The Aztecs

The Aztec nation was one of the largest and most advanced civilizations ever to exist on earth.  Aztec life was extremely advanced and probably more so than European nations.  The Aztec nation is unique in its history, economy, environment, and way of life making it a widely studied culture.  

Around three or four thousand years ago, small bands of hunting-gathering peoples made their way across the land bridge that was known as the Bering Strait.  These groups eventually migrated into what is now the United State, Central America and even South America.  The Aztecs arrived in the Central Valley around the year 1248.(Defrates)  The first Aztecs battled other tribes and through its first several hundred years of existence fought often.  By the fourteenth century the Aztecs had founded two settlements on islands in lakes: Tlaltetalco and Tenochtitlán. The traditional founding date of Tenochtitlán is believed to be 1325 and we know much about this settlement from Aztec myth and legend. (Raymond)  These settlements provided protection from outsiders and gave the early Aztecs a chance to build a powerful empire.  As the centuries passed the Aztecs were able to construct a civilization that was both complex and prosperous.

The center of the Aztec Empire was located near the Lerma River, which is near the southern part of the Mexican plateau. The plateau is the largest of Mexico’s land regions and it is the most varied region consisting of several distinct areas. The Volcanic Axis is located across the southern part of the plateau. This area receives a lot of rain and the soil is fertile. This area is the main area where corn and beans were grown for the Aztec Empire. The Bajio lies north of the volcanic axis and has an average elevation of 7,000 feet. This region houses the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán. Here there is very little rain and thus the region is very dry. The Mesa del Norte area makes up for more then half of the plateau and has an average elevation of 9,000 feet. Since it is so high crops are always in danger of freezing. The Sierra Madre Occidental is a long mountain range that forms the western ridge of the plateau. It remained a barrier for the Aztecs and their enemies.  The Sierra Madre Oriental is the plateau’s eastern rim.  The average January temperatures of the plateau is from 10 to 15 degrees Centigrade while in July the average temperature is around 20 to 25 degrees centigrade. 

The most important part of life for any Aztec citizen, man or woman, was religion.  The religion of the Aztecs was a complex one, generally characterized as polytheistic, based on the worship of a multitude of personal gods.  It is interesting that the Aztecs attempted to incorporate the gods of conquered people into their religion; this was accomplished by considering the conquered peoples' gods simply as manifestations of the gods they already worshipped  (Raymond).   

Aztec mythology states that the world has been created several times, and eventually each creation is followed by a cataclysm that has destroyed mankind. This was necessary, they believed, because rarely is anything perfected on the first opportunity. Thus, they could not have a perfect creation after the first try. There are two Aztec myths that clearly illustrate two main aspects of Aztec culture. The first myth centers on Quetzlcoatl. The myth says that if man was to live, he must reciprocate by offering his own blood in sacrifice. This is because man came about from Quetzcoatl making a sacrifice. Sacrifice was essential in Aztec religion, for if no man could exist except through the creative force of the gods, the gods in turn need man to sustain them with human sacrifice. The second myth helps explain the warlike tendencies of the Aztecs. Through a complex chain of events the Aztecs believe that they have to keep their sun god happy by sacrificing people to him.  Thus, they would conquer other peoples so they had plenty of people to sacrifice.  The Aztecs conducted other ceremonies as well to celebrate and worship their gods.  Their complex religion is still studied today and is looked upon as one of the most sophisticated during this time. 

To the Aztecs family was also a very important part of everyday life.  The man was a house builder and a farmer or craftsman while the woman prepared food, cared for the children, made clothes, and looked after the livestock. Aztecs thought that marriage without children was incomplete and thus women who were unmarried were looked down upon and scorned. The aims of an average Aztec was to have a respected position in the community, a happy family life, and a marriage with children. The birth of a child was also looked upon as an important event.  Speeches and prayers would be made to the Gods thanking them for the child.  Boys and girls were each instructed as to their mission in life and would aim for that goal throughout their lives.  Young boys would be instructed that to keep the Gods happy he must continue to feed them the blood of their enemies.  While the girls were told that their mission was to fulfill the needs of their husbands, have children, and be good housewives.  Education was considered extremely important.  From a very early age Aztec children were educated by elders about Aztec gods, myth, and other events that were regarded as important to the Aztecs.  Children were also taught words that would eventually give them a better understanding of their language.  Girls were trained for marriage and at the age of fourteen she would learn basic chores like weaving and cooking.  Discipline was often conducted in a swift and harsh manner.  Unwarranted behavior was not tolerated and children were beaten, stuck with spines, and or tied to a wet, cold area of land.  

