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TEOTIHUACÁN, Mexican archaeological site about 50 km (31 mi) NE of downtown MEXICO City, containing the remains of one of the earliest cities in the western hemisphere. Teotihuacán grew from a small settlement to an important city shortly before the beginning of the Christian era and flourished until about ad 700. At its greatest extent it covered about 21 sq km (about 8 sq mi) and had a population of close to 125,000. Its noteworthy monuments include the Pyramid of the Sun—one of the largest structures ever built by American Indians—the Pyramid of the Moon, and the Avenue of the Dead, which is a broad thoroughfare flanked by ruins of temples. The people of Teotihuacán had close contacts with the contemporary Mayan culture of the Yucatán and Guatemala, and their civilization had an important influence on later Mexican peoples such as the AZTECS. 

QUETZALCOATL, Toltec and AZTEC (q.v.) god and legendary ruler of Mexico, usually referred to as the Plumed, or Feathered, Serpent, the translation of his Nahuatl name. In the 10th century ad the Toltecs transformed what had been a god of soil fertility, worshiped in Teotihuacán before the 9th century, into a deity associated with the morning and evening star, Venus. The Aztecs later made him a symbol of death and resurrection and a patron of priests. The opposing deity in the dualistic Toltec religion was TEZCATLIPOCA (q.v.), the god of the night sky. He was believed to have driven Quetzalcoatl from his capital, TULA (q.v.), into exile, from which, according to prophecy, Quetzalcoatl, described as light-skinned and bearded, would return in a certain year. Thus, when the Spanish conqueror Hernán Cortés appeared in 1519, the Aztec king, Montezuma II, was easily convinced that Cortés was the returning god.

The legend of the exile of Quetzalcoatl may reflect changes in Toltec religion from agricultural ceremonies to the practice of human sacrifice (also adopted by the Aztecs), or it may have been based on the exile from Tula of a priest-king named Quetzalcoatl in the 10th century.
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After AD 1200 a few poor, wandering tribes settled on an island in Lake Texcoco. They finally found a place without other tribes. It was a safe place away from their enemies.

By the 1300s the village was started. The people worked the land and the small civilization grew strong. The village became the city Tenochtitlan (tay noch TEET lan).

Tenochtitlan became a capital city that was the center of more than 500 smaller cities in Mexico. The smaller cities ran themselves but payed taxes to Tenochtitlan. The people in these cities became known as the Aztecs. The Aztec civilization was very much a melting pot, just like the U.S.

Aztec ancestors were always at war with other groups. Aztecs living in Tenochtitlan became warriors, too. Young men captured enemy warriors. Capturing enemies was part of the Aztec religion. The captured warriors were used as human sacrifices to the Aztec gods. Aztec artifacts include weapons such as wooden clubs and spears. Aztecs used obsidian to make the sharp edges on the weapons.

The Aztec was a brutal civilization. They did not care about living a good and peaceful life for their gods. They did just the opposite. They worshiped their gods with the blood and bodies of their enemies.

The Aztecs had many gods. The gods controlled everything in nature and in their lives. They believed gods controlled war, rain, the moon, the sun, and so on. When floods or earthquakes occurred, the Aztec believed they were caused by angry gods.
Artifacts show that farming and fishing were a big part of Aztec life. Farmers used axes and hoes with stone heads and wooden handles. Aztec fishing nets were made from plants and fishing boats were made from hollowed out logs. Aztec men fed their families and paid taxes to the government. Aztec women raised the children and took care of the home. Some artifacts show Aztec women giving birth and holding babies.

When the Great Temple was discovered, so were a few artifacts. Some were made of gold. However, carved and polished stone items were more common. Jade was the most important stone to the Aztec (and other cultures of Mesoamerica). They believed jade was a symbol of life and farming.

Artifacts and written records of Aztec life help shape Aztec history. Ongoing excavation in the Mexico City area continues to uncover treasures of the Aztec people.
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Visitors at the Pyramid of the Sun have a great view from the top.
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This is an Aztec calendar stone. The Aztec celebrated each month of the calendar with a festival full of song, dance, and sacrifices.
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