part of the body, then stick the bloody spike into a
ball of plaited grass or place it on a bed of leaves.

The most diligent performers of self-laceration,
however, were the priests. Besides the maguey-spine rit-
ual, they would sometimes use obsidian blades to slice their
carlobes or the foreskins of their penises; or they might
pierce their flesh with obsidian skewers so they could insert
straws to collect the blood. Apparently straws and thorns were
also passed through holes in the tongue; some priests are said to
have practiced this form of self-injury so energetically that they ) ,
developed speech impediments. These seemingly masochistic exer- érjugmr skl sovtir e K

A J eat Temple, clutches a jade ball be-
cises were thought to be beneficial for both the individual and the  sween its recth. With the ball serving
state, for the Aztecs conceived of a contractual relationship between symbolically as the animal’s heart, the

c : . . . predator was thus assured an afterlife.
men and gods; if sufficient offerings were made to them, the deities
in return would provide rain, good harvests, and military success.

Yet self-laceration and animal sacrifice were not a sufficiently
high price in themselves to ensure divine favor. Human sacrifice grew
increasingly significant as the empire expanded. If any one man’s
hand can be seen behind the great upsurge in numbers killed, it seems
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to have been that of Tlacaelel, the adviser to three rulers of Te-
nochtitlan. In authority at a time when Aztec power was on the rise,
he seems to have deliberately fostered the cult of Huitzilopochtli,
with its attendant rites of sacrifice, as an imperialist creed and as a
prop to encourage Aztec militarism. “In addition to being bold and
cunning in the trickery of war,” the Spanish chronicler Durdn re-
ported, he “also invented devilish, cruel, and frightful sacrifices.”

According to Durdn, Tlacaclel oversaw one monstrous sacri-
fice where the victims were so numerous that the Spaniard feared
being called a liar for describing it, but, as he assured his readers, he
had the information from reliable Aztec sources. “Before dawn the
prisoners who were to be sacrificed were brought out and lined up
in four files,” he reported. “One extended from the foot of the steps
to the pyramid all along the causeway that goes to Coyoacan and
Xochimilco; it was almost one league in length. Another extended
along the causeway of Guadalupe, and it was as long the first. The
third went along the causeway of Tlacopan, and the fourth toward
the east as far as the shore of the lagoon.” It took four days for all the
victims to be killed, and the streams of blood that ran down the
temple steps were so great “that when they reached bottom and
cooled they formed fat clots, enough to terrify one.”

There were many different forms of human sacrifice, each
associated with a given deity or one of the many festivals that punc-
tuated the Aztec year, and the victims could be slaves as well as
captured warriors. Without doubt the most common type of sacrifice
was that in which the victim was held down while his still-pumping
heart was cut out, but it was by no means the only method. Some
unfortunates were decapitated. Still others became living targets,
shot through with arrows or atlatl darts.

Perhaps the noblest form of human sacrifice was one that
involved gladiatorial combat, albeit of a lopsided kind. Known as the
Flaying of Men, it formed part of a ritual carried out in the spring,
the time of planting, and celebrated the rejuvenation of life. The
prisoners, seized on the battlefield and brought back to Tenochtitlan,
were carefully tended by their captors and treated almost as kinsmen,
as brethren in death, that they might honor the victors through the
dignity and bravery of their dying. Indeed, this relationship started
on the battlefield where, by tradition, the warrior was supposed to
say to his prisoner, “He 1s as my beloved son,” and the prisoner in
turn was to reply, “He 1s as my beloved father.”
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The rite of ti of Men took place over a two-day
period at the temple ¢ tic god Xipe Totec, known as the Flayed One
or the Flayer, whose connections with the east, a region considered
by the Aztecs to be a land of plenty, made him an appropriate deity

to please at this time of year. The ceremony called for the prisoners,
wearing paper loincloths, to be smeared all over with a chalky sub-
stance. Then their heads were covered with sticky latex, the juice of
the rubber tree, to which turkey feathers were attached; the milky-
colored latex was applied to their faces as well. On the first day of the
rite, only the lesser captives went to their deaths atop Xipe’s temple;
they were supposed to sprint up the steps, but many had to be
dragged to the sacrificial stone by the temple priests. After they had
their hearts cut out, their lifeless bodies were thrown down the steps
and flayed and butchered. One thigh of each was dispatched to the
ruler, while the victims’ captors got to keep the rest except for the
heads, which were used to decorate an enormous skull rack.

The warriors now summoned their kinsmen to their homes
for ritual cannibal feasts. Mindful that they themselves might wind
up one day on an enemy’s killing stone, they abjured their captives’
flesh, but urged their relatives to each eat a small piece with a handful
of uncooked corn kernels—a symbolic act calling to mind the earth’s |
bounty. With much wailing and weeping for the deaths that might :
one day befall their own sons, either on the battleground or
as sacrifices, the families partook of the flesh and corn. )

The next day, the more important prisoners LRSS AP
were sacrificed on the so-called gladiatorial stone at ¢ g -
the base of Xipe Totec’s pyramid. The captives had  ;
been prepared for the rite over a four-day period
during which, among other things, they were
obliged to fight in mock combat and submit to
a sham removal of their hearts—that organ be- _
ing represented by dried corn kernels. After 7
spending the eve of their deaths with their cap-
tors, who symbolically cut off their warlocks at
midnight, they were led to the temple. The high
priest, dressed as Xipe, came down the steps, fol-
lowed by his entourage.

A captive would be tethered to the waist-
high, circular stone, which was set on a raised platform.
Stripped to his loincloth, he was provided with mock
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Religious sacrifice took a variety of
forms in Aztec culture. The vemains
of dozens of small bodies found at the
Great Temple (above) are testimony to
the practice of sacrificing children, in
the belief that their tears brought
rain. At the opposite end of the spec-
trum, warriors ritually pricked them-
selves with maguey spines and bled
into a grass ball, sometimes placed in
a cuauhxicalli, or eagle vessel (left).

arms—four pine cudgels and a club rimmed with feathers in place of
the usual obsidian blades. With these imitation weapons he was
expected to defend himself against four of the mightiest Eagle and
Jaguar Knights, who were armed with real weapons. To ease his pain
he was given a drink of pulque, spiked, doubtless with a drug pre-
pared from morning-glory seeds, and then he was set upon by his
adversaries and their superior weapons.

As he fought his losing battle, he was subjected to what was
known as the striping, the slitting here and there of his skin, so that
his blood would seep from the tiny wounds. There was perhaps an
intended parallel here, the breaking of the skin suggesting the split-
ting open of seeds in the earth as they germinate. When at last the
poor captive collapsed, the high priest impersonating Xipe stepped
forward, cut out the heart, raised it up to the sun as an offering, and
then dipped a hollow cane into the pool of blood rising in the chest
cavity and held it up so that the sun might drink. He presented the
captor with the cane and a bowl of the blood with which the warrior
went about the city, reddening the mouths of the idols in the temples.

After making his rounds, the warrior returned to Xipe’s tem-
ple and rejoined the celebrants, who flaved and dismembered the
captives; they then lubricated their own naked bodies with grease and
slipped into the skin. Sometimes a warrior would pass the honor of
wearing a skin to a penitent. Trailing blood and grease, the grue-
somely clad men ran through the city, “thus terrifying those they
followed,” as Sahagun noted. They would chase youths so bold as to
try to pluck at the navels to get a little of the dead men’s skin under
their fingernails and would beat any they caught. Welcomed every-
where, they went from house to house. According to Sahagun, they
took seats spread with leaves, and “their hosts provided them with
necklaces formed of maize ears; they placed garlands of flowers upon
their shoulders; they placed crowns of flowers upon their heads.”

The second-day’s rite also included a cannibal feast for each
warrior’s family, and as on the day before, the slaver would hold back
from eating the flesh, saying aloud, “Shall I perchance eat my very
self?” During the 20-day period in which he wore the skin, he and
those around him had to endure the stench it gave oft. In the end, he
shed the crumbling, rotting suit, which was buried in a cave at the
foot of Xipe’s temple, then cleansed himself deeply, rubbing oft any
lingering grease with cornmeal. The ceremony over, the reborn
spring was joyously celebrated throughout the city.




Women were sa t a fall festival honoring the mother
goddesses of grov maize, the Aztec staple. They were
decapitated, their heads lopped oft like ears of corn as they danced in
imitation of the divinity. The idea of divine impersonation was taken

furthest in the case of the handsome youth chosen annually to rep-
resent Tezcatlipoca, archsorcerer and supreme god of the Aztec pan-
theon. For a vear the young man was honored as an incarnation of
the deity, walking about in the apparel associated with the god and
playing on the flute. One month before his death, he was provided
with four maidens representing goddesses to enjoy. When the ap-
pointed day arrived, he had to say farewell to them and climb the
steps of the temple alone, casting down and breaking a flute on each
step as he ascended. Then the waiting priests seized him and cut out
his heart. A new youth was immediately chosen to take his place for
the following year until his time too should come.

Children were oftered to Tlaloc, the god of rain and agricul-
tural fertility. The victims were bought from their parents; Aztec
records indicate that infants with two cowlicks of hair, born on days
considered propitious, were sought, and that the price paid was high.

Their fate was reported by Durdn.

Each spring “the entire nobility
of the land, kings
and princes, and

Known as the Tomb of Time, an altar
decorated with skulls and bones served as
the burial place of each passing century

in Tenochtitlan. Every 52 years a bundle
of 52 canes—the number of years in an
Aztec century—was thrust through the

opening on top in a symbolic interment.




In an illustration from the Floventine
Codex prepared by Friar Sahagtin, a sac-
rificial victim tearfully contemplates his
[fate before a priest cuts out his heart,
after which two Aztecs boil and consume
his body in an act of ritual cannibalism.

great lords, took a child of six or seven years and placed him within
an enclosed litter so that he would not be seen.” The procession
crossed Lake Tetzcoco and wended its way to the summit of Mount
Tlaloc, a peak near Tenochtitlan that the Mexicans associated with
clouds and rain. “If they go along crving,” an Aztec document pre-
served in another chronicle records, “if their tears keep flowing, if
their tears keep falling, 1t was said, indeed it will rain.” At Mount
Tlaloc the child was sacrificed by the priests to the wail of trumpets,
conch shells, and flutes, and its blood was used to bathe an image of
the god; if a drought persisted, additional children might be killed.
Little wonder that the memory of the ceremony was slow to die even
after the Spanish conquest.

Meanwhile, in Tenochtitlan itself, a little girl dressed in blue,
the color of water, waited in a second enclosed litter within the Great
Temple precinct. When news came through that the mountain sac-
rifice had been accomplished, she was carried to a canoe and paddled
to a given spot out on the lake. There her throat was slit, so that her
blood flowed into the water, and her body was cast into the lake.

The saddest discovery at the Great Temple was made in late
July 1980, on the northwest corner of the side of the pyramid ded-
icated to Tlaloc. Digging revealed a cache containing stone vessels
bearing Tlaloc’s effigy laid on top of the bones of 42 of his young
victims. Evidence from dental examination of the skulls suggested
that the children were between three and seven years of age at the
time of their deaths. Half showed some signs of disease, raising the
possibility that children in poor health may have formed a dispro-
portionate percentage of the victims; evidence from similar caches of
bones excavated at nearby Tlatelolco seems to confirm this finding.
Medical examination of the skeletons suggested that the children
died by having their throats cut rather than their hearts extracted. It
was not possible to determine whether they were boys or girls.

Just as sacrifices to Tlaloc involved water and tears, so those
to Xiuhtecuhutli, the fire god, featured burning. His partially
drugged victims were tossed into braziers and roasted on the coals.
Before they could expire, however, their blistered bodies were pulled
out by priests equipped with hooks, so the chests could be opened
and the hearts removed. Some were dispatched by drowning or
strangulation; others were crushed against a rock or locked up and
left to die miserably.

One of the strangest sacrificial rites was the merchants’ cus-
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tom of offering up slaves. A merchant would buy an

attractive slave, ma ho was skilled in the arts of singing
and dancing. I i build houses in which his purchase would
later be expected to dance. He would make lavish gifts to other

merchants and military men who had already sacrificed slaves of their
own, and would go on pilgrimage to the merchant headquarters of
Tochtepec, ncar Mexico’s east coast, to indicate his intention of
partaking in the slave-bathing ceremony. Returning to Tenochtitlan,
he would embark on a lavish round of entertaining at which the
chosen slave, who had been meanwhile well cared for, would per-
form, bedecked in fine clothes and ornaments.

The process culminated in an claborate set of rites whose
climax came when master and servant climbed the staircase of the
Great Temple together. At the top, the merchant handed the slave
over to the priests, who cut out his heart. The body was then returned
to the merchant, to be consumed by his relatives at a banquet. “Sep-
arately, in an olla, they cooked the grains of maize,” the chronicler
Sahagin reported. “They served his flesh on it. They placed only a
little on top of it. No chili did they add to it; they only sprinkled salt
on it. Indeed all the host’s kinsmen ate of it.” Thus merchants won
status and showed off their success.

The cannibalism that often followed Aztec sacrifice was gov-
erned by strict rules. Because sacrificial victims were thought to have
become divine, their limbs were consecrated and were, in the words
of a chronicler, “eaten with reverence, ritual, and fastidiousness—as
if it were something from heaven.” The torsos, however, were treated
with less respect, serving as meat for the wild animals in the royal zoo.

