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Historical Research Methodology

This work synthesizes information from primary sources (indigenous codices, post-conquest Nahuatl testimonies, Spanish chronicles), archaeological excavation reports from the Templo Mayor and Huey Tzompantli projects, and peer-reviewed scholarly analysis. Key sources are listed in per-chapter resource sections.

Disclaimer: The images in this book are creative reinterpretations of historical scenes. While every effort was made to accurately capture the essence of the periods depicted, some illustrations may include artistic embellishments or approximations. They are intended to evoke the atmosphere and spirit of the times rather than serve as precise historical records.

“The Aztecs were not the last civilization to mistake brutality for order. They were simply the most candid about the price.”

— Inga Clendinnen, Aztecs: An Interpretation

Dear Readers,

The Aztec empire lasted less than two hundred years. In that time it built one of the largest cities on earth, perfected a tribute machine that modern political scientists still study, and conducted ritual violence at a scale that forces us to take seriously the question of what it was actually for. Then it collapsed so completely that the city it built is buried under another city that is now one of the largest on earth.

That’s why I wrote this. To pull back the curtain on what the Aztec empire actually was: the founding myths they fabricated, the flower wars that were really a protection racket, the skull rack that was a filing cabinet, and the disease that conquered Tenochtitlan before Cortés came back. If it stirs something in you — questions, doubts, even disagreement — that’s the point.

Thanks for joining the ride,

Skriuwer

Controversial Voices on the Aztec Empire

“The Aztec state was not a curiosity or an aberration. It was a sophisticated, large-scale, durable political system that solved the problem of empire in ways no European state had yet imagined.”

— Ross Hassig, Aztec Warfare (1988)

“The scale of Aztec sacrifice, once you accept what the archaeological evidence actually shows, forces a revision of almost everything written about Mesoamerican civilization before 1978.”

— Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, The Great Temple of the Aztecs (1988)

“The Spanish did not conquer the Aztec empire. A coalition of indigenous peoples, using Spanish military technology and Spanish political ambition as tools, overthrew a hegemonic power they had been waiting sixty years to destroy.”

— Matthew Restall, Seven Myths of the Spanish Conquest (2003)

“The Quetzalcoatl prophecy that supposedly paralyzed Moctezuma is almost certainly a post-conquest invention. The Aztec ruler who negotiated with Cortés was not paralyzed. He was doing what rulers do: buying time and gathering intelligence.”

— Camilla Townsend, Fifth Sun (2019)

“To call the Aztec sacrifice system religious is accurate but insufficient. It was also an administrative system, a political theater, a demographic tool, and — as the skull rack demonstrates — a public record.”

— Inga Clendinnen, Aztecs: An Interpretation (1991)

“The demographic collapse that followed the Spanish conquest was not the result of military defeat. It was the result of epidemic disease, forced labor, ecological disruption, and the deliberate destruction of indigenous governance. The conquest killed some people. The colonial system killed nearly everyone.”

— Alfred W. Crosby, The Columbian Exchange (1972)
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The World They Inherited

EVERYTHING ABOUT THE AZTEC EMPIRE WAS BUILT ON FOUNDATIONS SOMEONE ELSE LAID. The Aztecs did not invent writing, architecture, astronomy, or human sacrifice. They inherited a 2,000-year tradition of Mesoamerican civilization, arrived in the Valley of Mexico as despised late-comers without land or status, and spent a century watching and learning from the people they would eventually enslave. By the time the Aztec empire reached its height, it was the most sophisticated extractive machine in the pre-Columbian world. But the sophistication was borrowed. And the people they borrowed it from had not forgotten.

― ◆ ―

Before the Mexica: Two Thousand Years of Mesoamerican Civilization

Mesoamerica in the year 1200 CE was not a wilderness waiting for civilization to arrive. It was an old world, densely layered with the ruins and living remnants of cultures that had risen, peaked, and fragmented long before the people who would become the Aztecs appeared on anyone's horizon. Teotihuacan had been one of the largest cities on earth at the height of the Roman Empire, housing perhaps 125,000 people in a grid of avenues, temples, and apartment compounds so precisely engineered that its main axis is still visible from the air today. Nobody knows who built it. By 550 CE it was burning.

