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The intent of this module is to initiate the process of Mesoamerican
students to reconnect with their severed indigenous roots and to
elaborate on the positive aspects of the way of life. Ethnic identity
and the essence of our being are of great importance. This is especially
true for Mesoamericans whose ancestors experienced the harsh realities
of ethnocide and de-Indianization at the hands of the Spanish invaders.
As a result, many Mesoamericans are hungry for knowledge and
continuously searching for answers to common questions such as: Who
am I? Where do I come from? Where am I going? (Rodriguez, n.d.).

This curriculum attempts to help young Mexican students begin to find
answers to some of the aforementioned questions. The curriculum is also
in keeping with last mandate of 1521, asking
Mesoamericans to take their treasures and hide them in their hearts
(referring to their culture, spirituality, medicine and philosophy) and to
teach their children precisely how great the nation was and to let
them know that their revered sun, in spite of having been hidden for
hundreds of years, is destined to reappear and shine on them once again.
Our hope is to shed some light on Mesoamerican students by making you
proud of who you are and where you came from. Hopefully it will inspire
you to become productive citizens and contribute to the world at large just
like your ancestors (Rodriguez, n.d.).

According to Forbes (1999), the term Chicano is a derivative from the
word . During the colonial period, the term

referred to the people who spoke the language. In other words, it
was used in reference to American indigenous people. Forbes further
states that when the Mexican republic was established in the early
1800’s, the term , which is also a native term, meaning the land
between the waters, was considered for adoption. However, the republic
decided to adopt the terms and . Forbes concludes by
stating that the republic consciously adopted indigenous terms because
they consciously identified themselves as indigenous people.
refers to the area now called by most scholars. It includes
the region of and Central America; although some consider

to be the region spanning from Canada to CentralAmerica.
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Anáhuac History

The Aztecs still live. Remove the pure-blooded Indian from Mexico, and
you lose two fifths of the population, take out those with Indian blood in
their veins, and a bare twentieth of the population will remain. The face of
Mexico is an Indian face. Yet travel in Mexico and read its history, and you
will see as if in strata, the impress of the colonial period, the republic, the
empire of Maximilian, the dictatorship of Díaz and the modern social
thinking of the revolution. The Indian civilization you do not see, except
for its descendants, who are everywhere, who are the Mexican people.
Though their outward aspect and their material and social culture are
European, the stamp of the Aztec character is on their minds, just as the
masonry of brokenAztec temples is built into the walls of their churches .

George Vaillant (1970,  p. 152)
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Historically speaking, people have been farming in Mexico for the past 7,000
years. Early records also indicate that people in Mexico began cultivating
corn about 7,000 years ago or 5,000 B.C. Current evidence also indicates
that the Olmecs laid the groundwork for the first civilization in The
Olmecs lived in eastern coast of Mexico. Their civilization covered the
current states of and . There were many major groups who
contributed to the development of the beautiful civilization of
However, the scope of this curriculum does not lend itself to discuss all of
them. Therefore, no disrespect was intended to indigenous groups which
were part of the civilization not mentioned in this module.

Anáhuac.

Veracruz Tabasco
Anáhuac.

Anáhuac

Major Groups Who Influenced
the CivilizationAnáhuac

All known civilizations and cultures developed from the Olmec
civilization. This ancient civilization existed during the time period between
1800 and 1200 B.C. The Olmecs were known for their unique style of art
which can be found in pottery bowls, figurines, wood, preserved masks and
of course the magnificent sculptured monuments carved from gigantic
boulders. They miraculously sculpted colossal monuments without the
benefit of metal tools (Coe & Koontz, 2002). Some of these gigantic heads
were over nine feet tall and several tons in weight. The Olmecs also
introduced the calendar system to the civilizations. The calendar
was later refined by future generations. The Olmecs were responsible for
the oldest form of writing in the Americas. The development of writing was a
significant contribution to Mesoamerica.

Anáhuac

Anáhuac

Olmecs

The following timeline gives you a small glimpse into
the precolonial civilized history of Mexico.
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Maya

The Mayan civilization dates back to approximately 1000 B.C. Their
civilization was founded on the Mexican gulf coast lowlands and on
the Peninsula. The were expert mathematicians, had
advanced knowledge of astronomy and a sophisticated writing
system. They introduced the mathematical concept of zero, which
was unknown to the ancient Greeks. This discovery was not known
to Europeans until many centuries afterwards. The also refined
the calendar systems, introduced by the Olmecs, who worked
tirelessly to achieve with precision.
The is one major document through which the Spanish
along with the Mayan informants documented and preserved much
of the history of the Mayan people. The story explains that
“True people” were created by constructing people with maize. This
is a very reasonable explanation since, in essence, it was the
cultivation of maize that gave the early Maya culture the means to
change from hunters gatherers to their highly advanced civilization.