In many cases, sacrificial victims apparently went stoically to
their deaths, convinced a glorious afterlife with the gods awaited
them. There are accounts of warriors captured in battle insisting on
being sacrificed even when offered their freedom, though whether
the motive was religious credulity, the wish to display manly indif-
ference to unbearable pain, or the desire to escape the shame of defeat
1s impossible to tell.

In the end, the blood-hungry gods let the invincible Aztecs
down. More than five centuries after the last victim died atop the
Great Temple, the words of a poet ring achingly hollow: “Proud of
itself is the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan. Here no one fears to die in
war. That is our glory. Who could conquer Tenochtitlan? Who could
shake the foundation of heaven?”
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¢ shall conquer all the people in the uni-
‘ ;‘ ; verse,” hoasted Huitzilopochtli, patron god
of the Aztecs—or at least that is what the
Aztecs reported his having said to them. And that was
not his only prophecy: “I will make you lords and kings
of every place in the world.” In fulfillment of their
god-given destiny, the Aztees designated the center of
their power with the utmosr exactitude. At the inter-
section of the causeways leading to their island capital
of Tenochtitlan, they erected an imposing, four-tiered
pyramid that the Spaniards would call ef Templo Mayor,
or the Great Temple.

Like a spike through the fabric of existence, this
man-made mountain was seen as joining the everyday
terrestrial plane to the heavens above and the under-
world below. Fittingly, it was a fearsome place. At its
base crawled immense stone snakes. Within the struc-
ture lay dark chambers stutfed with religious otfer-
ings—figurines, stone masks, animal bones, seashells,
skulls. Two steep sets of stairs led up the western face to
the pair of shrines thar held the statues of Huirzilo-
pochtli, god of sun and war, and Tlaloc, god of water
and fertility. Here, to ensure that crops flourished and
tribute continued to flow from subject peoples, priests

THE TEMPLE OF DEATH
4

Ne
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carried out a regular round of sacrifical rites, tearing out
the hearts of male victims (above), most of whom were
caprives or slaves.

When the Spaniards seized Tenochtitlan, they
sought to erase every trace of the alien gods. They tore
down stones of the sacred mountain and used them to
build a cathedral; apparently they removed and de-
stroved the etfigies of Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc—
although some people believe that the Indians snatched
them away and hid them. But the soft subsoil of Te-
nochritlan retained secrets that would come to light
centuries later. In 1978, when workers laying electrical
cable near the center of Mexico City discovered a rem-
nant of the Great Temple—the huge stone portrait of
Coyolxauhqui, the dismembered rebellious sister of
Huirzilopochti—a new era of Mexican archacology
opened. For the next five years, archacologists and oth-
er specialists excavated the surrounding area. They
learned that the edifice razed by the Spaniards had been
only an outer shell; one version of the Aztec world-
center built over the structures of earlier temples. Hid-
den in the spongy soil into which these had gradually
sunk was a prodigious record of Azrec belief written in
the Great Temple’s blood-soaked stones.



Mnch thc Great
o centuries it would

Meanwhile, a vast ceremonial pre-

’cmrtsﬁm& around the temple—a walled area

where worsinpcts: entering through four gates ori-
ented to the four cardinal points, propitiated a mul-
ritude of gods at as many as 78 temples and shrines.

In this sacred setting, the Great Temple rose in
a pyramid some 135 feet high, with more than a

IN PYRAMIDS

hundred steps ascending to the sacnficial area on
top. As archacologists duyg, deeper at the site, they
traced at least six reconstructions. Some of the re-
building had been done because the increasingly
heavy structure steadily sank into the waterlogged
carth, but much of the work was designed to reflect
the growth of empire. A diplomaric message from
a neighboring state delivered to the Aztec ruler
during one phase of enlargement urged, “Make it
vour destiny to see that the honor of the Aztecs does
not dimimish but rather becomes greater.” Each
complered expansion demanded celebrations that
were deemed sure to please the gods, including
mass sacrifices that could continue for days on end.




Close by Mexica City’s cathedral, the
Great Temple rusns embrace a 7,000-
square-yard area. Sacvificical victims
climbed, danced, or were led up the
steps to the killing stones once posi-
tinned on the long-ranished top.
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A cutaway shows six stages of constric-

tion that the Great Temple under-
went during its 200-year history. Five
of these involved enlargements, with
new walls laid aver old ones and rub-
ble used to fill in the spaces. The over-
head view reveals excavated areas
that yielded significant finds, includ-
ing the Coyolxaubgui stone.

Stage I (unexcavated)
1 Stage 1I (ca. 1428)
2 Stage 11T (1431)
3 Stage IV (ca. 1454-1469)
4 Stage V (ca. 1480)
5 Stage VI (ca. 1500)
6 Stage VII (ca. 1502-1520)



on of the Great ]
: g the archacol-
ogists uncovered more and more
. evidence of Aztec devorion, but
~ none more chilling, perhaps,
than the remains of a shrine 10
Huitzilopochtli. There they
came face to face with the dark
stone opposite, over which
priests had strerched victims and

~vy&rs hefore sertling down, had

,ﬁxsthandcxpcmmcc ofthe disas-  cut out their hearts. Ar Tlaloc’s | )
ter drought could bring. Twice  shrine nearby they found the P :
they had endured severe famines.  sculpture below, thought to rep- e L T A
Out of such calamity, they saw  resent a messenger berween the
the world as existing in a state of  god and the priests. It may have
precarious balance that could  been used as an alrar or I
shift and result in cataclysm. In  offertory for the steam- 20 00
3 5 e . i ‘M A
an cffort to stave off disaster,  ing hearts that the Azrecs £ RO
they regularly propitiated the  believed would help en- M"-" i ¢
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{7/ /
Still retaining traces of its original {
paint, a divine intermediary, or chac- - ' :
mool, reclines near Tlaloc’s shrine, d : -

eternally awaiting bloody offerings. ’ 3




One vevsion of the Great Temple—the
first grear remadeling, designated
Stage Il—was unearthed almost in-
tact. The davker avea shows where the
supine fiqure (1) and sacrificial stone
(2) pictured below twurned up.

The sacrificial stone in Huitzilopoch-
tii’s shrine presents a grim profile.

Victims had their bearts cut out bere
with ritual knives Iske the one above,
shown actual size. Breaking through
the floor beside the stone, the excava-
tors fimind several knives that had

been left as religious offerings.
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said this same chronicler.

iyc? nf pcoplc
ains that made the carth pmduc-
erce side, t00. He “sent hail and lnghr-
amf smm‘xs and dangcr on rivers and at sea,”

The Grear Temple embodies the gods” dual con-
tral in many ways—most prominently in their two
shrines, bur also in associated sculprures, such as

those shown below. The pyramid itself is a double Numbers on this highlighted floor

symbol, representing both the holy mountain plan note the places where the objects

where Huitzilopochtli was born and the heavens in the photographs turned up during

where Tlaloc’s rains formed digning. The standing figmeres (1), the
z Srogs (2), anid the sacrificial stone

(3) date to the Stage 111 recomstruc-
tivn of the temple, begun in 1431,

Found reclining against the stairway
that rose to Huitzilopochtli’s shrine,
these nearly life-sise statues, reforved
to as standard-heavers, may repre-
sent the war god’s brothers, They are
thought to bave adorned the summit.
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Most extraordinary of all the carvings
Sfound in the temple excavations is this
relief, almaost 11 feet in diameter, of
a decapitated and dismembered Co-
yolxashgui, the moon goddess and the

sister of Hustzslopochtls. The Astecs
deemed Coyolxauhqui, whose name
means “painted with bells,” a “very
evil woman,” one who “spoke 1o all
the centipedes and spiders and trans-

[formed berself into a sovcevess.” Here,
bells decorate ber cheek, and in ac-
cordance with ber ferocious image,
she wears a skull on her belt and ser-
pent armbands with claws attached.
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GIFTS FOR THE
INSATIABLE GODS

As archacologists explored the various generations
of the Grear Temple, they found much that succes-
sive reconstructions had hidden from view even in
Aztec nmes. In and around the temple were more
than 80 caches of otferings to the gods. The repos-
irories contained more than 7,000 items, ranging
trom skulls of sacrificed infants to seashells. In some
cases, the articles had been placed in stone cham-
bers; others were sealed in stone caskets, and some
had been hidden in the rubble behind walls.

Only a small fraction of these propitiatory gifts
are of Aztec origin; most come from tribute-paying
areas, testimony to the scope and strength of the
Aztec empire. The caches hold many ethigies of
gods, particularly of Tlaloc. The secret troves also
include masks, funerary urns, flint and obsidian
blades, jaguar skeletons, crocodile heads, rattle-
snake and boa skins, and turtle shells, as well as a
large array of corals.

Within the offertory chambers, the articles were
evidently arranged according to some ritualistic sys-
tem, but the meaning of the placement parterns has
not vet been deciphered. There 1s no doubt, how-
ever, that the gifts were a kind of metaphoric lan-
guage for the pillars of the Aztec world: images of
their gods, the spoils of war, and the narural abun-
dance of the carth.

A chamber of afferings built into the temple
when it was enlavged between 1469 and 1481
bolds painted jars, stome masks, jaguar bones,
11 multicolored effigies of Tlaloc, and the
skulls, ribs, and limb bones of 30 babies and
children, none older thas eight years. All
the objects bere are seen just as they lay
when archacologists found them.




The fierce face of Tlaloc, bis eye rings
formed of eoiled serpents, glares from
the base of a multicoloved vase—a

receptacle symbolizing the water that
brought forth the bounty of the soil.
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A group of tiny fish, carved from
maother-of-pearl by an Astec crafis-
man, bonors Tlaloe, who held do-
minion over the world’s seas, lakes,
and rivers as well as the clowds that

provided farmers with vain.
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Whenever the Grear Temple underwent an expan-
sion, offerings from subject peoples were lavished
on 1ts resident gods. One chronicler of Aztec his-
tory reported: “Each city, striving to surpass the
others, arrived with its jewels and precious stones to
throw them into the foundations. They threw in so
much treasure that it was an astonishing thing; and
the Aztecs said that their Huitzilopochtli had given
them those riches, so it was appropriate that they be
dedicated to his service, since they truly belonged to
him.” The homage, whether paid to Huitzilo-
pochth or to Tlaloc, came from all the outlying

Symbol of life, creation, and fecundity,
a nearly three-foot-long conch carved
[from stome omce nccupied a prominent
place in the temple, Excavators uncov-
ered it where the Indians had appar-
ently hidden it fivm the Spaniards.

regions—indeed, from every corner of the empire.
A great sweep of time as well as space was rep-
resented by the gifts. Into temple caches went
masks made 1,000 years carlier in the city of Teoti-
huacan, the place where, according to Aztec lore,
the fifth sun was born. The oldest offering of all was
an Olmec mask created around 800 BC. Perhaps
such gifts were intended to link the Azrecs
to these illustrious cultures of the dis-
tant past, helping to justify their
right to hold dominion
over all other groups.

Withs flints inserted in its nasal cavity
and movth, and bone and pyrite plug-
Aing its eye sockets, a buman skull
conjures the horror of death. The holes
in the brow may bave been threaded
su it could be worn as a mask.



were constructed
ne court on the north
pyramid. One was a
‘rectangular, east-facing structure
that enclosed a round alear; near-
by stood a large sculprure of a
deiry thought to be Huchue-
tentl—the old fire god (below). A
second shrine contained a small,
undecorated alrar. The third
shrine was a macabre platform

3 Durmg this phase of rebuild-
ng, designated Stage VI, three
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adorned with 240 carvings of
skulls (oppesite, far right). It is
thought that priests mav have
placed the heads of sacrificial vie-
tims here after decapitation.

Hunched and fanged, this stone cffiay
of the old fire god bas a flat top so
that it coudd bold a brasicr contain-
ing burning incense, uscd during
Great Temple ceremonics.
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Shawn here is the temple’s north side,
site of tiree small shrines, including a
skull rack (1) from the Stage VI re-
construction, as well as the cffigy of
Huckueteotl, the old fire qod (2).

Stone skulls, originally covered with
coats of stucco, are arrayed on three
sides of an altar meant to recall the
racks on which the Aztecs displayed
the beads of their sacrificial victims.
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b : te tcstlfy 1o their ancient
eremones, asd«x:s a frieze depicting the cagle war-
riors . plumed headdresses and centering on a
spiked symbol for the personal bloodlerting expect-
ed of them, In effigy, at least, members of the long-
» military order were stll on hand when archae-
ologists cleared the hall: A pair of life-size statues of
these heroic men dressed in full eagle regalia stood
guard at the entrance to the second chamber.

Uncovered within one of the chambers
of the Hall of the Eagle Knights, a
pottery representation of the god Tla-
loc weeping tears of rain sevved as a
brazier used in the ceremonies.

L 7

...........................

The Hall of the Eagle Knights, dating
from Stage VI, lay in the courtyard

on the Great Temple'’s north side, de-
marcated bere, with locations of the
Tlaloc brasier (1), the skeleton (2),
and the eagle warrior figure (3) shown.