The collapse of Teotihuacan sent shockwaves through Mesoamerica that lasted centuries. Whole populations displaced. Trade networks severed. Political structures that had organized the central Mexican plateau for six hundred years dissolved within a generation. What filled the vacuum was not one successor civilization but a dozen competing polities, each claiming a piece of the prestige that Teotihuacan's dominance had conferred on the region. The mythology of Aztec legitimacy was still being constructed eight hundred years after Teotihuacan burned, and the ruins of the great city were a living presence in the Valley of Mexico, visible to anyone who looked north from Texcoco. The Aztecs called it the City of the Gods.

The Toltec state, which dominated central Mexico between roughly 900 and 1150 CE, was the civilization the Aztecs most wanted to be descended from. Tula, the Toltec capital, became the mythological origin point for claims of legitimate rulership across Mesoamerica. To be of Toltec lineage was to be civilized. To have Toltec blood was to have the right to rule. The problem was that actual Toltec lineage was thin on the ground and easily fabricated. When the Aztec nobility constructed their dynastic histories in the fifteenth century, Toltec ancestors appeared with suspiciously convenient regularity.

The Maya, in the Yucatan peninsula and highlands of Guatemala, had developed one of the most sophisticated writing systems in the ancient world, a mathematical calendar complex enough to predict solar eclipses accurately for centuries, and architectural traditions that European visitors in the nineteenth century initially refused to attribute to indigenous people because the scale was too large to fit their assumptions. Classic Maya civilization peaked between 250 and 900 CE and then experienced its own catastrophic collapse, the causes of which historians still argue about: drought, soil exhaustion, warfare, elite competition, probably all four simultaneously.

The point is not to list civilizations but to establish a baseline: the world the Mexica entered in the thirteenth century was not an empty stage. It was a crowded, competitive arena of city-states, each with its own language, its own religious calendar, its own military tradition, and its own memory of previous betrayals by neighbors who had turned allies into tributaries. The Valley of Mexico was not available because no one had figured out how valuable it was. It was contested precisely because everyone who had ever lived there understood its value and fought to keep it.

Shallow Lake Texcoco sat in the middle of the valley floor, and around its shores a dense cluster of city-states had grown up over centuries: Azcapotzalco, Culhuacan, Coatlinchán, Xaltocan, Tlacopan. Each controlled a segment of the lake shore, each had its own tributary relationships with surrounding communities, and each had historical grievances against several of its neighbors that had been accumulating for generations. Into this environment, sometime in the early thirteenth century, a small, ragged, and notably unwelcome group of migrants arrived and asked for land.

― ◆ ―
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Aerial reconstruction of Teotihuacan at its height, the Avenue of the Dead stretching north toward the Pyramid of the Moon.

― ◆ ―

THE VALLEY OF MEXICO: Why Everyone Wanted It

The Valley of Mexico is not obviously hospitable. It sits at 7,200 feet elevation, surrounded by volcanoes, and its central lake system is brackish rather than fresh. The winters are cold enough to kill untended crops. The altitude makes exertion harder than at sea level. None of this deterred settlement, because the valley's agricultural potential, once the hydraulic engineering was done, was among the most productive in Mesoamerica.

The key was the lake. The shallow, warm waters of Lake Texcoco and its connected lakes could be converted into chinampas: artificial islands built from alternating layers of aquatic vegetation and mud, anchored by willow trees whose roots held the structure together. A mature chinampa farm could produce multiple crops per year without irrigation, because the roots drew water directly from the lake. The technique was ancient, already in use by the time the Mexica arrived, and the city-states that controlled the lake shore controlled its output. Controlling the food supply meant controlling political power.

The valley was also a natural trade hub. Goods from the Gulf Coast, the Pacific coast, the Maya lowlands, and the northern deserts all passed through it. Cacao from the tropical lowlands, obsidian from the volcanic deposits east of the valley, cotton from the warm lowlands, copper bells and turquoise from the far north: all of these moved through merchant networks whose routes converged on the lake system. A city positioned at the center of those routes could tax everything moving in any direction. Teotihuacan had understood this. Tenochtitlan would understand it again.

The valley also had a military geography that rewarded defensive positioning. The lake itself was the defense. A city built on an island, or on a peninsula jutting into shallow water, was accessible only by causeways that could be defended by small numbers against much larger forces. The city-states that had built their settlements at the lake shore had done so partly for this reason: you needed enemies to cross open water to reach you, and enemies crossing open water were slow, visible, and easy to intercept.

