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rise of the Aztec capital city of Tenochtitlan. Unfortunately, Post-Classic Mexican
Indian cultures lacked some of the artistic. religious and intellectual spirit that the
Classic peoples possessed.

Wars fought over empire building, taxes or tribute imposed on conquered
pcople, slavery, and human sacrifice were practiced in Post-Classic Indian Mexi-
co. By analogy with Europe, the Romans who built their great civilization after
the classic Greek era clearly had an advanced culture. lifestyle and society. Their
great city of Rome was a wonder. But they lacked the genius in science and art
that the classic Greeks possessed. The Romans seem to have been more interested
in mililary victories and empire building than philosophy. Likewise, the Toltecs
and later the Aztecs did lead comfortable lives and practiced the scientific innova-
tions of the classic Maya. But both the Toltecs and the Aztecs treated their neigh-
bors with arrogance and superiority. They seemed primarily interested in power
rather than art.

6. Quetzalcoatl — Man and God

You remember that Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent, was the ruling god
ol Teotihuacan. The Toltecs built upon this religious figure and enhanced its leg-
end into a powerful myth that came to be known throughout Indian Mexico. The
story that follows is probably more fantasy than reality, although in all probability
there is some basis in fact. But the reason for the great importance of Quetzalcoatl
in Mexican history rests not upon whether the story was true or not. The real im-
portance lies in the story’s impact upon future events which greatly atfected Mexi-
co and her people.

The legend begins at the time of the Toltecs’ first arrival in the Anahuac
Valley. Mixcoatl (Cloud Serpent), their king, had led them from what is now Za-
catecas to settle at Cuthuacan. Mixcoatl was a warrior and a conqueror who, like
all such figures, made many cnemics along the way. One such enemy was his roy-
al brother who one day killed Mixcoatl and assumed the Tolteca throne. Mix-
coatl’s pregnant wife escaped, however, and soon gave birth to a son named Ce-
Acytl Topilitzin (One Reed our Prince).

Raised in Tepoztlan on religious study, Ce-Acytl Topilitzin came across
the records of the great feathered serpent god of the Teotihuacanos, Quetzalcoatl.
So impressed was he with this foreign god that he took its name and began (o call
himself Quetzalcoatl. The young prince Quetzalcoatl then returned to Culhuacan,
mounted a revolt against the king, who was his uncle. and killed him. As son of
Mixcoatl, Quetzalcoatl now became king of the Toltecs and the capital city of
Tula was soon established. Following the legend of the original feathered serpent
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of tentibmacan, this Toltee Quetzalcoatl 1s caid to have outlawed human sacrifice
from the Teltee religion, asking only for the sacrifice of snakes, butterflies and
Mowers. He ts also said to have taught his people much about the arts, music and
agriculture. supposedly even enabling them to grow giant cars of corn in many
colors. Other achievements such as a writing system and calendar improvement
e auribuied to Quetzalcoatl as well. The Toltec wars of conquest were also
swpped by the young King Quetzalcoatl. He is said to have preached a message
of peace and love rather than of warfare and conguest. What made Quetzalcoatl
even more remarkable is the jegend of his appearance. He supposedly was very
tall. ight skinned, fair-haired and bearded. Because of his strange appearance and
espectally for all the great things he had done, he came to be looked upon with
great reverence by his people. He had brought them peace. art, knowledge and
oreat prosperity Combined with his godly name and unusual appearance he came
1o he worshiped almost as a god himsell. Scemingly. he-was Joved by all in Tula.
But this was not the case.

The Toltee priests of the god Tezcatiipoca (d native Toltec god) hated
Quetzalcoat! for hus exaltation of the Quetzalcoat of Teotihuacan (a foreign god
{o thent:. They may have aiso {elt rather less influential now that they could no
longer decide who should fall to the sacrificial knife. Therefore, thesc priests -
gan o piot the downtall of their young king. One day Quetzalcoatl fell ill and was
offercd some “medicine” to drink by one of the priests. The medicine was actual-
ly pulgue. a strong alcoholic drink which probably had some kind of drug in it.
Quetzalcoati 0ok several cups of the beverage and fell asleep. Awakening the
next morning to find himselt fying next to his own sister, he was shamed greatly
and accused of incest by the priests. Quetzalcoatl was forced into exile. He de-
parted from Tula and headed for Yucatan with some followers.

There scems o be no doubt that he arrived in Yucatan in the year 987
A.D. Clear records of “kukulkan™ (feathered serpent in the Mayan language) arc
found in Mavan wriings, as arc carvings and statues of serpents’ heads ringed
with feathers. Finally. the fegend concludes with Quetzalcoatl sailing away 10 the
cast on the waves ol the sea. carried upon a magic raft made of intertwined
cnakes. He told his foltowers that although he was leaving, he would return in a
“Ce-Acytl.” or one-reed year, and that he would reclaim his lost power and glory
from those who would practice cvil religious rituals such as human sacrifice. The
penerally accepled date for Quetzalcoatl’s departure is 999 A.D.

This legend came to be widely known throughout Indian Mexico. Both the
story of the original feathered serpent vod of Teotihuacan and that of the Toltec
Quetzalcoatl, who was driven from his homeland, were told and re-told through-
out Mexico for centuries. And again. whether these events actually occurred or
pot is not the most important factor. That the myth was widely known and be-
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lieved is far more important as we will soon sce.

Meanwhile, the Toltecs flourished in the Valley of Mexico and maintained
their militaristic empire for a while. Soon, however, they too would fade into
oblivion, probably the victims of invading tribes of aggressive Indians from the
north. Such is the history of Mexican civilizations; they rise, flourish for a time
and then pass away, paving the way for newer tribes and peoples. The Toltec Em-
pire is said to have fallen around 1100 A.D. Tradition says that in the year 1215
A.D. a new group of Indians appeared on the scene. At first these new arrivals
were merely the latest in a long line of wandering nomadic peoples from the
north. Upon their arrival in the Anahuac Valley they were looked down upon as
savages and uncivilized people by the highly advanced neighboring tribes who
lived there. But this group of less advanced “immigrant” Indians would soon
build the greatest city and empire in all of Indian Mexico. They were known then
as the Mexica, or Aztecs.

7. The Aztecs

The Aztecs were the last of the major nomadic groups which migrated
south into the Anahuac Valley of central Mexico. Legend tells us that they arrived
there around 1215 A.D.

The central Valley of Mexico is a high plateau, some 8000 feet above sea
level, ringed by even higher mountains and snowcapped volcanoes. At the floor
of the valley the Aztecs found a land of lakes, forests, and vegetation which had
been settled by various tribes or city-states. The main lake was known as Lake
Texcoco. Other smaller lakes such as Xochimilco, Chalco, and Xalcotan made up
an area of about fifty by twenty miles that was dominated by water. Some of the
lakes were of fresh water and some were of a salty, brackish brine. Much of the
lake area was shallow, swampy and marshy. Wildlife of every variety was abun-
dant: water birds such as herons, many varicties of fish, turkeys, chickens, and
even larger mammals such as jaguars and mountain lions. In such a fertile area,
the people in the city-states were living highly advanced and sophisticated lives.

Texcoco, one of the city-states, had a reputation as a center of culture and
learning. There were fine libraries and archives where pricests and scholars kept
records of important historical, religious and philosophical thought. Other impor-
tant towns included Xochimilco, an area known even today for the raising of
beautiful flowers and plants. There were also the militarily strong tribes such as
Atzapotzalco which had control of a hilly area known as Chapultepec, an area
where the Aztecs settled in approximately 1270.

Chapultepec had fine natural springs which provided water for drinking.