Among the statues in the Hall of the
Eagle Knights was this now-beadless
ceramsic skeleton—thought to represent
Mictlantecubtli, god of the dead. His
bones poke througls bis flesh, suggest-
ing the cphemeral nature of life.
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As though ready to fly, an Eagle
Knight wearing a belmet mimicking
the bird’s head lifts bis feathered arms.
This life-size pottery fiqure, made up
of five scparate picces, was once cov-
ered with painted stucco plumage.
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From a perch fes-
tooned with what
may be hallucino-
genic plants, Xo-
chipilli, the god of
music, poetry,
dance, and feast-
ing, raises an im-
mortal stone face in
song. His fists once
clutched rattles
with which he ac-
companied himself.

THE GENTLER
SIDE OF
AZTEC LIFE

iven their fierce reputation,
Aztec warriors looked forward to d curious fate after death—one that
perhaps says more about their culture’s sensibilities than the grue-
some rites performed at the Great Temple. According to the Flor-
entine Codex, warriors who died in battle traveled straightaway to
the Eastern Paradise to become attendants of the sun, “the turquoise
prince.” Before dawn each morning, they would gather on a vast
plain to await the sun’s arrival, which they greeted with relish,
beating their wooden clubs against their shields in noisy celebration.
Dancing and singing, they would then escort the sun to its ze-
nith, where women who had died in childbirth—a battle of another
sort—would take over, transporting the fiery orb on a feathered lit-
ter to the day’s end.

But an even more blissful reward lay in store. After four years
as “companions of the sun,” the souls of Aztec fighting men returned
to earth, “changed into precious birds—hummingbirds, orioles, yel-
low birds, and chalky butterflies. And here they came to suck honey
trom the various flowers.”

No image better conjures up the startling contradictions in-
herent in the Aztec world: tough, death-inured warriors transformed
into hummingbirds and butterflies. In many aspects of their daily
lives, the Aztecs exemplified such competing strains. Their propen-
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sity for bloodlert:
deep-seated reveren:
both nature and their ex-
cesses reined in by a rigorous social
order and ccde ~thics. Theirs
was, in fact, a complex and diverse
society that, like so many others
throughout history, was as fasci-
nating in its ordinary comings and
goings as in its grandest and its
most horrific moments.
Fundamental to the culture
was a love of language. The Aztecs
deservedly rank among the world’s
great speechmakers, seizing virtu-
ally every opportunity to flaunt
their rhetorical skills. At public and
private functions alike, Aztec
speakers engaged in elaborate rec-
itations of historical events or leg-
ends of the ancestors and the gods.
Stories passed orally from genera-
tion to generation; a number of
works of literature—ranging from
poems to myths—have survived, | E—— :
written down in the years following the Spanish conquest by converts to  Against a backdrop of a watery city, the

Catholicism who had learned the European alphabet. Asicc wariesplac sy FRSILEN
in the well-known Mexican painter

Some orations may have bored their listeners, especially when  pjgo Rivera’s 1945 mural, The Great
one of the old men chose to preach from the so-called Precepts of the  City of Tenochtitlan. The variety of prod-

Elders, a lengthy cataloging of advice and admonition intended to keep ﬁ%ﬁ:ﬁfjﬁgﬁ“thwﬁk |

the younger generation versed in proper behavior. But this would have ity busy merchants, porters in forehead
been rare. Jacques Soustelle, a French scholar who devoted his life to  st7aps, and even a prostitute raising her
‘s‘tudy"i‘ng the Aztecs, has noted that pgblic occasions cogld turn into ;?Zuszfé%eﬂ%%f ;,;:f
positive tournaments of eloquence,” with speakers—not just men, but  thriving entrepét at Tlatelolco.

noble women also—exercising their talents for wordplay and the clever

use of metaphor. A standard technique was to unite two words or

phrases to express an abstract concept. Taken together, for example, the

words for “jade” and “feathers” meant “beauty.” The language itself,

Nahuatl, noted to this day for its melodiousness, added to the effect;

Nabuatl translates as “clegant speech.”
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By far the highest form of the art
was poetry—"“poetry” being desig-
nated in Nahuatl by the pairing of
the words for “flower” and “song.”
Poets were among the most re-
spected figures in the society, so
much so that they would not hes-
itate to name themselves in their
works. Noblemen and even rulers
would sometimes try their hand at
composition; among the most fa-
mous practitioners was Nezahual-
covotl, leader of the Tetzcocans,
whose verses were still being sung
decades after his death in 1472.

Not unlike their modern
counterparts, Aztec poets often
chose as their theme the evanes-
cence of beauty and the suftering of
the artist: “Eagerly does my heart
vearn for flowers; I suffer with
songs, vet I create them on earth, I,
Cuacuauhtzin: I crave flowers that
will not perish in my hands! Where
—— might I find lovely flowers, lovely
songs? Such as I seek, spring does not produce on earth.”

The importance of language grew as the society matured. In
the decades leading up to the arrival of the Spaniards, a deft tongue
had become one of the emblems of authority, and quality and re-
finement of speech set oft the classes from one another. Aztec rulers
traditionally bore two honorific titles: tlacatecubtli, “lord of men,”
and huey tlatoan, “great speaker.” Motecuhzoma II, like his prede-
cessors, depended on military prowess as a basis of his power; vet his
cffectiveness as an orator, especially before the ruling council made
up of state officials, priests, and warriors, clearly helped him to main-
tain his position at the center of the Aztec government.

As for the common people, they exercised their love of speech
in several venues, but in no more colorful a setting than the economic
heart of this bustling society. North of the Great Temple, in the
adjacent city of Tlatelolco, which Tenochtitlan had annexed, lay a
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vading Spaniards had ever seen.
¢ went about the daily business of
bartering. In h: 4 ietter back to his monarch, Charles V|, Cortés
ran on at lengt at the place and all it held. Although he felt that
he had not done it justice, leaving out many items he could not
remember or had not been able to identfy, his account captures a
sense of the astounding variety of goods. “There is also one square
twice as big as that of Salamanca,” he wrote, “with arcades all around,
where more than 60,000 people come each day to buy and sell, and
where every kind of merchandise produced in these lands is found;
provisions as well as ornaments of gold and silver, lead, brass, copper,
tin, stones, shells, bones, and feathers. They also sell lime, hewn and
unhewn stone, adobe bricks, tiles, and cut and uncut woods of var-
ious kinds.” The remarkable abundance of food available on any
market day might include corn, beans, salt, honey, chili peppers,
tomatoes, various fruits, edible roots, nuts, fish, frogs, and insect
eggs, which were treasured as a delicacy.

market that surpas
From itrose a g

The temple plaza of Tlatelolco—shown
partly excavated amid its modern sur-
roundings—flourished as a center of reli-
Jious and ceremonial life next-door to its
sister city, Tenochtitlan. Just beyond the
plaza, crowds gathered in a vast market-
place: the commercial hub of the empire.
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A wide range of fowl and game was commonly bought and
sold. “There is a street where they sell game and birds of every species
found in this land,” Cortés reported, “turkeys, partridges and quails,
wild ducks, flycatchers, widgeons, turtledoves, pigeons, cane birds,
parrots, eagles and eagle owls, falcons, sparrow hawks and kestrels;
and they sell the skins of some of these birds of prey with their
feathers, heads, and claws. They sell rabbits and hares, and stags and
small gelded dogs, which they breed for eating.”

People flocked to Tlatelolco for practically all their needs. At
barbers’ stalls, patrons could be shaved or have their hair washed.
Other booths sold decorated gourds, obsidian mirrors, and cosmet-
ics. Cortés was impressed by the array of medicinal herbs and roots
as well compounds, ointments, and plasters prepared in apothecaries’
shops. Love potions were available as well, along with other ingre-
dients for working magic. Elsewhere, household items such as earth-
enware cooking pots, wooden bowls, reed mats, brooms, and bas-
kets were stacked high.

The section devoted to clothing must have been particularly
impressive. Here, everything from the skins of wild animals and fancy
embroidered capes and skirts to rough cloth and maguey-thread
fabrics for everyday dress was available. The shops were undoubtedly
among the most colorful in the entire square. “There are many sorts
of spun cotton,” Cortés noted, “in hanks of every color, and it seems
like the silk market at Granada, except here there is a much greater
quantity.” For brilliance of hues their only rival would have been the
booths of artists’ supplies, where there were “as many colors for
painters as may be found in Spain.”

Howcvcr crowded and busy it
may have been, the market
was noteworthy for its orderliness. Bernal Diaz, Cortés’s soldier-
chronicler, was astonished not only at the overall spectacle but also
at “the method and regularity of everything.” The square was divided
into separate shopping districts for each category of goods or serv-
ices. All items were sold by quantity or by some other measure such
as length, but, as far as Cortés could see, never by weight. Coins and
paper money did not exist, but a few selected commodities served as
currency. The standard medium of exchange was cacao beans, al-
though mantles or cloaks called cuachtli were also frequently used.
One hundred cacao beans were the equivalent of one cuachtli—and
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both were enough to b« .ot canoe or 100 sheets of bark paper.
Two cuachtli boughs 2 icad of cochineal, a red dye derived from an
insect. Still-more-cinensive articles such as a warrior’s costume and

shield, a feather cioak, or je welry called for mantles, small copper ax
blades, or gold dust. Thirty mantles purchased a slave; 40, one who
could sing and dance.

As the people wandered up and down the many aisles of stalls,
they would chat with one another as well as barter with the vendors.
Océasionally, voices might be raised in anger when someone sus-
pected that a seller had cheated or was charging an exorbitant price.
Settling such disputes with all haste seems to have been a prime
concern. According to Cortés: “There is in this great square a very
large building like a courthouse, where 10 or 12 persons sit as judges.
They preside over all that happens in the markets and sentence crim-
inals. There are in this square other persons who walk among the
people to see what they are selling and the measures they are using;
and they have been seen to break some that were false.”

These arbiters of justice for the marketplace came from a
distinct social group known as the pochteca, or professional traders.
The name referred not to the generalized mass of hawkers, peddlers,
and stallkeepers of the market but to the traveling merchants who
conducted the lucrative foreign trade with the so-called Hot Lands
to the southeast. The economy’s chief powerbrokers, they were just
one step below the ruling nobility. A people very much unto them-
selves, they lived in their own separate districts of the city, married
only within their own class, and worshiped their own god—TYacate-
cuhtli, the “lord who guides.”

Within their class, the pochteca were as stratified as the society
at large, and ritual played as important a role in their endeavors. Ten
cities within the Aztec confederacy had their own pochteca corpo-
rations, typically managed by a handful of older merchants who no
longer ventured out on trading expeditions. Caravans were led by the
teculmenenque, or traveling lords, experienced traders who had dis-
tinguished themselves on dangerous missions in the past. Young
apprentices, perhaps on their first journey, would accompany them
to learn the ins and outs of dealing with foreigners. Because of the
perils likely to be encountered from gangs of robbers along the way,
certain of the traders would be armed; these were either the tecyana-
lonanime, “those who surround the enemy,” or the even more fear-
some tecuanime, “the wild beasts.” In addition to protecting the
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A 16th-century slustration
shows Nezabualpilli, son of
Nezabualcoyotl, who ascend-
ed the throne at seven and
reigned for 44 years, during
which time he advanced

lris father’s bigh ideals. His
flowers, sandals, and long
decorative cotton mantle
signify bis elevated rank.

Puoised to lunye, Nezabualcoyotl grips bis
vhsidian-studded club and vaises bis
leather shicld. In battle, be siqnaled bis
men with the drum on his back. The gold
lip plug was worn as a sign of status.

Nezahualcovorl, often called
today the poct-king of Tetz-
coco, a neighboring ciry-state of
Tenochritlan, ushered in an age
of intellectual achievement for
his people. He ruled according
to lofty principles developed
during his vouth. As a teenager,
he saw his father killed by in-
vaders and spent the follow-
ing eight years as a virtual
exile. Hiding from his ene-
mics for the last two

vears in the mountains,

he received aid from

Azrec allies, and in

A WARRIOR-KING WHO NURTURED ART,
POETRY, AND GOOD GOVERNMENT

battle won the throne that
nghrfully belonged to him.

As ruler, Nezahualcoyortl
became a renowned poet; he
was also a patron of art and sci-
ence and sponsored public recit-
als of verse. He built a temple
without idols dedicated to a
single deity,“the unknown
god,” and banned human sacn-

fice there. Wandering anony-
mously among his
people, Nezahualco-
votl would reward
worthy citizens and
redress grievances.
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caravan, they might al persuade reluctant communities to
accept Aztec terms. Or: rhe longest treks, which could last for several
years and might reach as far as present-day Panama, the #ahualoz-
tomeca, or disguised traders, played a crucial role. They could speak
the languages of remote peoples and would dress in their garb to act
as spies, ferreting out the most promising opportunities.

Careful preparations were necessary for a major expedition.
The Aztec goods that would be traded for exotic foreign items had
to be assembled and then divvied out to porters, who would be
expected to carry the heavy loads and walk as much as 30 to 40 miles
a day. Due consideration was also given to ceremony. The chiefs of
the corporation would consult divinatory almanacs to help select the
most propitious date for setting out. The day before departure, of-
ferings were presented to Yacatecuhtli and to other gods, and a feast
was given for the travelers. Ritual speeches emphasized the riskiness
of the undertaking. Then, at night, the caravan would set out with
lirtle fanfare, making every effort to avoid tipping off brigands who
might lie in wait in the surrounding countryside. Each member of the
party kept his farewells brief. According to the Spanish chronicler
Bernardino de Sahagun: “None entered the women’s quarters, nei-
ther did any turn back or look to one side. If perchance he had gone
forgetting something, he might no more come to take it, nor might
they still go to offer it to him.” Those who were left behind could
only wait, worry, and, no doubt, dream of the riches that their loved
ones might bring back.