By 1200 CE the dominant power in the valley was Azcapotzalco, the Tepanec capital on the western shore. The Tepanecs had built a tribute network that extracted goods and labor from much of the surrounding valley, maintained it through a combination of military threat and strategic marriage alliance, and were, by any standard, the power that a late-arriving migrant group would need either to serve or to avoid. The Mexica arrived too late and too weakened to avoid anyone. They spent the next hundred years serving.

The Mexica Arrive

The traditional Aztec account of their arrival in the Valley of Mexico is a story of divine guidance: the god Huitzilopochtli led his chosen people on a two-hundred-year migration from their mythological homeland of Aztlan, directing them southward until they saw the sign he had promised, an eagle perched on a cactus devouring a snake on an island in Lake Texcoco. There they founded Tenochtitlan in 1325 CE and began their ascent to empire.

The historical record is less poetic. The people who became the Mexica were almost certainly one of several Nahuatl-speaking groups that migrated into central Mexico from the northern frontier regions during the political disruptions that followed the collapse of Toltec power. They arrived without land, without established lineage credentials, and without allies. Their neighbors in the valley found them useful for certain tasks, offensive in most others, and gave them the least desirable real estate available: a swampy, snake-infested island that nobody else wanted.

The Mexica's reputation among their contemporaries was not flattering. Multiple sources describe them as difficult, aggressive, and impious by the standards of Mesoamerican civilization. The people of Culhuacan, who allowed the Mexica to settle on their territory as a military buffer around 1250 CE, eventually expelled them for what is described in the historical record as an act of extreme religious offense: the Mexica sacrificed and flayed a Culhuacan princess whom they had been given as a bride for a chieftain, apparently intending to honor her by deifying her, and presented her flayed skin to her father at a feast. The Culhuacan response was immediate and comprehensive.

This episode, whether precisely accurate or not, encapsulates the problem the Mexica faced in the valley: they understood Mesoamerican religious practice, but they performed it in ways that violated the social contracts that kept Mesoamerican city-states from killing each other constantly. Human sacrifice was widespread in the region. Sacrificing your host's daughter was not. The Mexica were not savage outsiders confronting a civilized world. They were participants in the same civilizational tradition as their neighbors, but participants who had not yet learned which rules were negotiable.

The island they eventually settled was genuinely uninhabitable by the standards of the valley. It sat in the brackish western portion of Lake Texcoco, surrounded by shallow water too saline for most crops and too shallow for deep-water fishing. What it had, aside from snakes and mosquitoes, was defensibility and a location that could become a trade hub if the city grew large enough to attract commerce. The Mexica began building chinampas almost immediately. Within two generations the island was producing food. Within three it was producing food and weapons. Within four, it was producing an army.

― ◆ ―
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The Valley of Mexico in the 14th century, Lake Texcoco visible from above with city-states dotting its shores.

― ◆ ―

THE SHADOW OF TEOTIHUACAN

Before the Mexica existed as a people, central Mexico had already seen one of the largest cities on earth rise and die. Teotihuacan, thirty miles northeast of modern Mexico City, reached a population of roughly 125,000 at its height around 450 CE, putting it in the same tier as imperial Rome. Its grid of avenues, its apartment compounds, and its two colossal pyramids dwarfed anything the Aztecs would later build. When the Mexica arrived in the valley nine centuries later, Teotihuacan had been abandoned for five hundred years. They treated its ruins as sacred ground.

The city's collapse around 550 CE has never been fully explained. The ceremonial core was burned in a deliberate fire, not a raid: the temples along the Avenue of the Dead were systematically set alight, their stone sculptures smashed in a pattern that suggests an internal revolt against the ruling class rather than a foreign conquest. Climate data from lake sediments shows a severe drought in the same window, and the city's population had grown to a scale that required perfect agricultural conditions to feed. The collapse may have been both: a drought that broke the system, followed by a revolution that burned the temples of the gods who had failed.

What the Aztecs inherited from Teotihuacan was a template. The tradition of building massive stepped pyramids, the cult of a feathered serpent deity (later called Quetzalcoatl), the cosmological idea that the current sun was one in a series of world-ages, the division of the city into four quadrants oriented to the cardinal directions: all of these came from Teotihuacan through intermediary cultures. When the Mexica designed Tenochtitlan, they were not inventing an urban form. They were copying one they found lying in ruins and claiming it as their inheritance.

