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"And we saw in this lake many cities and towers and buildings on the water, and we thought they were all houses, like the buildings in Seville. And looking a little higher, we saw that they were all towers of reeds in one way or another, and other houses on the water, and we knew that it was the great city of Tenochtitlán."


Bernal Díaz del Castillo, "True History of the Conquest of New Spain"
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This is the story behind the conquest of the great Tenochtitlán: from the clash of cultures to the fall of the Aztecs. Get ready to embark on a journey that unravels the complexities of the time, weaves the past with the present, and awakens the echoes of an era that changed the world forever. Told like never before, with historical details that few are acquainted with.

"In the 16th century, a bold and ambitious group of European explorers embarked on a journey that would alter the course of history. A new and mysterious world awaited beyond the ocean, full of civilizations rich in culture and splendor. At the heart of this vast continent stood the majestic city of Tenochtitlán, home to the Aztecs.
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Historical Context of Mesoamerica and the Aztec Empire


Part 1
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At the time of Hernán Cortés' arrival in Mesoamerica in 1519, 27 years after Christopher Columbus first reached the Americas, the region was already densely populated and characterized by rich cultural diversity. Mesoamerica encompassed a geographical area including parts of present-day Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. This area had been home to various civilizations over the centuries, each with its own traditions, social structures, and cultural achievements.

Among the most prominent pre-Columbian cultures that inhabited these regions were the Maya, whose civilization flourished in the Yucatán Peninsula and the lowlands of Central America. The Maya had built impressive cities, developed highly sophisticated writing systems and calendars, and were known for their advancements in mathematics and astronomy. The roots of Maya civilization can be traced back to around 2000 BCE in the Mesoamerican region, spanning parts of present-day Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Until their possible disappearance at the end of the Postclassic period, around 1500 CE, many Maya cities were abandoned or significantly reduced in size for reasons still unknown to date. It's worth noting that this civilization thrived for at least 1500 years before the Mexica (Aztecs) and maintained its influence for millennia, in contrast to the relatively short-lived Aztec Empire that lasted around 197 years.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Aztec Empire and its Dominance in Mesoamerica.
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At the heart of Mesoamerica stood the Aztec Empire, also known as the Triple Alliance, comprised of the Mexica, Texcocans, and Tlacopanecans, with its capital situated in what is now the modern-day Valley of Mexico—the grand and majestic city of Tenochtitlan. In terms of size, Tenochtitlan covered an approximate area of 13.8 square kilometers (5.2 square miles). However, a significant portion of this area consisted of canals, causeways, and artificial terraces constructed on the lake to facilitate the city's expansion. The city was connected to the mainland by elevated causeways, and it is estimated to have had a population ranging from 200 to 300 thousand inhabitants, even double that of the magnificent city of London during that era.

The center of Tenochtitlan was occupied by ceremonial buildings and palaces, including the Great Temple (Templo Mayor) located in the city's main square. Additionally, there were canal systems, bridges, and docks allowing the movement of people and goods throughout the city.

The architecture and urban design of Tenochtitlan were impressive for its time, reflecting the Aztecs' skill in engineering and urban planning. At the arrival of the charismatic 34-year-old Hernán Cortés, the empire was at its zenith, exercising strong political, military, and economic control over much of the region.

The Aztecs had built their capital, Tenochtitlan, on a lake, utilizing elaborate terrace and canal systems. This city served as a hub for trade, religion, and administration, featuring imposing temples and palaces that showcased their might.

Aztec society was stratified, with an emperor (tlatoani) at the pinnacle of the empire's hierarchy, followed by nobles, formerly known as pipiltin, who held access to land, wealth, and resources. Nobles were estate owners and held prominent positions in society, often serving in important administrative, military, or religious roles. Next in the hierarchy were the priests—the priestly class in the Aztec Empire was also composed of nobles. Priests and priestesses played a crucial role in religious rituals and possessed profound knowledge of Aztec cosmology and mythology. Lastly, there were the merchants, artisans, and farmers. Although historians and specialists have not reached a consensus, it is estimated that the Aztec Empire, from the Valley of Mexico to its farthest territories, comprised a population of 5 to 12 million inhabitants, including all the tribes and territories under their control.

