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Title: The Aztec Codices: A Glimpse into the Mexica Culture of Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica 

Theme: The theme of this exhibit is to give an enriching impression of the vast and innovative empire of the Aztecs, and how comparable their civilization was to that of Europe at the time of Columbus .

Audience and Objectives: The goal of this exhibit is to educate the vicinity of Spokane's Spokansonian Institute, particularly focusing on K-12 students in the culture, people, and accomplishments of the Aztecs of Mesoamerica.

How The Will Information Be Presented: The information will be given through this interactive website, displaying various artifacts, photos, and maps which will explore the Aztec people, their way of life, their capital Tenochtitlan, and of course the Codex Borgia. A narrative script will accompany each of the artifacts and images displayed in this website to aid visitors in their educational journey. The first objective will be to understand the Aztec people and their Empire through videos, maps, and paintings. The second objective will be for visitors to learn the achievements of the Aztec people through their codices, government, and their capital city Tenochtitlan.
Welcome To The Spokanesonian Institute of History and Culture, located in Spokane Washington. Currently on loan from the Vatican Archives, The Spokansonian is proud to open our new exhibit, The Codex Borgia of the Aztecs. The Exhibit will run from June 12th - August 28th, please stop by!

Who Were The Aztecs 

The Aztecs were an Empire that controlled most of Mexico from the 1400s - 1521. These people were not a homogeneous group as many people might imagine. There were a variety of ethnic groups under the Aztec Empire. The Empire itself is called The Triple Alliance, because of their alignment with two other cities, Texcoco and Tlacopan. Other cultures besides the Mexica within the Empire for example were Tepanecs, Cholcos, Xochimilcos, Tlaxcalans, as well as many others.
Under the rule from the capital Tenochtitlan, other states had local governments, and paid tribute and followed rules under Tenochtitlan, the most powerful of the cities. The control of the Aztec Empire was large, from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico, and Central Mexico to Honduras. If it weren't for the Spanish Conquest who knows how far the Empire may have reached (Cóttrill, 2006).
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A small map depicting the Aztec Empire. 

The Empire was quite sophisticated, broken down into several smaller groups to manage the Empire's needs. The basic unit of government was called the Capulli, which originally were families but as time went on expanded into regions. The leaders of the Capulli took care of the regions needs, took taxes, and instituted schools for the citizens. The leaders of these Capulli together made a city council, and within that there was an even smaller executive council of only a few members. One of these executive leaders would be assigned as the leader of the city, the tlatcani. The council of the capital controlled the empire, and the tlatcani of this group was the Emperor. 


A painting by Mario Flores depicting the Aztec Council.
Human Sacrifice is the one major note that people know about ancient Mesoamerican civilizations. Sacrifice has been a part of the culture since the time of the Olmecs (Allan, Lowenstein, and Baird, 1999, pg. 16). But it was not as exaggerated as history tends to claim. According to Charles Mann, in his book 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus, he states that:

	"The many post-conquest accounts of publict death-spectacles are all racist lies. It was indeed in the Spanish interest to exaggerate the extent of human sacrifice, because ending what Cortés called this "most horrid and abominable custom" became a post hoc rationale for conquest. But the many vividly depicted ceremonies in Mexica art and writing leave little doubt that it occurred..."


During the 15th Century is when a series of natural disasters spurred the reemergence of human sacrifice to the Aztecs (Cóttrill, 2006). While Human Sacrifice may not have been as extreme as history dictates, it was still one of the key factors in the collapse of the Empire. Many neighboring people were outraged in the sacrifices of some of their people, and this helped to fuel the rebellion along side the Spaniards in their conquest.

Tenochtitlán: Capital of the Mexica



This mural of Tenochtitlán is on display in Mexico City's great acheology museum. This piece was painted by Mexican Artist, José Miguel Covarrubias (1904- 1957).

Tenochtitlán was an enormous city that rivaled Paris, Europe's metropolis at the time of the Spanish arrival in the Americas (Mann, 2005, pg. 140). It is suggested that at the time of Cortés' arrival, Tenochtitlán had at least 200,000 - 300,000 inhabitants, five times larger than London at the time of Henry the VIII (Coe, and Koontz, 2008, pg. 193). Founded in 1325, Tenochtitlán was the capital city of the Mexica people (Aztecs), located on the lake Texcoco in the Valley of Mexico. Today, Ciudad de México Distrito Federal (Mexico City) resides on the ruins of Tenochtitlán.