The Mexica pilgrimage to the Teotihuacan ruins became a regular feature of their imperial religion. Moctezuma II made the journey multiple times. The Aztec rulers had themselves buried with objects looted from Teotihuacan offerings, as if wearing a borrowed legitimacy. The city was called Teotihuacan ("place where the gods were made") because the Aztecs believed that the current sun and moon had been created there in a self-sacrifice by two earlier gods. The site was not just a ruin. It was the origin point of the cosmos, located on the edge of the empire, and the empire's rulers made it the destination of their most important pilgrimages.

You cannot understand the Aztec self-image without understanding this relationship to Teotihuacan. The Mexica spent their imperial century arguing that they were the legitimate heirs of a civilization that had died long before they arrived. Every Templo Mayor construction phase was explicitly designed to reference Teotihuacan architectural forms. Every major ritual invoked Teotihuacan precedent. The Aztec Empire, in its own propaganda, was not a new phenomenon. It was the restoration of something that had been lost, a claim that was entirely invented and entirely successful.

― ◆ ―
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Early Mexica settlers building the first chinampa gardens in the brackish shallows of Lake Texcoco.

― ◆ ―

THE TOLTEC MYTHOS

Between Teotihuacan and the Aztecs stood another civilization that loomed even larger in Aztec imagination: the Toltecs of Tula, the city one hundred kilometers north of modern Mexico City that flourished from roughly 950 to 1150 CE. Toltec was the Nahuatl word for craftsman, and to call someone a toltec in Classical Nahuatl was to call them a person of supreme skill. The Aztecs claimed Toltec descent obsessively. Every royal genealogy traced back to Tula. Every king needed a documented Toltec grandmother somewhere in the family tree.

The historical Tula was smaller than the legend the Aztecs built around it. Archaeological work by Jorge Acosta in the 1940s and subsequent excavations showed a city of maybe 30,000 people, impressive for its time but nothing like the scale the Aztec chronicles claimed. The giant warrior columns atop the main pyramid, known as the Atlantes of Tula, became the model for Aztec temple architecture. But the Toltec state itself collapsed around 1150 CE, possibly under pressure from Chichimec invaders from the north, leaving a set of ruins and a powerful memory.

The central figure of the Toltec mythos was Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl, a priest-king who ruled Tula in its golden age. According to the myth, Topiltzin was wise, celibate, and opposed to human sacrifice. He was tricked by the rival god Tezcatlipoca into breaking his vows, shamed, and driven into exile, departing eastward across the sea with a promise to return. This was the myth that Cortés would later exploit, and it is the myth that generations of historians claimed Moctezuma II believed when he first met the Spanish. The reality of what Moctezuma thought is more complicated than this, but the myth itself was real and powerful.

What matters for understanding the Aztecs is that they adopted the Toltec past wholesale. The first Mexica tlatoani, Acamapichtli, was installed partly because he could claim Toltec descent through his mother, a princess from Culhuacan (a city that preserved Toltec bloodlines after Tula's fall). The entire idea of Mexica legitimacy rested on the claim that they were continuing the Toltec tradition, even though the Mexica had been hunter-gatherers on the northern frontier while the Toltec state was in its death throes.

The burning of the pre-Mexica codices by Itzcoatl in 1428, which you will meet in chapter three, was the final step in this manufactured past. The old histories that recorded the Mexica as recent immigrants and minor players were destroyed. New histories were written that placed the Mexica at the center of a continuous Toltec legacy running from Teotihuacan through Tula to Tenochtitlan. This was propaganda. It was also remarkably effective propaganda, because the Aztecs genuinely believed it, and by the time the Spanish arrived, no one in central Mexico could quite remember that it had ever been otherwise.

The Chichimec Wanderings

The Mexica arrived in the Valley of Mexico as one small band among dozens. The Nahuatl term Chichimeca covered all the northern-origin peoples who pushed into central Mexico between roughly 1100 and 1300 CE. The word originally meant something like "dog lineage," a term the settled peoples used for the nomadic newcomers, and the newcomers eventually turned it into a point of pride. The migration was not a single event. It was a centuries-long process in which drought, political collapse upstream, and population pressure pushed successive waves of hunter-gatherers into the increasingly crowded Valley of Mexico.