Those riches were among the most prized in any Aztec mar-
ket: translucent green jade, jaguar skins, and tortoise shells, seashells
from the coast and gorgeous plumage from exotic tropical birds.
Upon their return, however, the pochteca made no great show of
their success. Arriving as they had left, under cover of darkness, they
would hurriedly stow all their goods away from prying eves before
daylight. If a trader was caught on the street before he had hidden
away his share, he would insist that the merchandise was not his but
belonged to another merchant whom he was helping. At all times,
they walked about with their eyes lowered in a gesture of humility
and, except on special occasions, dressed in old clothing. All this was
intended to avoid any appearance of challenging the governmental
authorities or aspiring beyond their station.

The pochteca were happy with their lot in life, content to see
their wealth and concurrent influence over economic affairs grow
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unobtrusively. Their word was already law in the marketplace, and
they had little concern about how things functioned elsewhere. Had
the conquest never occurred, they might one day have aspired to
political power. But for the moment, they were more than satisfied
to grow steadily richer and pass on their affluence to their heirs.

hen the Spaniards arrived, the

Aztec social structure stood
intact. Class distinctions defined the very fabric of the culture, and no
one had a clearer understanding of their significance than Motecuh-
zoma II. More than earlier rulers, he set himself above not only the
common people but also the nobility. Even important members of
the court were required to prostrate themselves before him, and
noblemen carried his travel litter. Bernal Diaz noted the extreme
deference shown to Motecuhzoma by the captains of the royal body-
guard, lauded personages in their own right: “They were obliged to
take off their rich cloaks and put on others of little value. They had
to be clean and to enter barefoot, with their eyes downcast, for they
were not allowed to look him in the face. And they had to make him
three obeisances, saying as they came toward him, ‘Lord, my Lord,
my great Lord!” Then when they had made their report, he would
dismiss them with a few words. They did not turn their backs as they
went out, but kept their faces toward him and their eyes to the
ground, turning round only when they had left the room.”

Traditionally, the various city-states of the central valley had
elected their leaders, and the Aztecs had continued the practice,
carrying it up to the highest levels of governance. In earlier times, the
ruler was elected from a single family by heads of all the families in
the community; later, as the upper classes emerged, the system
evolved so that the ruler came to be chosen from the ranks of the royal
family by a council of nobles, priests, and warriors.

Motecuhzoma apparently took matters even further. He was
said to have dismissed all the officials of his predecessor’s court chiefly
on the grounds that they were of inferior descent. He supposedly
allowed in his court only nobles of legitimate birth, rejecting those
born of the exalted concubines traditionally permitted the elite.

In all things, he insisted on a rigid hierarchy, but this was
hardly foreign to the Aztecs, who seemed to thrive on bureaucracy.
Directly under the king was an official called the cibhuacoatl, or
woman-serpent, a strange title that was also the name of a goddess
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act that the position was originally

_ priest. In any event, the cihuacoatl
was a kind of prime minister who handled the day-to-day running of
the state, organizing military campaigns, handling royal finances, and
serving as the nation’s chief justice. Below him were four military
commanders, corresponding to the four wards into which Tenochti-
tlan was divided by its main arteries. These five served as the ruler’s
closest advisers. The city’s ruling council—a body of some hundred
men in Motecuhzoma II’s day—came next in line. A further sign of
the times was that these officials, once elected by the various clans
that had come together to form the Aztec nation, were by the late
15th century almost exclusively appointed by the ruler.

In addition to warriors and priests, there were a host of others
in civil positions below these loftiest circles that also qualified as
belonging to the ruling class, from taxgatherers and judges to clerks,
messengers, and constables. “There were even officials in charge of
sweeping,” noted Duran. But the basic unit of political organization
was more directly linked to the way the common people lived. Te-
nochtitlan was divided into dozens of small districts called calpulli,
literally “great houses,” each of which was head- —
ed by an elected chief, the calpullec. A particular '
calpulli could trace its origin to one of the an-
cestral groups, but by the 16th century, they
were essentially residential associations that in-
cluded parcels of communally owned farmland.
A council made up of the heads of the calpulli’s
various families and chaired by the calpullec de-
termined how the land should be allotted to
meet each household’s needs. In the days when

and probably derived
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occupied by the god
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The terraced palace of Motecubzoma IT
housed the ruler and his personal entou-
rage upstairs, his counselors and guard
below, as depicted in the Codex Men-
doza. In its entirety, the complex boasted
proportions far grander than the draw-
ing suggests, and in fact almost amount-
ed to a town in its own right.
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he was the chief of a tightly knit clan, the calpul-

lec had been a powerful figure; latterly, howev-
er, he had become a minor bureaucrat, much of ‘
his authority abrogated by the city council. e

The people of the calpulli and two lower
classes—the tenant farmers and the slaves—were
the true lifeblood of the nation: They farmed its
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land, provided labor for the building of its tem-
ples, palaces, and causeways, and fashioned eve-
rything from its fabrics to its most exquisite art-
works. The community at large was especially




enamored of its artisans and craftsmen. The
people called them the tolteca, after the ethnic
group that had spread through the valley be-
fore the Aztec ascendancy and were revered by
the Aztecs for what they believed was their
artistic achievement. The tolteca tended to
congregate in certain wards and for the most
part to associate only with the pochteca, who
sold them feathers, gems, and gold, and who
bought their fine jewelry, decorated shields,
masks, and other treasured objects.

The Aztec attitude toward art, re-
corded in some of the texts produced after
the Spanish conquest, put a premium on re-
alism and clarity as a way of conveying reli-

gious and ceremonial concepts. Art was also
considered to have value, this in a society that
had vet to develop a monetary economy. Saha-
gun captured the popular sentiment: “Whatever
the artist makes 1s an image of reality; he seeks its
true appearance. If he makes a turtle, the carbon is
fashioned thus: its shell as if it were moving, its head
thrust out, seeming to move, its neck and feet as if it
were stretching them out.” Some artisans were said to be so
skilled that they could cast a bird with a movable tongue or a
fish with all 1ts scales.
Naturally enough, the craftsman’s best efforts were reserved
The prominent features of a carved stone  for ceremonial items, and some of these precious objects have sur-
m":nk tz’:t;:i‘; ;jc ’::Z’ l: ;;‘:’”“;;’ ;‘;’i’;al vived. Duri.ng the excavation ‘of thc_t Great Temple in the carl'\.' 1980s,
of Aztec art in general, which was highty ~ archacologists unearthed delicate jade and greenstone figurines, no
stylized. How such a piece—too heavy to doubt intended as offerings to various gods. Craftsmen produced
T s intricately decorated vessels to hold octli, or pulque, an alcoholic
drink fermented from the juice of the maguey plant that was con-
sumed during certain rituals.

Many other forms of labor occupied the lives of average cit-
izens. The women of practically every house spent their days spin-
ning, weaving, and grinding corn. The men worked as potters or
tanners, carpenters, builders, and quarrymen, as well as part-time
farmers. Despite the rigorous insistence on class divisions, members
of this vast middle class could, through their own efforts, be elevated
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to a higher station. nguishing themselves in military

service, by entering 1 od, or perhaps by performing some

special service for a ber of the nobility. | O
At the bottom of society were the slaves. The Mesoamerican | E

system of slavery was entirely different from the brutal practices of |

the invading Spaniards, who branded the faces of their captives with
hot irons and forced them into killing labor in the |
mines. Only a few of the Aztec slaves were cap- J T R
tives. Most came from the ranks of the Aztecs of the Aztecs. decora-

themselves, constituting a group known as _ ' * tive objects of gold
the tlacotin, and they lived remarkably ordi- and silver symbolized

narv lives. They had become slaves for one of - wealth, and only the
two reasons: They had been convicted of a clite could wear ot

5 . - 4 possess them. The
crime and sentenced to payv for it through ; : .

. . ik ' highest classes be-
servitude, or d?c.\ had ‘Oluntarll.‘ sold them- 2 A7 decked themselves with
selves into service. Aztec enslavement thus had, : " necklaces, rings, and hair
in a sense, moral underpinnings. . 4 ¢ omaments, as well as ob-

The vast majority were voluntary slaves, § ' y  Jects that required bodily

people who had fallen into poverty through la- ¥ mutilation. Lips and cars
’ were PlCr(Cd 1O accomm-

date spools such as the pair of
ceramic flowers shown below, and
a hole had to be made in the sep-
tum of a nose for the gold butter
ﬂ_\‘ at left to be worn.

Craftsmen created their most
intricate pieces, such as the tiny

This intricate 15th-century crystal carv-
ing of a human skull, only four inches
tall, represents in miniature a popu-
lar theme of Aztec art—death.
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silver mask above, using the lost-
wax method. This involved first
covering a clay model of the object
with beeswax, then plastering
charcoal paste on top to make a
mold. After the mold hardened,
the artisan heated 1t unnl the wax
dripped out, then poured molten
metal in its place. Once the metal
cooled, he broke away the mold.

Although fine pieces of Aztec
metalwork existed in abundance
500 vears ago, very few survive. In
their lust for gold, the Spaniards
melted works of art into bullion
and shipped it home.
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ziness or bad luck. Not surprisingly, a ceremony attended an indi-
vidual’s decision to give up his liberty; it helped ensure that he was
treated fairly. Four respected witnesses were called together, and the
prospective slave received his price, typically a load of mantles. He
was allowed to remain free until he had gone through the payment,
which might take a year or more. Then he reported to the man who
had bought him—perhaps a merchant seeking porters, or anobleman
requiring farm labor or a household servant.

Except for the fact that he had to render service without pay,
a slave retained the rights he had had as a free man. He could own
goods and property and even buy slaves of his own, if he could
somehow manage to acquire some collateral on the side. He could
marry another slave or even a free woman; in either case, his children
were born free. Some rose to positions of authority as overseers of
estates or by marrying the widows of their masters. Women slaves
often became their owners’ concubines. One Aztec ruler, Itzcoatl,
was the son of a slave woman.

Even bad slaves had certain protections. One who was dis-
honest or who failed to perform his duties had to be chastised three
times in front of witnesses before his master could get rid of him. He
was then put in a wooden collar and taken to the slave dealers’ section
of the market to be sold. Only after he had been thus sold oft by three
different masters did he suffer a harsher fate: He could then be
- purchased for sacrifice.

Regaining one’s liberty was almost always a possibil-
ity. If a slave was resourceful enough to have saved up his
original purchase price, he could buy back his freedom.
Often a master would indicate that his slaves were to be

released upon his death. Even the worst troublemakers were
given a chance. In one of the more curious Aztec customs, a slave
about to be sold at the market could legitimately make a dash for
freedom. None but the master or the master’s son could try to stop
him, and anyone interfering with his attempted flight would be put
into slavery himself. If the fugitive could make it to the royal palace—
a distance of a little over a mile from the Tlatelolco market—he was
declared free on the spot.

With the exception of a few types such as the incorrigible
slaves, Aztecs across the entire social spectrum prized their dignity.
They considered themselves inherently superior to the uncivilized
nomads of the north. Good breeding and correct demeanor were of
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paramount impor Stiousness was condemned. A civ-

ilized man was © k quietly, eat carefully, revere his !

elders, and speak v ravit - . CRIME AND
Sahagin gives perhaps the best depiction of this refined sen- PUNISHMENT

sibility in his skerch of the Azrec physical ideal—a youth “slender like

areed: long and thin like a stout cane; well built; not of overfed body,

not corpulhcnt\ and neither very small nor exceedingly tall.” Women | |SSSEECHEIER NN SISN SR

conduct so valued by Aztec soci-

aimed at a related tastefulness and sense of moderation. They liked to 1
ety, courts meted out stern sen-

lighten their bronz;-brown skins to a pale vellow with a special T

ointment or cosmetic known as vellow earth, prepared from ocher. | |_E————, good. Drunkenness—
With the exception of the prostitutes, Tenochtitlan’s women dis- orsideial) the 700t CE0as Siit
dained the gaudy makeup and tattoos that were common in some | |SEEECRITNE ORI R RIS RTRNI

other cities. One of the chronicles quotes a father admonishing his certain circumstances, and anyonc
daughter on this issue: “Listen to me, child: Never make up your face committing theft or adultery ran

the risk of execution. The codices
wam .’!;_',.1111\[ CV(C l'\' VICC, PHH’I'.)\ 1!‘1;
a loose-haired pr strirate ¢ H/'[": 7

nor paint it; never put red on your mouth to look beautiful. Makeup
and paint are things that light women use—shameless creatures. If

vou want vour husband to love you, dress well, wash ‘ ik} amnic acklocrors
vourself, and wash vour clothes.” Such descriptions — stoned to death for their
suggest how stoical this great warrior people could — infraction (below, right
be. The impression is confirmed by even a brief sam- > Guilty persons whe

had not been caught

pling of the many laws that helped maintain the social
3 could escape punish-

F)rder—ar}d the penalty, usually harsh in the extreme, ment by-confessing 6
imposed if they were broken. : : the goddess of filth.
Wearing clothes above one’s station was con- e Thaoleeotl Curiows:
sidered a serious crime, sometimes punishable by oy o LY g %R v, this deiry-
death. According to a statute decreed by Motecuh-
zoma I in the mid-15th century and still in effect when
the Spaniards arrived, only the nobility could wear cot-
ton. “The common people will not be allowed to wear
cotton clothing, under pain of death, but only garments &
of maguey fiber,” said the ruler’s law. A commoner’s man-
tle could not be worn below the knees unless his legs had
been scarred in battle. Furthermore, “No one but the great
noblemen and chieftains is to build a house with a second :
story, under pain of death.” P G SSSS——as
The list of crimes that could bring the death penalty was — Ei4
lengthy. Public drunkenness initially invoked the shaving of
the drunk’s head and the knocking down of his house; a
second offense merited death. At least that was the rule for
plebeians; members of the nobility never got a second chance.
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wdentified in Aztec art by a band of
raw corton on her headpiece and a
dark spot around her nose and
mouth (below, left)—not only ab-
solved sin but also inspired it.