Religion held a central place in Aztec life, with much of their culture marked by rituals and ceremonies. The practice of human sacrifice, aimed at appeasing their deities and maintaining cosmic order, was a distinctive and often shocking feature to European observers. Historical sources, such as accounts from Spanish conquerors and chronicles written by indigenous people during the conquest era, provide information on the magnitude of human sacrifices. The Spanish chronicler Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who accompanied Hernán Cortés in the conquest, mentioned rather high figures in his writings, up to 30 thousand annual sacrifices. Aztec sacrifices varied based on purpose and situation, whether it was a war sacrifice, a religious ritual, or a special ceremony. Here is a general overview of how different types of sacrifices might have been:"
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War Sacrifices: When the Aztecs captured war prisoners, they often took them to the Great Temple (dedicated to Huitzilopochtli, the god of war and the sun) in Tenochtitlan. There, prisoners were placed on a sacrificial altar, and a priest specialized in the ritual would extract the heart of the prisoner, which was then offered as a sacrifice to the gods. The lifeless bodies were thrown down the pyramid's steps as part of the ritual. These sacrifices were seen as a way to honor the gods and ensure the continuity of the cosmic cycle. It is speculated that there could have been up to 100 annual sacrifices in times of war.

Religious and Ceremonial Sacrifices: The Aztecs also performed sacrifices as part of religious ceremonies and festivals. These rituals could involve blood offerings, but did not necessarily result in the death of the individual. For example, priests could make small incisions in specific body parts to obtain blood for ritual offerings.

Voluntary Sacrifices: On some occasions, individuals could volunteer as sacrifices. These individuals often held special status, such as slaves, criminals, or even nobles, and chose sacrifice as a way to honor the gods or secure a place in the afterlife.

Sacrifices to Specific Deities: Sacrifices also varied based on the god to whom they were offered. For instance, to the god Tláloc, associated with rain and fertility, human and animal sacrifices were made to ensure good harvests. The god Xipe Tótec, associated with renewal and fertility, was connected to rituals involving the skin of the sacrificed or their genitals.

The arrival of Hernán Cortés and his expedition represented a dramatic clash of two cultural worlds. Initially, the Aztecs interpreted the arrival of the Spaniards through the lens of their own beliefs and mythologies, influencing their initial reception. However, tensions, cultural misunderstandings, and colonial interests led to a conflict that would culminate in the fall of Tenochtitlan and the beginning of a new era in the history of Mesoamerica.
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Hernán Cortés

Part 2
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Hernán Cortés, born in Medellín, Spain, in 1485, stands as a central figure in the conquest of America. Hailing from a family of low nobility, he embarked on his American adventure with the desire to gain wealth and recognition in a context of competition and the pursuit of opportunities in the New World.

Cortés had a solid education and training in letters, as well as initial experience in colonial administration in Hispaniola (present-day Dominican Republic and Haiti). However, his aspirations transcended administrative responsibilities, and he sought to establish his own name on the colonial stage.

When he undertook his expedition to Mexico, Cortés was already married to Catalina Suárez Marcaida, a woman of noble lineage in Cuba, approximately 24 years old. Catalina Suárez Marcaida stayed in Cuba while Cortés led the expedition to Mexico. During his time in Mexico, Cortés had relationships with indigenous women and established political and marital alliances with some indigenous leaders.

Cortés's motivations for undertaking his expedition to Mexico were diverse and intertwined. Primarily, he desired to acquire wealth and status in an environment where opportunities were vast but also highly risky. Accounts of the discovery of the vast riches of Moctezuma II in Tenochtitlán, through previous expeditions, fueled his ambition. Before embarking on his expedition to Mexico, he received reports and narratives about the wealth and power of the Aztec Empire ruled by Moctezuma II. These accounts influenced his ambition and motivated his decision to embark on an expedition to Aztec territory.

Stories about the riches of the Aztec Empire, including the famous legend of the City of Gold (Cíbola), circulated at the time and captured the interest of Spanish conquistadors and explorers. These tales spoke of great treasures, precious objects, and riches in the form of gold, silver, and gems that were said to exist in Mesoamerican civilizations. Cortés, upon receiving this information and having access to indigenous informants and allies, felt compelled by the possibility of acquiring wealth and expanding Spanish influence in the New World.

In addition to economic aspirations, Cortés was also driven by a thirst for adventure and recognition. He longed to be acknowledged by his superiors and the Spanish crown as a successful and brave leader capable of expanding the territories and wealth of the empire.

His 1519 expedition was partially financed by himself and other investors, reflecting his determination to establish a power base and wealth in America. Although officially under the command of Diego Velázquez, the governor of Cuba, Cortés quickly asserted his own authority and autonomy on the ground.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
o v
,! \»} ‘,g \v .!“/' m’ﬂ _“

f&@i\ e

‘f ’mmt\ .

s

Ak_xr- =
Prof. Saulh Richard





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