The Mexica chronicles, written down in the post-Itzcoatl period, claimed a homeland called Aztlan somewhere to the north, from which the people had emerged in roughly 1064 CE under the command of their tribal god Huitzilopochtli. Modern scholars have spent a century trying to locate Aztlan and mostly agree that it is either mythological or refers to somewhere in the modern Mexican state of Nayarit. The point of the myth was not geographic precision. It was to establish that the Mexica had always been a distinct people on a divine mission, which was useful political cover for what was actually a chaotic tribal migration through hostile territory.

The migration narrative preserved in the Codex Boturini and other sources is surprisingly honest about the early conditions. The Mexica were poor, often hungry, reduced to eating snakes and insects, and regularly driven from one settlement to the next by the established peoples whose lands they were crossing. They spent generations as migrant workers and mercenaries, fighting other people's wars for the privilege of being allowed to settle temporarily on marginal land. The later imperial chronicles called this the period of wandering. It looked to the people living through it like refugee existence.

Huitzilopochtli, the tribal deity who would later become the god of the Aztec Empire, was during this period a small war god associated with the sun and with the specific mountain where the Mexica happened to be encamped at any given moment. His priests carried a bundle containing the god's material manifestation, and the bundle was unpacked and re-wrapped at each new location. The deity's elevation to chief god of a continent-spanning empire was a later development. During the migration, he was one patron deity among many, differentiated from his peers mostly by the single-minded aggression his priests attributed to him.

By roughly 1250 CE the Mexica had reached the Valley of Mexico, where they found themselves in a situation that would define their political culture for the next two centuries. The valley was already full. The established city-states on the lake shores had no intention of making room for another Chichimec band, and the Mexica spent the next seventy years being pushed from one marginal location to another, serving as mercenaries, suffering periodic massacres, and occasionally getting their leaders killed by hosts who had tired of them. It was out of this humiliation, not out of any original greatness, that the Aztec Empire eventually grew.

The Valley in 1300

The Valley of Mexico that the Mexica entered was one of the most densely settled regions in the pre-Columbian Americas. A central lake system, actually a chain of five interconnected shallow lakes, dominated the basin floor at an altitude of 2,240 meters. Around the lake shores stood perhaps forty independent city-states, each centered on a small temple precinct and a market, each ruled by its own tlatoani with his own genealogy and his own claim to Toltec legitimacy. The total population of the valley has been estimated at somewhere between 800,000 and 1.2 million people.

The dominant power on the western shore was Azcapotzalco, the capital of the Tepanec peoples, who by the late 1200s had built a small tributary empire absorbing many of the smaller valley city-states. Azcapotzalco's ruler Tezozomoc, who came to the throne in 1371 and reigned for fifty-six years (an astonishing run for the time), extended Tepanec power north and south, absorbing cities by a mix of strategic marriages, targeted assassination, and outright conquest. When the Mexica arrived at Lake Texcoco, Azcapotzalco was the regional hegemon, and the Mexica were going to have to deal with it.

The eastern shore was dominated by Culhuacan, a city with the most prestigious genealogy in the valley because its ruling family preserved actual Toltec bloodlines from the refugee generation that had fled Tula's collapse. Culhuacan was smaller than Azcapotzalco but carried disproportionate cultural weight. Any would-be ruler of a new city in the valley needed a marriage alliance with Culhuacan to be taken seriously as anything other than a Chichimec warlord. The Mexica would eventually get their Culhuacan bride, but only after a disaster that nearly ended their tribe.

Between these two power centers sat dozens of smaller polities, each calculating its survival. Texcoco on the eastern shore was a rising power under the Acolhua dynasty. Xochimilco in the south controlled the chinampa agricultural zone that produced the valley's highest crop yields. Chalco in the southeast sat on a secondary lake and controlled trade routes toward the Puebla basin. Tlacopan was a minor Tepanec town on the western shore that would later, through the accident of alliance politics, become the third member of the Triple Alliance. The political map was constantly shifting.

The crucial feature of this landscape was that nobody was completely in charge. Even at his peak, Tezozomoc of Azcapotzalco did not command the entire valley. Cities paid tribute but retained local rulers. Warfare was constant and small-scale, rarely decisive. Alliances formed and dissolved with each royal marriage and each succession dispute. Into this situation arrived the Mexica, a despised group of northern migrants with a god who told them they would one day rule everyone. The established powers found them useful as mercenaries and otherwise wished they would go away. Both assumptions turned out to be wrong.