Scheduling a confession with
the priests of Tlazolteot! required
strategic iming, though, and peo-
ple put it off as long as possible.
I'he reason: They were allotred
only one absolution in their life-
times. Any subsequent crime
could be punished to the full ex-
tent of the harsh Aztec law.

/)

Again according to Motecuhzoma I’s law, adulterers “are
to be stoned and thrown in the rivers or to the buzzards.”
Judges could be put to death for taking a bribe, as could
taxgatherers for embezzling. The message was unequiv-
ocal: No price was too high to maintain orderly conduct.

rrespective of their class, then,

most Aztecs shared a devotion
to the social standards and codes of behavior of their
culture. But more than this, they all tended to enjoy the
same pleasures, revere the same mysteries, suffer the same
weaknesses, and harbor the same fears. Noble and com-
moner alike took special joy in the birth of a child. As soon as a
woman knew that she was pregnant, the whole local community
began to getinvolved. Elders offered advice to the young parents and
selected a midwife.

When her time had come, the mother-to-be took a sweat bath
administered by the midwife and then was given an herbal beverage
to help induce labor. If the drink had no effect, ground up opossum
tail was provided. The Codex Borbonicus, the largest, most detailed,
and most beautifully painted of the surviving codices, shows that she
squatted to give birth, all the time attended by the midwife. After
emitting the ritual battle cry indicating the mother’s symbolic status
as a warrior, the midwife cut the umbilical cord. A baby boy’s cord
was buried on a battlefield, in the hope that he might one day achieve
great military fame; a girl’s was buried beneath the hearth, signifying
her dedication to the home.

Soon after the birth, the father sent for a diviner to determine
the child’s day sign—the most important indicator of the baby’s
future prospects. He consulted a special 260-day divinatory cal-
endar (distinct from the regular 365-day solar calendar used for
ritual purposes), which consisted of a combination of 13 num-
bers and 20 day names. Among the most propitious birthdates
il Were 10 Eagle, which promised strength and courage, and 11
\{‘f’ Vulture, which signaled a long and happy life. A boy unlucky

enough to be born on 1 Jaguar, however, might end up a slave
or a sacrificial victim. Fortunately, a better sign within a few days
could offset such a negative reading, especially if the child was offi-
cially named on that day.

Four days of celebration followed the birth, during which

|
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GODS, GODS, AND MORE GODS

Bounnful harvests, militany
success, personal prosperity,
the nsing of the sun, and a
whole lot more depended, the
Azrecs believed, on the grace
of their gods. As their society
evolved their pantheon grew,
until the Aztecs were worship-
ing such a bewildering variery
of gods that keeping track of
them could well have posed a
dithicult challenge for priests
and populace alike. This prohif-

for example, Chicomecoatl
(Iower Ieft) was just one of a
number of vegetation and fer
tility goddesses.

No dav went by without
the imputed needs and whims
of the divinities being met,
largely through rituals con-
ducted at shrines and temples
around the empire. Of the

The identity of this figure

Lt_

remains a mysteyy. He may be
the five, carth, or creator god.

Though primarily a corn

Avddess, Clicomecoat!

cration of deities came about
partly as a result of conquest,
after which the local gods of
vanquished peoples were taken
over by the victors. Adding to
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hundreds of small, local tem-
ples that once existed through-
out the land, the restored pyra-
mid ar Santa Cecilia Acantlan

(oppesite, below), near present-
day Mexico City, gives an idea
of whar thev looked like in
their days of service. The de-
structive wrath of the Span-
iards left none unsullied.

Snake-skirted Coatlicue, the mother
of Hustsilopochtls, also gave birth
to the moon and the stars.

e

time relatives came to visit, bringing presents and observing impor-
tant rituals. As they entered the house, they rubbed ashes on their
joints to protect the child from lameness or rheumatism. They also
tended the fire, both to keep it from going out and to see that no one
removed any burning logs from the house, “lest this action take
renown from the child who had been born,” as Sahagun put it.

ducation, which was taken very

seriously, began at the age of
four, when children were given simple tasks and lessons: boys to fetch
water, girls to learn the names and uses of houschold items. Later, in
ordinary families, boys were taught to fish and handle boats. Girls
learned to spin thread from maguey fiber and cotton, sweep, grind
maize, and operate a loom.

A formal system of schools accommodated several different
types of training and education. The cuicacalli, or houses of song,
which were attached to temples, were meant for children both of the
nobility and of the common classes. Boys and girls attended between
ages 12 and 15, not only learning to sing and dance for ritual pur-
poses but also picking up details of their people’s history and reli-
gious beliefs. The songs they sang—often lasting well into the
night—were filled with stories of creation, of life and death, of praise
of the deities. Because singing and dancing were so important to a
host of rituals and ceremonies, the youths were learning a vital part
of their role in the community.

Another type of school associated with the temples was the
calmecac, literally “row of houses.” It was run by priests and priest-
esses primarily for the boys of noble families, although some chron-
iclers indicate that the children of traders and even plebeians were
occasionally admitted. Students started at one of Tenochtitlan’s sev-
eral calmecacs anywhere berween the ages of 10 and 15. They were
taught the workings of the calendar and the interpretations of dreams
and omens, and were required to memorize orations, songs, and
histories. They learned glyphs, or pictographs, so that they might
obtain guidance from the codices on the law, military arts, and other
public concerns. The calmecac emphasized the art of self-expression
and taught students how to speak well and to be respectful.

A boy who did not go to one of the calmecacs had to enroll
at a telpochealli, a “house of the young men.” These schools were run
by the elders and were primarily for commoners. Their chief purpose
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An Aztec couple literall

an tllustration frowm: &
linking their wedd;
traditional hearthsid
at the groom’s fam:

was to raise a new generation of warriors, but they too included in
the curriculum history, religion, ritual, music, singing, dancing, and
correct behavior. “Revere and greet vour elders,” ran one litany.
“Console the poor and the afflicted with good works and words.
Follow not the madmen who honor neither father nor mother; they
are like animals, for they neither take nor hear advice. Do not mock
the old, the sick, the maimed, or one who has sinned. Do not set a
bad example, or speak indiscreetly, or interrupt the speech of anoth-
er. If you are asked something, reply soberly and without affectation
or flattery or prejudice to others. Wherever you go, walk with a
peaceful air, and do not make wry faces or improper gestures.”

In some ways, the calmecacs tended to be more severe in the
treatment of their charges. Bovs at both schools spent their days at
hard work, much of it physical and disagreeable. But at the calme-

cac, a boy faced a kind of systematic degradation designed to
toughen him. One father told his son who was about to enter a
calmecac: “Listen, my son, you are not going to be honored, or
obeved, or esteemed. You are going to be looked down upon,
humiliated, and despised. Every day you will cut maguey thorns
for penance, and you will draw blood from your body with these
spines, and you will bathe at night even when it is very cold.
Harden your body to the cold, and when the time comes for
fasting do not go and break your fast, but put a good face upon
both fasting and penance.”
The voung men at the telpochcalli lived a quite different life.
Certainly some of the deprivations were similar; according to one
chronicler, “They ate but a little hard bread, and they slept with little

Showing wrinkles and other signs of age, this
rendition of the old earth-goddess Toci, carved
Sfrom basalt, rvealistically portrays an ordinary
woman—seldom the subject of Aztec carvings.

—
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covering and half exposed to the night air in rooms and quarters open
like porches.” But they also sang and danced and were permitted to
consort with the young women known as anianime, a class of cour-
tesans who attended to the sexual appetites of warriors. The student
warriors spent little time at religious exercises. Sahagiin condemned
not only their free and easy relationship with women but also their
manner of speaking. “They presumed to utter light and ironic words,
and spoke with pride and temerity,” he wrote. A predictable an-
tagonism emerged between the young men of the calmecac and
those of the telpochcalli, which found an outlet in mock battles,
fought during the winter month of Atemoztls.

By age 20, a young man was permitted to marry; girls
were betrothed earlier, at 14 or 15. The groom’s relatives selected
the bride with the aid of soothsayers who studied the prospective
partners’ birth signs to make sure the union would prosper.
Matchmakers, usually old women, were hired to approach the
bride’s parents. Repeated visits were necessary to satisfy the re-
quirements of good manners, and before the arrangements were
made final, the girl’s extended family was consulted.

Atmidday on the day of the wedding, the bride’s parents gave
an elaborate banquet—two or three days in preparation and supplied
with Juxury items to the full extent they could afford. The bride’s face
was adorned with yellow earth, her arms and legs bedecked with red
feathers. When darkness fell, the wedding procession headed for the
groom’s home, with the bride carried piggyback by one of the match-
makers. The ceremony took place at the hearth and, among other
things, involved tying the man’s mantle to the woman’s outer gar-
ment; from that moment they were officially married. Feasting re-
sumed, and the older celebrants were allowed to get drunk on octli.
The newlyweds eventually retired to the marriage chamber and
stayed there in prayer for four days before they were permitted to
consummate the marriage. On the fifth day they emerged, were
cleansed, and then blessed by a priest. For the young man, this might
be only the first of several marriages: A man in Aztec society could
take several wives so long as he could support them.

Despite their concern to satisfy the rigorous and often somber
demands of ritual, the Aztecs found plenty of opportunities to in-
dulge their appetite for extravagance. In addition to the special oc-
casions of births and weddings, the many holy days of the Aztec
religious year were typically celebrated with grand displays of

Although a great deal of Aztec statuary depicts
Jods or nobles dressed in finery, this figure of
andesite wears a loincloth like those shown in
codex drawings of the common man.




feasting and dancing. Large segments of the population were drawn
into the festivities. During the hueytecuilhuitl, the “great feast of the
lords,” singing and dancing began at sunset and went well into the
night. Warriors and women cavorted between rows of torch holders,
chanting all the while. Even the ruler sometimes came out and
danced. This particular celebration lasted 10 days; it ended with the
beheading and ritual sacrifice of a young woman adorned to repre-
sent the goddess of the young corn.

Even in their games, the Aztecs mixed orderliness and excess,
seasoning their entertainment with a lusty dash of grim abandon.
Their favorite sport was ollamaliztli, “the ball game.” Only two Aztec
ball courts have been excavated, but a description in the Florentine
Codex has supplied many of the details of the rules of the game. The
participants—almost always from the nobility—played with great
enthusiasm. Injury was a constant danger; the hard rubber ball often
bruised and occasionally killed. A relief panel from an earlier
Mesoamerican period, unearthed in El Tajin on the Gulf Coast,
shows the captain of a losing team stretched over a sacrificial stone
and a victor plunging a knife into his chest. The Aztecs sometimes
sacrificed prisoners of war on the ball courts, but apparently did not
kill the losing captains, as had their predecessors. Nevertheless, the
ball game was deeply imbued with religious and mythological mean-
ing and with the imagery of death and sacrifice.

The ball game also appealed to another aspect of the national
character. For all their austerity in other matters, the Aztecs were wild
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Playing on I-shaped courts such as the
one at Tenango southwest of Mexico City
(top), noblemen could win the sometimes
deadly game of ollamaliztli by driving a
hard ball through a ring at center court,
shown in the codex drawing above, or by
scoring points at the opponents’ goal. The
game, which drew hordes of spectators,
was a religious ritual as well as a sport-
ing event, and was thought to signify the
motions of the sun and the moon.




Five Flower, the god of gambling, over-
sees four men playing patolli in this co-
dex illustration. The board game—which
may have symbolized the Aztecs’ 52-year
calendar cycle—ruined many men.

for gambling. Nobles and rich merchants wagered fortunes in ex-
pensive clothing and feathers on the ball games and on games of
chance like parolli, a board game played with beans marked as dice.
It was said that some men gambled all they had, including their
houses. Some even sold themselves or their wives or children into
slavery to satisty the urge.

