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Vocabulary Builder
ingenious—(in JZEN vus) adj. clever,
original,and efective

Causeway

Woven reed wall

Sometime shortly after about A.D. 1200, bands of nomadic people from
the north migrated into the Valley of Mexico, which lics in the high
plateau of central Mexico. These people identified themselves as separate
tribes, such as the Mexica (may SHEE kah), from whom Mexico gets it
name. All the tribes spoke one language—Nahuatl (NAH hwaht el)—and
believed their origins began in the same legendary birthplace, Aztlan,
Together, these tribes are known as the Aztecs,

The Aztecs Settle in the Valley of Mexico In . 1325, the Aztecs
founded their capital city, Tenochtitlin (teh nawch tee TLARN). Actord-
ing to Astec legend, the gods had told the Aztecs to search for an cagle
holding a snake in its beak and perching atop a cactus. When they saw
this sign, they would know where to build their capital. Indeed, they
finally saw the sign on a swampy island in Lake Texcoco (tesh KoH koh),
and there they built their city. Today, Mexico City sits atop this same site.

As their population grew, the Aztees found ingenious ways to create
‘more farmland in their lake environment, They built chinampas, artifi-
cial islands made of mud piled atop reed mats that were anchored to the
shallow lake-bed with willow trees. On these “loating gardens,” the
Astecs raised maize, squash, and beans. They gradually filled in parts of
the lake and created canals for transportation. Wide stone causoways
linked Tenoehtitlén to the mainland.

e Aztecs built causeways o connect Tenochiitian tothe ural
setlements of the mainand. Afer the Spanish invaded in the
15005, hey drew a map of the dty at lf). Athough not to scale,
it shows the causeways and dense buidings ofthe large capital.
The diagram (below) shows how the chinampas were buil. What
engineering skls must e Aztecs have used f bl the oiy?
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The Empire Expands In the 1400s, the Aztecs greatly espanded their
territory. Through a combination of fierce conquests and shrewd alli-
ances, they spread their rule across most of Mexico, from the Gulf of
Mexico in the east to the Pacific Ocoan in the west, By 1517, the Aztec
empire numbered an estimated five to six million people.

@ Checkpoint What are some advantages and disadvantages of
building a city on an island in a lake?

Aztec Society Takes Shape

War brought immense wealth as well as pover to the Aztes empire,
Tribiute, or payment from conquercd peoples, helped the Aztecs turn
their capital into a magnificent city. From its temples and royal palaces
10 ts 7008 and floating gardens, Tenochititlin seemed a ity of wonders. It
was also the center of a complex, well-ordered empire.

Structuring Government and Society Unlike the Maya city-states,
cach of which had its own king, the Aziee empire had a single ruler. A
council of nobles, priests, and military leaders elected the emperor,
whose primary function was to lead in war. Below him, nobles served as
offcials, judges, and governors of conquered provinees. Next came the
warriors, who could rise to noble status by performing well on the batle.
field. The pricsts were a class apart, They performed rituals to please the
gods and prevent droughts or other disasters,

A powerful middle dlass included long-distance traders, who ferri
goods across the empire and beyond. With goods from the highlands such
as weapons, tools, and rope, they bartered for tropical products such as
Saiguar skins and cocoa beans.

The majority of people were commoners who farmed the land. At the
bottom of suciety were serfs and slaves, who were mostly prisoners of war
or debtoes. Despite their low status, slaves' rights were clearly estab-
lished by las. For example, slaves could own land and buy their frecdom

Religion and Mythology Influence Culture The Aztecs

ed in many gods, including Huitzilopochtli (weets ce loh
POHCH tlee), whom they revered as the patzon god of their peo-
ple. His temple tovwered abose central Tenochtitlin. The Atices
also worshipped Quetzalcoatl (et sahl koh AHT el), the feathered
serpent who reigned over carth and water, plus the other power-
ful gods of an carlier culture that had been centered at the city of
Teotihuacn (tay oh tee wah KAHN).