The Humiliation at Culhuacan

Around 1299 CE the Mexica were granted permission to settle on a patch of land called Tizapan, a snake-infested rocky area that the ruler of Culhuacan, Coxcoxtli, considered uninhabitable. He expected the Mexica to die there. Instead, they ate the snakes, turned the rocks into agricultural terraces, and made themselves sufficiently useful as mercenaries that Coxcoxtli actually began to find them valuable. They fought on his behalf in a war against Xochimilco, reportedly bringing back eight thousand ears cut from enemy dead as proof of their service. The ears were a problem.

The Mexica had displayed a capacity for violence that unsettled Coxcoxtli. To contain them, or perhaps to honor them, or perhaps both, he offered his daughter as a bride to their tribal leader, with the intention of producing a royal lineage that would subordinate Mexica warriors to Culhuacan authority. The Mexica accepted. What happened next, according to their own chronicles, is one of the most disturbing origin stories any civilization has preserved about itself. Huitzilopochtli told his priests that the god wanted the princess not as a bride but as a sacrifice, transformed into a deity called Toci ("our grandmother"), patroness of the earth.

The Mexica priests killed Coxcoxtli's daughter, flayed her, and dressed one of their own priests in her skin. At a ceremony to which Coxcoxtli was invited, the Mexica revealed what they had done, expecting him to recognize that a new goddess had been created from his daughter's body. Coxcoxtli instead recognized that his daughter had been murdered by lunatics. He called out the Culhuacan warriors and drove the Mexica into the lake. They fled to the reed islands where Tenochtitlan would eventually stand. The year, by the Mexica count, was 1323.

The princess-flaying episode is almost certainly historical in some form. Multiple independent Aztec sources record it, including the Crónica Mexicayotl of Alvarado Tezozomoc, a direct descendant of the Aztec royal line writing in the 1590s with access to family records. The Aztecs did not invent the story to embarrass themselves. They preserved it because it demonstrated the terrifying completeness of their devotion to Huitzilopochtli, who demanded human sacrifice even at the cost of their host city's protection. For the Mexica, it was a foundational moment of identity. For Culhuacan, it was the moment they became convinced they were dealing with something dangerous.

What the Mexica took away from the experience was not contrition but a specific theological conclusion: their god required blood, and cities that denied him blood would be their enemies. The next two centuries of Aztec foreign policy flowed from this conclusion. Human sacrifice at the scale the Aztec Empire would eventually achieve was not a cultural inheritance from earlier Mesoamerican civilizations. It was an innovation, a doubling down on a ritual that the Mexica had performed at Culhuacan and that had cost them their welcome. Once they had a city of their own, they would perform it on an industrial scale, and dare anyone to drive them out again.

Huitzilopochtli's Promise

The Aztec creation story placed Huitzilopochtli at the center of a cosmic conflict that the Mexica interpreted as a template for their own mission. In the myth, the earth goddess Coatlicue ("she of the serpent skirt") became pregnant by a ball of feathers that fell on her as she swept a temple. Her daughter Coyolxauhqui, the moon goddess, was enraged by what she considered a shameful pregnancy and convinced her four hundred brothers, the stars of the southern sky, to kill their mother. At the moment of the attack, Huitzilopochtli leaped fully armed from Coatlicue's womb, decapitated Coyolxauhqui, and threw her body down the mountain.

This was not a minor myth. It was the central cosmic drama of the Aztec state, and it was re-enacted at every major ritual. The Templo Mayor itself was designed as a representation of the mountain Coatepec where the birth had occurred, with Huitzilopochtli's shrine at the top and the dismembered body of Coyolxauhqui carved in stone at the base of the staircase. Every captive sacrificed at the top of the temple and rolled down the steps was a repetition of Huitzilopochtli's original victory, and the body at the bottom was symbolically added to Coyolxauhqui's dismemberment.

The promise Huitzilopochtli made to the Mexica during their migration was direct: if they continued to feed him with the blood of captured warriors, he would continue to rise each morning and defeat the darkness. The sun's daily journey across the sky was, in Aztec cosmology, a repetition of the Coatepec battle, and the sun required blood to win it. The Mexica were not just maintaining a ritual. They were performing the labor that kept the universe functioning. A Mexica priest explained this to Bernardino de Sahagún in the 1550s, arguing that the Spanish had no idea what they had interrupted.