Something in the Aztecs’ nature
seemed always to veer toward
the dark side of existence. “It is not true, it is not true,” runs one of
their poems, “that we come on this earth to live. We come only to
sleep, only to dream. Our body is a flower. As grass becomes green
in the springtime, so our hearts will open and give forth buds, and
then they wither.” Aztec lore is rich with instances of consultations
with sorcerers, healings by magicians, spells and curses bought from
wizards. Signs and portents lurked around every corner. Disaster was
on the way if one saw a wolf crossing the road or a rabbit running into
a house. The night was filled with monsters and headless creatures
that pursued travelers. A person’s birthday sign determined not only
his earthly fate but also the time and circumstances of his death.
Most believed that powerful hallucinogenic plants—the pe-
yote cactus or the teonanacatl, the “sacred mushroom”™—would reveal
with startling precision what the future held. Ingested during solemn
rituals, they typically produced extraordinary visions. Sahagin de-
scribed the result, which varied with the user: “Some saw that they
were going to die, and wept; some saw themselves devoured by a
wild beast; some saw themselves taking prisoners upon a battlefield,
or else growing rich, or becoming the

4 | master of many slaves. Others saw that
they would be convicted of adultery and
that by reason of this crime their heads
would be crushed.”

A guilty conscience perhaps

played a role in many of these hallucina-

tions. Yet the Aztec religion, much like

the Spaniards’ own, seemed to provide

an avenue for relief—with one major dif-

3] % ference. An Aztec could confess his or her

sins and wipe the slate clean, but only

once. The prudent citizen thus tended to




put off the unburdening x 25 possible, sometimes waiting until

death seemed imminen:. Having decided it was time, the sinner
consulted a soothsaver 1o determine the most auspicious day. Then,
Sahagtin was rold, the sinner burned incense and listened to an

exhortation by the priest before reciting his misdeeds in “the same
order in which he committed them.” The priest set a penance—
perhaps fasting or drawing blood from the body or going naked
except for a paper loincloth. The confessor was now ready to die.
For many, however, death itself, which lingered like a pall
over so much of Aztec life, betrayed them yet again. Class divisions,
it seemed, carried beyond the grave. Warriors could of course look
forward to an Elysian bliss as hummingbirds and butterflies, and
anyone who drowned was believed to go to the Southern Paradise,
where Tlaloc reigned. The remaining masses went to Mictlan, the
Land of the Dead, which was at best a region of all-consuming
blackness. But getting there was hazardous. The journeyers had to
cross eight layers of the underworld (Mictlan being the ninth and
final layer), each full of peril, such as “the place of the obsidian-bladed
winds.” Belief held that the well-to-do could protect themselves by
taking with them objects provided by their relatives, to be presented
to the lord of the underworld. Some even had their servants killed and
cremated so they could prepare food for them along the way. The
poor, as always, had to take their chances, equipped for the journey
with no more than a bowl of water and a few possessions. It was said
that they suffered much on their way to the outer darkness. But in the
end, when the Spaniards triumphed, no one—neither the powerful
nor the weak—escaped the final death, the oblivion that overtook
the great land of the Aztecs and left its amazing cities, monuments,
and culture shattered, its people’s spirit broken. Today, archaeolo-
gists and ethnohistorians patiently assemble the pieces, and once
again the Aztecs live, this time in the imagination of the world. ‘




INSIDE THE AZTEC WORLD

the daily labors of unsung men and women who

ically lived in modest mud-brick houses on

small plots of swampland, where they fed, clothed, and

educated their children. They farmed fields, wove cloth,

hauled stones, dug canals, fired pots, shaped canoes,

polished obsidian, hammered copper tools, and created

objects of commanding beauty. On special occasions

they went forth to carouse at festivals, bow to their
rulers, and tremble in awe at religious rites.

Of their output, scant physical evidence remains.
Textiles, featherwork, wooden implements, and food-
stuffs perished long ago. Further, the Aztec custom of
burning rather than burying their dead has left posterity
with few of the items of furniture, clothing, and per-
sonal goods that often accompanied peoples of other
cultures to the grave.

Yet, scholars have been able to piece together a de-

The might and grandeur of the Aztecs rested on

tailed account of life in the Valley of Mexico five cen-
turies ago. They have examined less perishable art-
facts—a handful of surviving murals and the more
commonly found tools, weapons, pottery, and stone
sculpture. Anthropologists also have observed contem-
porary peasants, many of whom live and work in much
the same manner as their Aztec ancestors. The flower
growers of Xochimilco, near Mexico City, for example,
still farm small artificial islands in the swamp.

Finally, there is the evidence of vivid codex paint-
ings, such as the depiction of a peasant (above) showing
how he secured a burden on his back with a strap across
his forehead. Such images, some of which appear on the
following pages, have been carefully scrutinized, some-
times in ingenious ways. By studying the pictures in 24
codices and several murals, for example, one costume
expert was able to determine the type of clothing pre-
scribed for each Aztec class and occupation.




Mashed, boiled with corn-
meal, and seasoned with
honey, cacao beans (above)
were blended into a frothy
drink known as chocolatl.
It was so valued that the
beans served as currency.

Laying up a food supply, women fill ves-
sels with dried corn kernels. This impor-
tant staple could be stored for months
on end without deterioration.




‘ Seated on the ground for the day’s main
meal, a family enjoys its typical menu—
tortillas and a prepared dish, probably
beans with a chili or tomato sauce. At an
earlier, lighter meal, they often ate a
gruel made from amaranth (a grain) or
corn. They fattened their hairless, non-
barking itzcuintli dogs, a sculpted exam-
ple of which is shown below, for feasts.

with paintings of
imals, this bowl is

bottom in a criss-

. Chilies were grated

5t the protruding segments.




A young woman weaves on a back-
strap loom attached to a pole, with
the other end strapped around her
back. Leaning backward, she could
vary the tension on the warp. A rod
lifted every other warp thread so the
shuttle could be passed through the
weft in one quick movement,




E MANY REWARDS
ND BENEFITS OF
HARD LABOR

the Aztec worker rose to begin hours of
unal fields, on public projects, or on
ontrolled crafts. His wife, in turn, devot-
her day to weaving, pausing from time
ok after the children or livestock and to
‘the market and cook family meals.
ng need for farmland forced the use of
shy areas of the lake. A grid of channels
and the extremely fertile lake-bottom soil

checkerboard of narrow strips of land
long and 15 to 30 feet wide, sur-
. Farmers could live on these
d grow flowers and vegetables, wa-
crops with buckets toted from the

canl

ed up when necessary, chmampas yielded sev-
Q slhmalJy Extracting produce from every
of available earth led to a food surplus, free-
some workers to specialize in crafts or to labor

Using a pointed wooden stick to loosen
the soil, a farmer drops seeds into the
holes he has made in the top of each
mound. He carries his seed corn in
the cloth tied over his shoulder.

exican peuns
ing cornmeal was shaped into
d on a clay griddle.
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DRUM | LIVELY
BEAI ESTIVE
RITES AND FEASTS

Religious festivals throbbed with vigorous
rhythins, since music enlivened both solemn rituals
and jovful feasts. Professional singers and dancers
performed at every sacred ceremony, accompanied
by small orchestras playing flutes, whistles, shell
trumpets, gourd-and-stick rattles, gongs, and
drums. Dancers added to the percussive effect by
attaching strands of shells, bones, or copper bells to
their clothing so they would jingle as they moved.

Following the ceremonies, many festivalgoers
sat down to sumptuous banquets in the homes
of the wealthy, where they enjoyed music, po-
etry recitations, and plays performed by pro-
fessional entertainers attached to the noble
households. Poetry was recited to the beat of
drums and the melody of flutes. The guests
often joined in chanting and singing. Some rose to
fling themselves into the dance, as the clay figure of
a dancer at a festival (right), wearing lip and ear
plugs, appears to have done.

At Motecuhzoma’s feasts, however, a sad fate
might await the vocalist who sang off-key, or
the drummer who missed a beat. “They
imprisoned him and he died,” noted
the chronicler Sahagn.

The finger holes of the Aztec flute above
suggest that a pentatonic, or five-note,
scale might have been in use. Double and

triple flutes, bowever, have been found

with @8 1.~y as 16 stops. ' 154




Warriors dressed as eagles and
Jaguars dance to the pulsing
rhythm of the teponaztli, a two-
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toned wooden gong beaten with
rubber-tipped sticks, and the hue-
huetl, 2 drum hollowed from a log.
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The rabbit-shaped calcite drinking cup
above was produced with copper tools,
then polished. Rabbits symbolized drunk-
en revelry, and the cup might have held
octli, an alcoholic beverage made from
maguey sap. Only old people could get
dvunk without punishment, which in-
cluded beating to death and strangling.

A warrior’s pendant in the shape of an
animal head (right) is @ mosaic of tur-
quoise with a garnet mouth displaying

[ish teeth. Considered second only to
jade as the most precious of gemstones,
turguoise symbolized water and sky.
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bamboo (above) rests a stylized butterfly;

a floral design decorates the reverse side.
maguey leaves, stiffened with a dried coat

At the center of a fan of feathers and
Using a bone spatula, an artisan would
Jlue feathers to a sheet of cotton (right).
The fabric had carlicr been backed with
of glue, and stenciled with a design.




A CHAT

In the Valley of

natural basin a mi!

a half high in the
Mesoamerica,

and fishing commu
appeared as earlv a
20,000 BC. Bv 5000 BC,
on the shores of Lake
Tetzcoco, seminomadic
hunters had begun farm-
ing corn, weaving baskets,
and molding pottery. By
1500 BC, farmers were
building mud-hut villages.
Civilization accelerated,
and in another 300 vears
Olmec culture, emerging
in the lowlands to the
southeast, had spread to
the valley. The Olmecs
were the first of a string
of regional civilizations,
described on the right.
Lacking wheeled vehicles
or beasts of burden, suc-
cessive groups of settlers
gradually created a Mes-
oamerican lifestyle that
culminated in the artistic
and societal grandeur

of the Aztecs.

ULTURES IN THE NEW WORLD

~RLY & MIDDLE
PRECLASSIC:
1200-400 BC

The Olmecs developed hiero-
glyphs and a calendar, and cre-
ated networks of communica-
tion and trade that linked
population centers throughout
Mesoamerica. The region’s first
great civilization left its imprint
most dramatically in sculptures
of giant heads (abore) carved
from basalt. About nine feet
high and weighing as much as
40 tons, they are thought to be
portraits of Olmec rulers. The
stones used were probably quar-
ried in the mountains near Tux-
tla, 80 miles from their ultimate
destination. Dragged to the riv-
ers, they were floated on rafts
to the city to be carved. This
complex enterprise could not
have been achieved without
clearly defined social classes.
Other statues were of Olmec
gods and combined features of
humans and jaguars, crocodiles,
and other formidable creatures.
The Olmec system of religious
and societal leadership would
persist through all succeeding
Mesoamerican cultures.

LATE PRECLASSIC:
400 BC-AD 100

“PRETTY LADY”

Situated on the outskirts of Ol-
mec culture, the people of the
Valley of Mexico lived in small
villages where they grew corn
and made attractive pottery fig-
ures like the so-called Prerty
Lady, from the Tlatilco village
clay pits (above). At the south-
ern edge of the valley, a settle-
ment at Cuicuilco developed as
a cultural center about 400 BC,
eventually acquiring a popula-
tion of more than ten thousand.
At its ceremonial hub stood a
temple—a tiered circular mound
of earth some 390 feet long,
faced with stones, rising in four
steps to a center 75 feet high.
Toward the end of this peri-
od, the city of Teotithuacan, in
the northeast section of the val-
ley, began to compete with Cui-
cuilco for regional influence.
Around 200 BC, Cuicuilco was
destroyed by the first of two
volcanic eruptions, leaving
Teouhuacan unchallenged.

CLASSIC:
AD 100-750

FEATHERED SERPENT

By AD 100, Teotthuacan domi-
nated the Valley of Mexico,
spreading its influence through-
out Mesoamerica. Occupying
eight square miles, it had a pop-
ulation that may have increased
to 200,000 by AD 500 and
ranked as one of the largest cit-
1es of its era in the world. At its
heart lay a spectacular complex
of massive pyramids, which re-
main today as one of the hemi-
sphere’s splendors. One of these
may have been dedicated to
Querzalcoat], meaning “feath-
ered serpent” (above), a fertility
deity. The city’s art resonated
with military themes. Surround-
ing the sacred center stood pal-
aces containing beautiful mu-
rals, as well as large multifamily
apartment compounds.

Located near obsidian depos-
its, Teotihuacan developed and
controlled an important obsid-
1an industry. Raw stone was
brought into the city to be
crafted into products traded
throughout Mesoamerica. Arti-
sans aiso introduced cylindrical
pottery that stood on three legs.
Teotihuacan’s influence ended
circa AD 750, when much of
the city was burned.
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EPICLASSIC:
AD 750-900

JAGUAR KNIGHT

The fall of Teotthuacan marked

| the end of centuries of trade

- and the decline of the high level
of culture that had developed in
and around the Valley of Mexi-
co, ushering in a new era of
frequent warfare. As a power
vacuum developed, lesser
groups from far-flung parts of
Mesoamerica began to establish
themselves in the region. Their
villages grew into defendable
cities that competed with each
other for economic and military
power. No single city held
sway; instead, a number of re-
gional centers evolved, such
as Cacaxtla, whose buildings
were painted with scenes of
warfare, as is shown in the mu-
ral fragment above. .