When the Spaniards arrives, they were stunned by what these "barbarians" had accomplished. The streets were wide enough for ten horses, and while the streets were crowded, they weren't ankle deep in sewage like the cities of Europe, a concept unimaginable at the time. The buildings were ornate, the city was divided by canals and built on artificial islands, and markets were filled with good from hundreds of miles away. Boats filled the causeways that connected Tenochtitlán. The city even had botanical gardens, something that did not exist in Europe at the time (Mann, 2005, pg. 140).
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This model of the temple district of Tenochtitlán is on display at the Museo Nacional de Antropología, the National Museum of Mexico, Chapultepec Park in Mexico City.

On November 8th, 1511, Hernán Cortés and his Spanish soldiers arrived at the Island City. The following quote is from Bernal Diáz, one of the soldiers with Cortés (Coe, and Koontz, 2008, pg. 190):

	"During the morning, we arrived at a broad causeway and continued our march towards Iztapalapa, and when we saw so many cities and villages built in the water and other great towns on dry land and that straight and level causeway going towards Mexico, we were amazed and said that it was like the enchantments they tell of in the legend of Amadis, on account of the great towers and temples and buildings rising from the water, and all built of masonry. And some of our soldiers asked whether the things that we saw were not a dream"







This statue, found in Mexico City, commerates the foundation of Tenochtitlán.

The Foundation of Tenochtitlán
As legend states, the Mexica people first immigrated from the mythical Seven Caves to an island on a lake called Aztlán. The word Aztec actually means "People from Aztlán." In 1116, they started on an epic journey, guided by their major deity, Huitzilopochtli, the god of sun and war, in search of a new home. They were told in a vision that they will find this Promised Land when they see an Eagle perched on a fruit bearing cactus, while eating a snake. This symbol is seen today on the Coat of Arms of Mexico. Upon finding this location, the Aztecs began to build their empire (Rothstein, 2005).

A couple short videos, depicting the origin of the Aztecs, and the choosing of the site for their capital city:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sj3lRtRm1UI&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MQL6TKDomq8&feature=player_embedded


Codex Borgia 

The Aztec Codices were books written by the Aztecs before the European arrival, and some even during the colonial era. Before the arrival of Europe, these books were mainly pictograms, not meant to actually represent a spoken language. During the colonial era though, many books were developed with pictograms, the Nahuatl language using the Latin alphabet, and even Spanish.
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These books were created with deer skin or bark paper, as a collection of folded screens (Coe, and Koontz, 2008, pg. 211) and painted using mineral and vegetable pigments. The books were designed to be read in a continuous fashion from right to left (Díaz, Rodgers, Byland, 1993, pg. xiii). These books were kept in temples, seminaries, and state archives. The books contained information regarding history, economic accounts, maps, calendars, and legends. Sadly, not many of these books have survived. During the Conquest, Franciscan friars began a massive book burning. 

The Codex Borgia is considered to be one of the most beautiful Pre-Columbian codices. The majority of the book is dedicated to the 260 day calendar, and the various ceremonies and celebrations associated to the days. The book also depicts many Mesoamerican deities, rituals, and divination. While only a portion of the book is understood, it is safe to say that it is a ritual book, used like a reference guide for ceremonies and other rituals. 

The original Codex Borgia resides in the Apostolic Library of the Vatican. The codex is believed to have been made in the central highlands of Mexico, right before the arrival of the Spanish. After being taken back to Europe, the codex's travels are unknown until about the 18th century. In 1805, Alexander von Humboldt discovered the codex in the belongings of the recently passed Cardinal Stefano Borgia. The Cardinal aquired the book from his neighboring family the Giustinianis, who had it for some time. During their ownership of the book, they entrusted it in the hands of their servants who gave it to their children as a play toy, mistreating it, and even burning portions of it. After much legal wrangling, the book finally found its way into the Vatican Archives where it remains today (Díaz, Rodgers, Byland, 1993, pg. xiv). 



The First Ten Pages of the Codex Borgia:

These first eight pages depict the 250-Day ritual calendar, known as tonalpohualli, the book of the days:






























After page eight, the next four pages depict the 20 deities of the 20 named days, four to each page. Each quarter of the page depicts the Deity, an elaborate Day Sign, and another figure or group of figured along side. The deities and the day signs have direct association with one another, but at times it’s difficult to understand the connection. 
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An illustration of human sacrifice from one of the several Codices. 
Aztec Culture was quite interesting. The Aztecs were a sophisticated civilization, who sent their male children to school to study, they had social classes, strict laws, and a large sense of community. Mandatory education was unheard of at the time in other parts of the world, an amazing note in history for the Aztec Empire. Under social class there were two major categories: pilli (nobility), and macehualli (commoners). Slavery was common, but it wasn't racial or permanent, more like an indentured servant situation. These slaves were actually able to buy their own freedom, and slavery was not hereditary. Therefore, their children were free (Cóttrill, 2006).
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