Marriage in the Aztec culture was a serious ceremony.  Two families would often arrange the marriages of their children after the male had chosen a female that he felt was suitable.  The marriage ceremony was a lengthy process that contained days of celebrations.  The male would receive many gifts and he would move into his own house.  After several days the Aztecs would be sufficiently drunk and they would continue their normal lives.  Polygamy was very common among the Aztecs. This was very important in the survival of the nation because so many males were killed in wars and in sacrifices. Also alliances were made in this way for diplomatic reasons. If you committed adultery the punishment was death by stoning or strangulation. However, in a strange twist, the person who committed the crime had his choice of either type of punishment.

The political structure of the Aztecs is very interesting. A person called the Great Speaker was the supreme ruler. The son of the Great Speaker not always was the heir. It was a Council of Wise Men that decided in a democratic way who would be the next ruler of Tenochtitlán.  This ruler was in charge of the entire Aztec nation and he was given full control of everything. 

The Aztecs' main food was corn. The corn was generally ground into flour and then made into dough, which they made into tortillas, drinks, and tamales, among other foods. Other foods in the Aztecs' diet were the seeds from the sage plant which were used as cereal; spicy peppers, eggs, turkey, rabbit, dog, lizards, locusts, snails, and fish eggs.  The Aztecs usually drank water and on special occasions they drank beer and nobles drank chocolate sweetened with honey. Foods today in Mexico have some basic components of the Aztec fare such as corn, which is still at the heart of the meal. That is, today corn products are still widely eaten. This can be seen in the tortilla, a round flat sheet of corn that you find in almost every meal in a present day Mexican table; or the tamale, a lump of corn masa containing meat, wrapped in corn husks, and steamed. Both are Aztec foods. Hence, the blend of the Aztec and Spanish cultures can be seen very clearly in food.  

Cultivating the soil was the main way of life. In the Aztec society farmers were generally field workers who prepared the earth, breaking up clumps, hoeing with digging sticks, leveling, planting, weeding, and irrigating. They understood the rotations and had to read almanacs so they could determine when it was time for planting. They made the construction of canals to bring water from mountain springs to the towns and fields of the piedmont and foothills.

The amount of decoration on a garment indicated wealth and social rank of the wearer. Rich people had clothes made of cotton while poorer people had clothes made from maguey fibers. Aztec men wore a cloth around their hips and a cloak that was knotted around one shoulder. The women wore a sleeveless blouse and a wraparound skirt. The amount of decoration around the garment indicated the wealth and social rank of the wearer.

 Aztec homes were simple and designed for usefulness rather than for looks. In the upper mountain regions the houses were adobe while in the lowlands they had thatched roofs and walls made of branches and leaves. Usually in the same yard around the house a family had other buildings suck as a place to put their tools and a place for their animals.

The art of speaking was combined with teaching, as the learning of technical skills. Historical accounts, the reciting of stories and poetry, the conduct of lawsuits, and matters of trade were conducted orally. To be educated was to be a master of oral expression, for people were expected to present artful speeches on all sorts of occasions, both public and private. With all the etiquette required by the highest formalized pattern of Aztec life. Aztec hieroglyphic writing served to communicate names, places, dates, and tallies in association by a system of dots. The language spoken by the Aztecs was called Nahuatl. 

The Aztec nation was revered for its warriors.  The purpose of their warfare was to capture prisoners for sacrifice, gain new lands and to simply punish other tribes.  Each warrior would gain a certain status after he captured so many people.  The Aztecs were able to continue on as a nation because of their fierce ability to fight.  And, although there wasn’t an organized army, the entire nation was taught from a very young age that it was their purpose in life to serve the gods. Failure in battle was a disgrace for those who could not accomplish their task and usually led to their sacrifice.

It is believed that although the Aztecs had a powerful army their belief that the Spanish were gods, thus overshadowing their desire to fight and they gave in to Cortez and his army.  This led to the demise of a civilization that was one of the most popular in the world.    

We still know very little about the Aztecs. Research is always uncovering new ideas and data giving us new insights into the Aztec culture and way of life. The complexity of their the Aztec civilization is still marveled today as it is studied.  We see that their fierce desire to serve the gods prompted them to fight and conquer other groups of people, which enabled the nation to continue it’s dominance.  Thus, we can see that the Aztecs were one of the most magnificent cultures in the history of human beings.  