EARLY
POSTCLASSIC:
AD 900-1250

LATE
POSTCLASSIC:
AD 1250-1521

TOLTEC WARRIOR

Among the new towns was
Tula, about 40 miles northwest
of Teotihuacan. Its inhabitants,
a mix of peoples who had lived
in the area for centuries and
new settlers whose forebears
had been seminomads, became
known as the Toltecs. By about
AD 1000, Tula numbered per-
haps 40,000, with an equal
population in the outlying
farmlands. Tula’s ceremonial
center was small, surrounded by
well-built housing. Upon a five-
step pyramidal platform stood a
row of 15-foot-tall stone col-
umns carved as warriors (above).
Religious objects emphasized
human sacrifice. Racks were
erected to display captives’
skulls, and temples contained
chacmools, stone altars for sacri-
ficed human hearts.

The Toltecs established a
tribute-exacting empire domi-
nating much of central Mexico,
and their influence spread to the
southern lowlands. Their impe-
rial system became a model for
the later Aztecs. Although built
on a defensible hilltop, Tula,
too, collapsed and fell into ruin
around AD 1200.

AZTEC EAGLE

Relative latecomers, the Aztecs,
seminomadic Chichimecs

from the northwest, arrived in
the Valley of Mexico about

AD 1200. They brought along
a representation of their fear-
some tribal god, Huitzilopoch-
ti, whom they placated with
human sacrifice. According to
legend, he had told them to
settle where an eagle perched
on a cactus (above). The bird
was allegedly seen in the marsh-
lands of an island in Lake Tetz-
coco about AD 1325. There the
Aztecs built their canal-laced
city, Tenochtitlan.

At the center of Tenochtitlan,
the Aztecs crected a spacious
religious precinct of stunning
pyramids and temples. They
farmed chinampas, small fertile
islands dredged from the
swamp. Aggressive Warriors,
they demanded tribute from the
city-states within their growing
empire. The city’s wealth, com-
merce, and culture attracted set-
ters, and by 1519 Tenochutlan
housed perhaps as many as
200,000 people, approximately
three times the population of
Spain’s largest city, Seville.

EARLY
COLONIAL PERIOD:
AD 1521

SPANISH HELMET

In 1521, the Valley of Mexico
was conquered by Spaniards,
their iron helmets (above)
gleaming in startling contrast to
the colorful feathers of their
adversaries. Unlike earlier invad-
ers, they had no desire to ab-
sorb the ways of the conquered
peoples; instead, they were de-
termined to force the Aztecs to
adopt the values and religion of
Spain. Deliberately and thor-
oughly, the civil administration,
abetted by the Catholic Church,
tried to obliterate every vestige
of the literature, religion, and
traditions of the new land.
Within a decade after the con-
quest, churchmen, still combat-
ing Aztec influences, found it
necessary to reconstruct in writ-
ing the civilization they were
trying so hard to crush, if only
to better understand it. Ulu-
mately, Aztec ways, gradually
seeping into the newly planted
culrure, created not a Spanish
replica but a vigorous hybrid.
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St}x)atlichc Museen Preussischer Kul-
turbesitz, Museum fiir Volker-
kunde, Berlin

Staatliches Museum fiir Vélkerkunde,
Munich

= . m

work on, 60-61; crystal skull, 138;
death mortif in, 138; dog, sculpture
of, 151; dugout canoe, statue of,
152; embellished skull, 80; feather-

work, 156, 157; frescoes at Quetzal-

papalotl Palace, 75; gold and silver
metalwork, 138-139, 156; illegal
trade in, 60-61; Olmec sculprures,
52, 53; Roman Catholic attacks on
Aztec art, 115 stone jaguar, 86, 87;
stone mask, 118, 137; Toltec art-
work, 44, 48, 49; warrior sculp-
tures, 94, 122

Arusans: community regard for, 136-
137; guilds for, 156; and Toltecs,
45, 48

Avenue of the Dead (Teotithuacan):
55, 56, 62, 69, map 71; excavations
at, 59, 60

Aztecs: agriculture, 33, 149, 152-153;
and ammals, qualities attributed to,
28-29, 89, 156; architectural
achievements of, 27-28; and astron-
omy, 14; barter economy of, 129-
130, 150; bowl, 151; and caves,
importance of, 61, 99; ceremonial

atlatl, 96-97; ceremonial drum, 100;

ceremonial helmet, 96-97; ceremo-
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nial knife, 92-93, 113; ceremonial
shield, 91; chest ornament, 6-7; cre-
ation myths, 100; and cremation,
149; cultural borrowings of, 46,
48, 50; daily Iife of, 17, 149-157;
drinking cup, 156; cagle-crowned
emblem of, 34, 40, 41, 50, 159,
ethical code of, 126, 141; fatalism
of, 19, 112, 147-148; foreign trade
by, 130-134; gambling, propensity
for, 146-147; governance, system :
of, 127, 135-136; hierarchical social
structure, 85, 87-88, 127, 130,
135-139, 148, 149; historical docu- !
ments on, 16-17; human sacrifice,
role of, 82-83, 86-87, 90, 100,
112, 159; language of, 17, 18, 20,
22, 126; laws of, 89, 140-141; lit-
erature, 17, 126; as mercenaries,
40, 41, 47, 49; merchant class,
107-108, 130- 135 mythological
origin of 19, 34 39 47; number
system, 18 oral tradition of, 16,

17; ovcrthrown by Spaniards, 20,
32, 159; personal dignity and bear-
ing of, 139-140; poets, respect for,
127; polygamy, 145; rhetorical
skills of, 126-127; rise to power of,




19, 34, 4043, 47-50, 66, 159; rntu-

al ball games, 12, 146-147; ritual
cannibalism, 92, 104, 105, 107,
108; rulers, succession of, 86; self-
laceration by, 102; Spanish policy
on obliterating culture of, 11, 17,
33, 34, 109, 132, 159; and Teoti-
huacan, 54, 55, 67; and Toltec her-
itage, 45, 63-64, 66; tribute system
of, 19, 97-98, 117; warfare, nature
and role of, 19, 31-32, 82, 83-89,
90-93, 94-100; warriors, training
and accouterments of, 88-89, 90-
93, 94-95; warrior’s pendant, 156;
weapons of, 89, 95-96; wedding
ricuals, 144, 145; at work, 152-
153

Aztlan: 19, 36; probable location of,

48
B

Batres, Leopoldo: 56; appointed pro-
tector of Mexican archacological
monuments, 57; excavations at
Teotihuacan, 56, 57-58

Bernal, Ignacio: excavations at Teoti-
huacan, 59, 60, 62

Breeden, Paul: painting by, end paper

C

Cacaxtla: mural fragment from, 159

Calendar (Aztec): 10, 14, 19, 50;
glyphs for calendar vears, 41

Calendar Stone (Stone of the Sun):
10, 11, 14, 33; excavation of, 10-11

Calmecac (temple schools): 12, 143,
144

Calpullec: 136

Chapultepec: 39, 41, 49; temple and
garden ruins at, 30

Charles V: Cortés’s letters to, 16, 17,
27,128

Charnay, Désiré: excavations at Teoti-
huacan, 55-57; search for Tula, 64-
65 ”

Chichen [tza: 64; excavations at, 16

Chichimecs: 35, 66, 159

Chicomecoatl (deity): statue of, 142

Chicomoztoc: and traditional Aztec
place of origin, 34

Children: birth rituals of, 84-85; divi-
nation rituals for, 141; education
of, 143-144; sacrifice of, 105, 107,
117

Chimalma (Reposing Shield): and
Aztec journey myth, 36, 37

Chimalpopoca (Smoking Shield):
troubled reign of, 42

Chinampas: 33, 85, 152, 153, 159

Cholula: Spanish sack of, 21

Citadel at Teotihuacan: 55, 76-77;
excavation of, 59

Clothing: cotton reserved for Aztec
nobility, 140; as designation of
rank, 90; headdress, 26-27; as medi-
um of exchange (enachtli), 129-130;
variety of, 129, 149

Coatlicue (deity): 82; statue of, 8,
10-11, 14, 15, 143

Coatlinchan: excavations at, 45, 4647

Codex Borbonicus: 141

Codex Boturini: 36-39

Codex Fejérvary Mayer: 16-17

Codex Mendoza: 40, 41, 4243, 136,
144

Codices: 48, 61, 95, 143; and Indian
oral tradition, 16, 34; pages and
illustrations from, 16-17, 18, 22-25,
3543, 86, 90-93, 140, 141, 144,
146, 147, 149, 150, 151, 152, 153,
155, 157; preparation of by Span-
ish friars, 21. See also individual
codices

Coe, Michael: excavations at San
Lorenzo, 53

Colhuacan: 37, 40, 47, 66; Aztecs as
vassals of, 41, 49, 50

Colhuatepec: 34; myth of Aztec emer-
gence from, 35

Cortés, Hernan: 11, 13, 16, 84; on
Aztec human sacrifice rituals, 29;
and conquest of Mexico, 9, 14-15,
20, 22, 30-32; contemporary record
of atrocities by, 18; descripnion of
marketplace at Tlatelolco, 128-129,
130; letters to Charles V, 16-17,
27, 128-129; and Motecuhzoma 11,
21, 23-25, 30-31; retreat from
Tenochtitlan, 31; on Tenochttlan,
27-28; and Teotihuacan, 67; and
Veldsquez, 20, 31

Covoacan: 103

Covolxauhqui (deity): 99; stone relief
of, 81, 82-83, 109, 111, 115

Crime: Aztec punishments for, 140-
141, 156

Cuachtli: as medium of exchange,
129-130

Cuicacalli (temple schools): 143

Cuicuilco: 53, 158

Cuitlahuac: death of, 25

D

Davies, Nigel: on fall of Teotihuacan,
63

Department of Archacology and An-
thropology (Mexican): 59

Diaz, Porfirio: 57, 58
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Diaz del Casullo, Bernal: description
of marketplace at Tlatelolco, 129;
on entrance of Spaniards into Te-
nochtitlan, 23-25; on fate of Aztec
Mexico, 9; on human sacrifices by
Aztecs, 28, 29, 82-83; on Motecuh-
zoma 11, 135

Diehl, Richard: excavations at Tula,
65; theory for cause of decline of
Tula, 66

Disease: effects of smallpox on Indi-
ans, 25, 32

Durdn, Diego: on Aztec bureaucracy,
136; on Aztec human sacrifice ritu-
als, 29-30, 103, 106-107; as chron-
icler of Spanish conquest, 18; de-
scription of tribute for Aztecs, 98;
on Motecuhzoma II's death, 31; on
Motecuhzoma II’s reaction to arri-
val of Cortés, 21-23

E

Eagle Knights: 29, 91, 93; elite na-
ture of, 89, 90, 92; in ritual com-
bar, 105; sculprure of, 94, 100,
101, 123

Education: formal Aztec system of,
143-145

El Tajin: relief panel found at, 146

F

Fagan, Brian: 58; on nature of Tulan
civilization, 65

Feathered Serpent Temple (Quetzal-
coatl Temple): 59, 76, burial pits
at, 78-79; facade decorations from,
77

Five Flower (deity): as god of gam-
bling, 147

Flaving of Men (sacrificial ritual):
103-105

Florentine Codex: 17, 22-25, 97, 107,
125; description of Aztec ritual ball
game, 146

Flower Wars: 99-100

Food: alcoholic beverages, 137,
156; cacao beans, 129, 150; choco-
latl, 150; hallucinogenic plants,
125; staples of Aztec diet, 150-151;
stone manos and merares used to
grind corn, 153

G

Games: See Ollamaliztli, Parolli
Gamio, Manuel: 59; excavations of
Citadel at Teotihuacan, 58-59
Garcia Cubas, Antonio: probe into

Pyramid of the Moon, 57
General History of the Things of New



Spain (Sahaguin): 18

Glyphs (Aztec pictographic systent
10, 18, 19, 34, 35, 36, 3
43, 50, 97, 132; Olmcc 1t
on, 61; use of by students, 143

Great City of Tenochtitlan, The (Ri-
vera): 126-127

Great Pyramid ar Tenochtitlan: 28

Great Témp!c of Tenochtitlan: end
paper, 12-13, 15, 27, 29, 33, 83,
84, 86,94, 108, 110, 111, 121,
125; adjacent shrines at, 120, 121;
excavations at, 81-83, 84, 98, 109,
110-123; jaguar skull relic from,
102; offerings from, 116-119, 137;
remains of child sacrificial victims,
104-105, 107, 117; sacrificial stones
from, 112, 113; sculptures from,
114; successive stages of construc-
tion, 110, 111, 120

Giiemes Pacheco de Padilla, Juan Vi-
cente: and discovery of the Stone of
the Sun, 11

Guerrero: tribute from, 98

Gulf Coast: 66, 146; Olmec presence

on, 51, 55
H

Hall of the Eagle Knights: 89, 94;
sculptures from, 122-123

Hidalgo: tribute from, 98

History of the Indies of New Spain (Du-
rin): 18

House of the Priests: 58

Huehueteotl (deity): sculpture of,
120, 121

Huiwzilopochtli (deity): 14, 19, 23,
24, 28, 29, 31, 32, 41, 48, 49, 85,
86, 99, 103, 109, 119, 143, 159;
and dismemberment of Co-
yolxauhqui, 82, 83; as god of sun
and war, 12; as patron of Aztecs,
34, 36-37, 38, 81, 84; shrine to,
12,84, 109, 112, 113, 114