Whether the Aztec rulers actually believed this cosmic job description is harder to determine. The theology was remarkably consistent across the empire, appearing in sources that predate Spanish contact and in sources produced by indigenous writers long after the conquest. The calendar was organized around the ritual requirements. The military campaigns were timed to produce captives for the seasonal festivals. The imperial bureaucracy devoted substantial resources to an apparatus whose official purpose was cosmic maintenance. At minimum, the rulers behaved as if they believed it.

What gave the Huitzilopochtli theology its unique force was its combination of cosmic grandeur and specific tribal identity. Other Mesoamerican peoples worshipped similar gods, performed sacrifice, and believed in cyclical destruction of the world. What the Mexica added was the claim that their specific tribe was uniquely chosen to maintain the current sun, and that any city that refused to participate in the sacrifice system was endangering the survival of the universe. This was a theological justification for unlimited expansion. It was also a recipe for the coalition of enemies that would ultimately destroy them.

The Founding Sign

The Mexica founding myth of the eagle devouring a serpent on a nopal cactus is one of the most successful pieces of national branding in history. Every Mexican citizen knows it. The image appears on the flag of modern Mexico, on the country's coins, and on the cover of the Codex Mendoza. The story, as the Aztecs told it, was that after the flight from Culhuacan in 1323, the priests of Huitzilopochtli wandered through the reed beds of Lake Texcoco looking for a sign the god had promised: an eagle perched on a prickly-pear cactus. They found it on a small island, and there they founded Tenochtitlan.

The historical reality was drabber than the myth. The island the Mexica settled on was marginal land that nobody else wanted. It was too swampy for permanent agriculture, too small to support a large population, and too close to Azcapotzalco for the Tepanecs to ignore what was being built there. The choice was not strategic. It was the only place left after the Mexica had burned their bridges with every other city in the valley. The sign of the eagle and the serpent, if it occurred at all, was a post hoc rationalization for a forced choice.

The symbol itself drew on imagery that long predated the Mexica. The eagle was a solar bird in Mesoamerican iconography, associated with warriors and with the rising sun. The serpent represented the earth and the waters. An eagle eating a serpent represented the victory of the celestial order over the chthonic one, a cosmic image the Mexica adapted to their specific founding claim. The prickly-pear cactus, nopal, grew from the heart of a sacrificed god according to the myth, making the whole tableau a condensed image of sacrifice, cosmic order, and divine endorsement.

The actual archaeological evidence for the foundation date is limited, because Tenochtitlan was built on a lake bed that has been subsiding for centuries, and most of the earliest layers are now waterlogged or destroyed. The date of 1325 that appears in some Aztec sources (and 1345 in others) is more of a commemorative choice than a verified fact. Excavations at the Templo Mayor have found ceramic sequences suggesting continuous occupation from roughly the early 1300s onward, broadly consistent with the chronicle dates but not precise to the year.

What matters about the founding myth is not whether it happened. What matters is how it was used. Every Aztec ruler cited it. Every public inscription referenced it. The image appeared on war banners, on royal clothing, on the insignia of military orders. When Itzcoatl rewrote the histories in 1428, the founding sign became the anchor point of the whole narrative, the moment when Huitzilopochtli publicly endorsed the Mexica choice of capital. The eagle on the cactus was not a record of the past. It was a claim on the future, repeated until everyone in the valley eventually believed it.

Tenochtitlan's First Decades

The first Mexica generations on the island built not the imperial capital of later legend but a cluster of reed huts and a small shrine. They were still tributaries of Azcapotzalco, still despised by the lakeshore cities, still one bad season away from being driven off their island entirely. The population was probably a few thousand. The economy was fishing, hunting waterfowl, and selling military services to Tepanec overlords who periodically made war on their neighbors. The first chinampa agricultural plots were being experimentally built along the island's edges.

The political organization in these decades was tribal rather than monarchical. Decisions were made by councils of elders and senior priests. The priests of Huitzilopochtli wielded disproportionate influence because the god's approval was required for all major decisions, and the priests were the only people who could translate what the god wanted. Military leadership was episodic, assigned to whichever warrior had the best reputation at the moment a campaign was needed. There was not yet a hereditary ruling class, and the eventual shift to tlatoani monarchy would be a deliberate political choice rather than a natural evolution.

The move toward monarchy began around 1376 with the installation of Acamapichtli as the first tlatoani. The choice was shaped by the need for legitimacy in Mesoamerican politics. The neighboring cities had kings. Without a king, the Mexica would continue to
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