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Introduction
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The distinctive set of customs possessed and portrayed by different tribes, cultural groups, and religious clans extract their essence from different versions of their mythology. The tools we use, the food we eat, the beliefs we hold on to, and the clothes we wear are all ingredients influenced by myths, legends, and folk tales that collectively define mythology. In a way, our mythologies have revolutionized the world we live in and continue to impact us to date. The impact made by certain mythologies is heavier than others. One such set of beliefs belonged to the Aztecs. 

Aztec mythology contains one of the strongest and most impactful tales of the beginning of the world and the existence of gods. This mythology has heavily jolted the Aztecs into framing a fixed set of beliefs and following certain rituals. Some of the mythological implications also set them apart from other communities and provide a distinct identity. For instance, they conducted human sacrifices and built a city based on their myths. 

The Aztec civilization of Central Mexico consisted of several communities with distinct cultures and languages. The Nahuatl-speaking tribes were the most popular and celebrated rituals based on their own version of myths and stories. While the Mesoamerican cultures shared many stories, rituals, and myths with the Aztecs, they were recognized as a separate community. The Aztecs were believed to come from the regions around Lake Texcoco and the Anahuac Valley. These regions collectively form the modern Mexico City we know today. Since various versions and tales surround the Aztecs, this civilization's provenance can be narrowed down to these regions. 

The Aztecs governed these regions during the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries, regions referred to as Central Mexico today. The word "Aztec" means "one who belongs to or comes from Aztlán" in the Nahuatl language. However, the tribe preferred to call themselves Tenochca, Mexica, or Tlatelolco. "Azteca" is, in fact, a modern term that was coined by scholars in the 18th and 19th centuries to refer to a group of people residing in the Mexica state. Since they shared the same language, customs, religion, and trade, they were collectively known as the Aztecs. They spoke the Nahuatl language, which still exists today in certain communities. In fact, people of these communities identify as modern-day Aztecs. 

Aztec mythology raises multiple questions yet keeps a reader engrossed. Certain definitions and subjects are alarming and can stir up a myriad of emotions in a modern-day man. Some bloody rituals included sacrificing humans and animals to the gods, self-sacrificing by cutting body parts, and cannibalism. It is also believed that multiple slaves and their children were sold off with plots of land to the rich. Despite these adversities, the creation tale, creativity, and agricultural implications stemming from Aztec mythology are extremely impressive and carried forward. 

The myths also cover the relationships between important gods, goddesses and mystical creatures. In fact, the idea of creation carried by Aztec mythology is quite tenacious and portrays the participation of all deities at every stage. Even though several versions of the creation myth exist, one can pick the nitty-gritty to paint a picture. 

Furthermore, the Aztecs were an isolated group and survived without depending on the Asian and European cultures of that time. They grew exponentially and developed a massive community with millions of people. With time, they drew parallels between distinct domains and showed progress in the fields of agriculture, economy, transportation, arts, and architecture. 

In this book, we will cover the distinct nuances of Aztec mythology, its deities, creatures, interesting folk tales, rituals, religious celebrations, and the beliefs held by the community. Every aspect of the Aztecs' livelihood was governed by their myths and beliefs, which is why it is necessary to dig deep and understand the crux of their version of mythology. 

Read on to grasp the entirety of Aztec mythology and comprehend the hidden tales and folklore that most people are unaware of.
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Chapter 1: Aztec Deities 
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Just like all tribes and cultures, the Aztecs have their own deities and believe in supreme souls. The Aztecs defined their gods and goddesses based on distinct symbols and roles. While there were several gods, goddesses, and deities that the Aztecs believed in, ten of them were especially of high standing and were supremely worshipped and signified. 
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Huitzilopochtli – "The Hummingbird of the South"
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Pronunciation: Weetz-ee-loh-POSHT-lee

Commonly known as the Father of the Aztecs or the Patron, Huitzilopochtli was the primary messenger or well-wisher of the Aztecs when they were shifting their base from Aztlan (their original home) to the capital city of Tenochtitlan. He guided the Aztecs throughout their migration phase and directed them on the right path. He was also often referred to as "the Hummingbird of the Left. "This is the literal translation of his name, with the eagle being his spirit animal. However, his relevance to earlier Mesoamerican cultures is still unknown and ambiguous. 