Humboldt, Baron Alexander von: ac-
count of visit to archaeological sites
in Spanish Mexico, 14; on reburial
of Coatlicue statue, 15

I

Indians: tribes allied with Spaniards
against Aztecs, 15, 87, 99
Irzcoatl: 139; efforts to create noble
history for Aztecs, 47
Iztaccihuatl: 56

(5
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v o
uence

Jade: value of as gemstone, 156
Jaguar Knights: 29, 89, 90, 91, 92,

93, 94, 100, 105
Jiménez Moreno, Wigberto: identifi-
cation of site for Tula, 65

L

La Venta: Olmec population center
in, map S1

Lake Tetzcoco: end paper, 19, 22, 39,
40, 41, 47, 49, 50, 107, 132, 158,
159; drained by Spaniards, 33;
food supply from, 150

Le6n y Gama, Antonio de: astronom-
ic interpretations of the Stone of
the Sun, 14; on Aztee skill as arti-
sans and builders, 26-27

Linné, Sigvald: excavations at Teoti-
huacan, 59

M

Malinalco: 98-99, 101; relics from,
100; temple at, 93, 99

Malinalxochit (deity): 99

Marina, Dofa: 20; warns Cortés of
Cholulan conspiracy, 21

Matlatzinca: 37

Matos Moctezuma, Eduardo: excava-
tions at Tula, 65

Mavya: archacological sites of, 16; lan-
guage, 20-21; and Olmecs, 51, 53

Mendoza, Don Antonio de: as viceroy
of New Spain, 41

Mexica: 14

Mexico: access to sites in opened to
foreign archacologists, 13-14; an-
thropological studies of contempo-
rary peasantry in, 149; archaeologi-
cal interests of Spanish viceroy in,
11; attitudes in toward Indian heri-
tage of, 45-47; government protec-
tion of archacological sites in, 61,
81

Mexico City: 53, 54, 67, difficulty of
conducting comprehensive excava-
tions of archacological sites in, 16,
33; excavadons in, 9, 10-11, 54,
81-83, 87, 109, 110-123

M. H. de Young Museum (San Fran-
cisco): and return of Teotihuacan
murals to Mexico, 60-61

Michoacan: 98

Mictlan: end paper, 148

Mictlantecuhtli (deity): statue of, 122

Millon, René: excavations at Teoti-
huacan, 60, 62, 70

Moctezuma: See Motecuhzoma (Xo-
coyotzin) II

Montezuma: See Motecuhzoma (Xo-
coyotzin) 11

Motecuhzoma I: 47, 87; and Aztec
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legal code, 140, 141

Motecuhzoma (Xocoyorzin) II: 9, 20,
41, 43; class consciousness of, 135;
and Cortés, 21-25, 30-31; death of,
31; incorrect variants of name, 14-
15; as orator, 127; preparation of
meals and entertainment for, 150,
154; private gardens and palace of,
9, 27, 136; purported headdress of,
26-27; zo0 of, 27, 28

Mount Tlaloc: 107, 132

Murals: restoration work on, 60

Museum of the Great Temple (Mexi-
co City): 82, 98

Musical instruments: Aztec flute, 154;
huehuctl (drum), 155; ocarina (ce-
ramic turtle), 155; teponaztli
(wooden gong), 155

N

Nahuatl (Aztec language): 17, 18, 20,
22,126

Narviez, Panfilo de: and Cortés,
31

Natonal Museum of Anthropology
(Mexico City): 12, 15, 45, 46,
59, 87, 94

National Palace: 10, 33

Nezahualcoyotl: 66, 127, 131, 132

Nezahualpilli: 131

Night of Sorrow (Noche Triste): 31

O

Oaxaca: 60

Obsidian: sources close to Teotihua-
can, 54; trade in, 72, 98; uses of,
89, 96, 158

Octli: 92, 137, 156

Ollamaliztli (ritual ball game): 12,
146-147; court for, 146

Olmecs: 48, 50, 55, 63, 158; mask,
118, 119; population centers of,
map 51; sculprures of, 51, 52, 158

Order of the Eagle and the Jaguar

Knights: 89
P

Patolli: 147

Pochteca: 130-135, 137

Precepts of the Elders: and code of ethi-
cal behavior, 126

Puebla: tribute from, 98

Pulque: 137. See also Octli

Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl as the Mom-
ing Star: stone columns at, 64

Pyramid of the Moon: construction
of, 55; excavations at, 56, 57, 59-

60, 62, 75
Pyramid of the Sun: comparison with




Egypt’s Great Pyramid, 68; con-
struction of, 55; excavations at, 54,
57-58, 59, 60-61, 68-69

Quetzalcoat! (deity): Cortés’s arrival
coincides with legends on return of,
21, 22; as fertility deity, 158; statue
of, 142, 158; temple dedicated to,
12
Quetzalpapalotl Palace: 74-75; excava-
tions at, 75

R

Religion: absolution, single opportu-
nity for, 147-148; afterlife, Aztec
view of, end paper, 125, 148; ani-
mal sacrifice, 100-102; animals, su-
pernatural powers attributed to, 28;
Aztec creation myths, 100; Aztec
deities, cover, 9, 11, 12, 19, 20, 21,
22,23, 24, 28, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36-
37, 38, 41, 45, 46, 48, 49, 59, 61,
73, 74, 81, 84, 86, 99, 100, 103,
104, 106, 107, 112, 114, 115, 117,
118, 119, 120, 121, 131, 132, 144,
147, 158, 159; Aztec deities, diver-
sity of, 142; Aztecs and Christiani-
ty, 9, 15, 17-18, 33, 46; caves as
cult shrines, 61, 69, 99; contractual
relationship between man and Aztec
gods, 102; cagle vessel used in sac-
rificial rites, 104; eschatological Az-
tec view of life, 11, 33; hallucino-
genic plants, use of, 147; holy days,
testive celebration of, 145-146, 154-
155; human sacrifice, 12, 28-29,
48, 58, 81, 82-83, 85, 86, 87, 90,
100, 102-108, 109, 111, 112, 113,
131, 139, 146, 159; icons, Spanish
concern for, 15; myth of struggle
between sun and moon and stars,
82, 85; Olmec beliefs, 52; Quetzal-
coatl’s return, belief in, 21; ritual
ball game, 12, 146; Teotihuacan
beliefs, 69

Rivera, Diego: painting by, 126-127

Roman Catholic Church: and Aztec

culture, 17-18, 159; Florentine Co-
dex confiscated by the Inquisition,

22

S
Sacrificial Stone: excavation of, 11
Sahagun, Bernardino de: on Aztec art,
137; on Aztec sensibility, 140; on
Aztec traders, 134; efforts to save
Aztec heritage, 17-18, 22; and Flor-
entine Codex, 22, 107; on food

and feasts, 150, 154; on human
sacrifice, 105; on religious rituals,
105, 147, 148; on Toltec accom-
plishments, 48, 64

San Juan: 56

San Lorenzo: map 51; excavations at,
53

San Martin: 56

Santa Cecilia Acatitlan: pyramid ar,
142

Serpent Wall: 65

Slavery: Aztec system of: 138-139;
Spanish practice of: 20, 138

Soustelle, Jacques: on Aztec rhetoric,
126

Spain: and conquest of Mexico, 9,
14-15, 30-32; Mexico gains inde-
pendence from, 14; obliteration of
Aztec culrure, 11, 17, 33, 34, 109,
132, 159

Stirling, Matthew W.: excavations at
Tres Zapotes, 53

Stone of the Sun (Calendar Stone):
10, 11, 14, 33; excavation of, 10-
11

Stone of Tizoc: 87, 88-89; excavation

of, 11
T

Tabasco coast: 20
Telpochcalli (schools): 143-145
Temple of Malinalco: 93, 99
Tenango: excavated ritual ball courts

at, 146
Tenayuca: 40, 41

Tenoch: traditional founder of Tenoch-

titlan, 41

Tenocha: 14

Tenochtitlan: 10, map 13, 14, 21, 40,
43, 47, 48, 50, 63, 92, 95, 98,
103, 106, 107, 108, 109, 128, 131,
159; annexation of Tlatelolco, 127;
artisan section of, 137, 156; cause-
ways connecting city to mainland,
13, 24, 27, 103; comparisons with
contemporary European cities, 25-
26; and Cortés, 23-25, 27-28, 84;
difficulties in excavation of, 15-16;
dikes in, 13; estimated population
of, 19, 26, 159; excavations at,
81-82, 109, 110-123; founding of,
41, 110; Great Temple of, end
paper, 12-13, 15, 27, 29, 33, 81-83,
84, 86, 94, 98, 102, 105, 107,
108, 109, 110-123, 125, 137; polit-
ical organization of, 136; religious
center in, 12-13, 28; schooling in,
143; Spanish recaprure of, 32-33;
Spanish retreat from (Night of
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Sorrow), 31; Tomb of Time, 106

Teomama: 37

Teotihuacan: 45, 50, 65, 66, 153,
158, 159; air surveys and mapping
of, 60, 70, 71; archacological zone
at, 61; artwork at, 58; Avenue of
the Dead, 55, 56, 59, 60, 62, 69,
map 71; brazier lid from, 74; Cira-
del at, 55, 59, 76-77; destruction
of, 55, 61-63, 67; estimated popu-
lation of, 53, 54, 70; excavations at,
16, 55, 56, 57-61, 67, 68-79; hous-
ing in, 62, 72-73, 75; looted objects
from and contemporary art collec-
tors, 60-61; murals and frescoes
from, 60-61, 73, 75; onyx funecrary
mask from, 67; pottery figurines
from, 63, 73; Pyramid of the
Moon, 55, 56, 57, 59-60, 62, 75,
Pyramid of the Sun, 54, 55, 57-58,
59, 60-61, 68-69; as religious cen-
ter, 69, 70; sacred cave found at,
61, 69

Teotihuacanos: 48, 50, 54, 63

Tepanecs: Aztecs serve as mercenaries
for, 40

Tetzcoco: 127, 131

Tetzcotzingo: palace and gardens at,
132-133

Tezcacoatl: 37

Tezcatlipoca (deity): sacrificial victims
for, 81; as supreme god of Aztec
pantheon, 106

Tizapan: 49

Tizoc: commemorative stone of, 87,
88,; failure as military commander,
86-87

Tlacaclel: Aztec general, 89; and rites
of human sacrifice, 103

Tlaloc (deity): 12, 19, 28, 59, 61, 73,
106, 107, 117, 118, 119, 122, 132,
148; as god of rain, 12; non-Aztec
origin of, 46; shrine to, 12, 84,
109, 112, 114; stone cffigy of, 45,
4647

Tlatelolco: 32, 33, 107; excavation of
temple plaza at, 128; marketplace
at, 126, 127-130, 139; temple at,
25

Tlatilco: grave sites and art objects
from, 54, 55, 158

Tlaxcala: 31, 56; as allies of Span-
iards, 20, 21, 32, 99; and Flower
Wars, 99-100

Tlazolteotl (deity): as goddess of filth,
140, 141

Tochtepec: merchant headquarters at,
108

Toci (deity): statue of, 144



Tolteca: 137

Toltecs: 34, 35, 47, 48, 50,
159; archacological snidy of, 63-
66; art and craftwork of, 44, 48,
49

Tomb of Time: 106

Tonatiuh (deity): as sun god, 11, 33,
92

Tres Zapotes: map 51; excavations at,
51-53

True History of the Conquest of Mexico
(Diaz del Castllo): 23

Tula: 63, 159; destruction of, 65-
66; excavations at, 64-66; housing
in, 65; Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl as
the Morning Star, 64; Serpent Wall
at, 65

Tula de Allende (Hidalgo): 64

Turquoise: Aztec trade 1n, 6; regard
for, 156

Tuxtla: Olmec basalt quarries at, 158

U

University of Rochester: and excava-
tions at Teotihuacan, 60

ST

\Y%

Valley of Mexico: end paper, 49, 53,
56, 66, 98, 149, 156; agricultural
fertility of, 85; Aztec domination
of, 14, 19, 34, 47, city-state rivalry
in, 85-86; rainy season in, 45; time-
line of civilization in, 158-159

Veldsquez, Diego: appoints Cortés to
command of expedition to Mexico,
20; attempts to recall Cortés, 31

Veracruz: 21, 25, 31, 51; Cortés’s
arrival at, 20

Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz: 20

\%%

Wagner, Harald: and looted
mural fragments from Teotihua-
can, 60-61

Women: childbirth, support and ritu-
als during, 84-85, 141-143; courte-
sans, 140, 145; and education, 143;
and human sacrifice, 106, 107,
146; and marriage, 145; refinement
of, 140; as subject of Aztec art,
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144; and work, 152, 153 |

X

Xipe Totec (deity): and flaying rituals,
104-105; starue of, 87

Xiuhtecuhutli (deity): fire god, 107

Xochimilco: 42, 103; chinampas at,
149, 152

Xochipilli (deity): statue of, 124

Xolot! (deity): cover

Y

Yacatecuhtli (deitv): as patron of mer-
chants, 130, 134
Young Museum: See M. H. de Young
Museum
Yucatan: 20; Toltec archacological
sites in, 64
Z

Zbcalo: discovery of Calendar Stone
and Sacrificial Stone in, 10-11

Zumdrraga, Juan de: destruction of
native Indian art and literature by,
17
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