Teotihuacin had dominated lfe in the Valley of Mesico
from about A.D. 200 to A.D. 750. The city was well planned, with
wide roads, massive temples, and large apartment buildings to
house its population of perhaps 200,000, Along the main ave-
nue, the enormous Pyramid of the Sun and the Pyramid of the Moon rose
majestically toward the sky:

Gitizens of Teotihuacan worshiped gods such as Quetzalcoat] and
Tlaloe (7L lohk), the rain god. After Teotihuacan fel, possibly to invad-
ers, its culture survived and grealy influenced later peoples of
Mesoamerica. The Atecs, for example, beliosed that. the gods had c
ated the world multiple times. In their mythology; it was in Teotihuacin
that the gods created the world in which the Aztecs lived.

belicr

Representatons of laloc (eft) and
Quetzalcoatl(ight)
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In this translation from an Azte text, Nanahuatzin's
braveryis nderscored as he praves willng to sactifice
Himself where another god, the maon, ias not,

Primary Source

6 s s that hen the sun]was made,...there
s fasting for four days s sid ha the moon
waukd be the sun. And when four dayswere com
‘pleted, itis said, the [sun] was made during the
night... 3 verygreat e was ... into which
310 ea,waso fl he moon—hre he s o
gan renoun, gy by whichhe wouk become the
Sun.And th oo thereupon went n oder o leap
intothe fire 8ut he id ot dar d e fared he
e Then all the gods shouted, they sic: “When [
105 0 bel, 0 god? Let th un sopt” Bt e
Nanahatain had ahedy dre; h thereupon had
leaped into the fire. Thus he became the sun.

A the moon,whenhe was depivedof he
renown, the gl s muchshamed3?
FayBemaxtin d o, Geneal st of he
Thigs ofNew S

I

In Astec mythology, the gods frequently sacrificed
themselves for the good of the people. They believed a god
named Nanahuatzin (nah nah WAHTS cen) had sacrificed
himelf to become the sun. To give the sun strength to
riso each day, the Aztecs offered human sacrifices. Most of
the victims were prisoners of war, who were plentiful
because the Aztecs carried on almost continuous warfare.

Aztec Knowledge Expands Pricsts were the keepers
of Aztec knowledge. They recorded laws and historical
events in the Astec hicroglyphic writing system. Some
pricsts ran schools. Others used their knowledge of
astronomy and mathematics to foretell the future. The
Astecs, like the Maya, developed a 260-day ritual calon-
dar and a 365-day solar calendar.

Like many other ancient peoples, the Astees believed
that illness was a punishment from the gods. Stil, Aztec
priests used herbs and other medicines to treat fovers and
wounds. Aztee physicians could set broken bones and
treat dental cavities. They also prescribed steam baths as
cures for various lls, a therapy stillin use today.

@ Checkpoint How was Aztec society structured?

Looking Ahead

The Astees developed a sophisticated and complex culture. But among
many of the peoples they conquered, discontent festered and rebellion
often flared up. At the height of Aztee power, word reached Tenochtitlin
that pale-skinned, bearded men had landed on the cast coast. When the
armics from Spain arrived, they found ready allies among peoples who
were ruled by the Ariee empire. In a later chapter, you will read about
the results ofthe encounter between the Aztecs and the newcomers from
far-off Spain.
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Assessment

Terms, People, and Places @ writing About History
For eachterm, persn, orplacesced &t 3. Recognize Sufficient Evidence What  Quick Write: Choose  Topic When you
thebeginning o the section, wite 3 ypes of evidencedo you think archae-  wiite a naaive ssa, start by hoosing a
Sentenceexplaining it igifcance. ologists need inorder o know for cer.  opic. SUppose Yo want o write a .
ain when people poulated the v from the perspectiveof an andient
Note Taking Americas? Maya person. Make s oftopics that
Reading Skill Compare and Contrast 4. Analyze Information Howdo yau  interest you, such as  ay inth e of a
Use your completd chart and Venn dia-  tink archaeclogistsuse public uid-  Maya sclpor or an account of a tte
gram to answier the Focus Questin: ings, monuments, and atwork o trace  betwen two fivl Maya ciystates. You
Wht factors encouraged the rise of theinfluenceof ealer cvlzatons,  may want o do research i books and on
povertl ciizatonsin Mesoamerics?  such 3 the Olmecs, o atr people?  the Itemet before you setle an 3 topic.
5. Make Comparisons Compre the
Aatec and Maya ilzations What
characteistcs d they share the most?
Inwhat way(s)do they difer the most?