The Patron of war, sacrifice, and the sun, Huitzilopochtli's shrine was constructed atop Templo Mayor, a prevalent pyramid in Tenochtitlan. The structure was decorated with red paint to signify blood and adorned with skulls. It is believed that Coyolxauhqui, the Goddess of Moon, was Huitzilopochtli's sibling, and both were rivals, as demonstrated by the well-known tiffs between the Sun and Moon to take over the sky. The fallen warrior and their spirits were known to escort the Patron at crucial steps. These spirits were believed to belong to women who died young and the ones that would fall on earth as hummingbirds. 
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Quetzalcoatl – "The Feathered Serpent"
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Pronunciation: Keh-tzal-coh-atl

This deity has several names and forms in varied arenas of Aztec myths and beliefs. While he was primarily known as Quetzalcoatl in the Aztec community, Mesoamerican cultures, especially the Maya and Teotihuacan, recognized him by other titles and regarded him as a significant god. He was well-known for his creativity, immense knowledge, and learning capacity. Moreover, he was praised for his ability to practice self-reflection. His name was derived from two Nahuatl words- "quetzal," meaning the bird with the emerald, and "coatl," meaning serpent. Thereby, the name indicated the involvement of two living creatures- a rattlesnake and a bird. 

Quetzalcoatl was often associated with the planet Venus and was believed to have invented books. Furthermore, the Aztecs also linked the invention of calendars to this God. Once, Quetzalcoatl descended on earth with his companion Xolotl, a dog-headed being. Upon descending, the God and his companion went on a quest to search for bones belonging to the ancient dead, gathering as many as they could. These bones were then infused with Quetzalcoatl's own blood and bones to create life and regenerate the population from scratch. Moctezuma, the last emperor of the Aztecs, believed that Quetzalcoatl's return was a prophecy fulfilled by the Spanish conqueror Cortes. 
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Tezcatlipoca – "The Smoking Mirror"
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Pronunciation: Tez-cah-tlee-poh-ka

The God of Night, Tezcatlipoca, was linked to the cold, evil energies, and death. His sibling, Quetzalcoatl, led his people with a noble cause and created life, which completely contradicted Tezcatlipoca's ways. He ruled the north and was known as the ruler of the night. His evil intentions were well-known, which also gave him a negative reputation. His image is perceived as a figure with a black-striped face and is believed to hold an obsidian mirror. Since his name refers to a "smoking mirror" in Nahuatl, he was always linked with the mirror. Tezcatlipoca was also known by other names such as the God of time, ancestral memory, and the nocturnal sky. 

Even though Tezcatlipoca was believed to be the evil God, myths claim that he actively participated with his brother Huitzilopochtli in creating the world. While Huitzilopochtli helped the people and acted as a positive force to guide those on the land, Tezcatlipoca represented cold and death, which were inevitable. Among all tribes, the Toltecs (a warrior tribe from the north who speak Nahua as their main language) worshipped this God and considered him a supreme deity. Myths say that his nagual or spirit guardian was the jaguar. 
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Tonatiuh – "The Turquoise Lord"
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Pronunciation: Toh-nah-tee-uh

Tonatiuh was the God of the Sun and the Lord of nourishment. He could provide fertile lands and food to his people. He was also known to give warmth and keep the inhabitants insulated from cold. However, his nourishing power came from sacrificial blood, which meant the incessant death of living beings. He ruled the Aztec era (also known as the period of the Fifth Sun) when the tribe actually witnessed the happenings. Since he was the Patron of all warriors, Tonatiuh led the tribes with pride and provided the necessary resources for them to survive. 

The popular illustration inscribed on the Aztec sunstone displays Tonatiuh in the center. He is also represented by a sun disk that is symbolic in nature. Other illustrations portray him as a man carrying a disk on his back in a squatted position. As mentioned, he was associated with the ritual of sacrificing blood, which is avidly covered in the cultural stories of the post-classic Mesoamerican habitants. According to them, the victims' hearts were illustrated as the sun's source of nourishment. With these sacrifices, Tonatiuh could defeat darkness and gain nourishment. 
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