Yucatán Maya

Maya

Popol Vuh

Popol Vuh

Teotihuacan
Tenochtitlan Mexica

Teotihuacan

Teotihuacan
Teotihuacan

was considered the greatest city of its time in America, rivaled
only in size and reach by , which was built by the many
years afterwards. was a beautifully planned city, divided into
quarters and laid out on a strict grid orientation. The city planners were,
without question, sophisticated architects and surveyors. was
a sacred city and a beautiful paradise. During its peak, had a
population of 200,000. It was approximately 12 square miles in size and
larger than any contemporary city in Europe.

Teotihuacan
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It is believed that the Toltecs were probably the original speakers of the language,
the language spoken by the and many indigenous groups throughout .
They constructed the city of , which included several magnificent Atlantean statues.
During their height, the Toltecs were very prosperous. They were excellent potters and
craftsman reaching heights of great artistry. The city of covered a little over 5 square
miles and its estimated population was between 30,000 and 40,000 (Coe & Koontz, 2002).
It is said that the Toltecs were responsible for inventing most of the culture
(Smith, 2002). “Nothing was too difficult for them and no state was too distant” (Coe &
Koontz, 2002). In those days and even today, it is an honor to be of Toltec tradition and
heritage.
The Toltecs are perhaps the most mysterious groups in Ancient Mexico. Very little about
the Tolteca survived the European conquest. In fact, we do not even know for sure what
they called themselves. The word “Tolteca”, which loosely translates from the Nahuatl as
“admirable, noble or accomplished” (Townsend, 2006) was a term created by the Azteca
when referring to their ancestors. They like anyone else must have felt proud of their
heritage and when answering Spanish questions about the origins of their culture referred
to their ancestors the Toltecas. The term Toltecayotl, which translates as having a “Toltec
Heart” means to be excellent, be worthy, (deserving) and to have extraordinary qualities.
While there is still some debate, some historians and archeologists contend that the
“Tolteca” were responsible for building Teotihuacan and later Tula or Tollan (Vaillant,
1938). The range and breadth of Toltec influence was also significant. There is mention of
their role in the development of Mayan culture in the Popol Vu, which documents Mayan
history in the area of the Yucatan. There is also archeological evidence that the Tolteca
people traded with indigenous people in the NorthAmerican southwest.
Any account of the Tolteca ought to mention Quetzalcoatl, the plumed serpent. The term
Quetzalcoatl most likely referred to a title, signifying a learned person who had integrated
the dual nature of life (bird representing sky and the serpent symbolizing the earth).But
historians generally agree that the title also or perhaps originally referred to the historical
“leader” of the Toltecas, Ce Atl Topiltzin (Davies, 1987). The historical figure most likely
lived sometime between 900 and 1,000 A.D. Ce Atl Topiltzin's influence on Mesoamerican
culture may be likened to the influence of Moses in Judeo-Christian tradition. As Frank
Diaz (2002) contends, he was a ruler-priest that developed a set of commandments for his
followers and tried to abolish the practice of human sacrifice. Unlike Moses, whose life and
work were to some extent preserved and promoted by the written word (the Bible, Koran
and Talmud), indigenous cultures relied on oral tradition and any written records that
existed were thoroughly destroyed by the Spanish conquistadores. However, as just one
indication of that influence, it is a commonly held belief that the Spanish conquest of
Mexico was made possible because the indigenous people of Mexico mistook Hernan
Cortez for the returning Quetzalcoatl (Townsend, 2006).

Náhuatl
Mexica Anáhuac
Tula

Tula

Anáhuac

Tolteca
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Since thousands of books on history, poetry, philosophy, way of life, etc., were burned by the
Spaniards during the conquest of 1521, we often have to rely on oral traditions to add to the information in
the 16 manuscripts which were salvaged (Ramirez, 2000). According to most accounts, the Aztecs

were one of seven clans who migrated from to the valley of Mexico in the year
(one flint, probably 1064). is an honorable title which was earned through hard work and merit. A

is considered to be a wise person or someone who is truly mature.All current-day Mexicans have a
right to the name since it was earned by the ancestors who sacrificed and suffered on their difficult
pilgrimage to the valley of Mexico.According to Ortiz (1999), calling an individual a “wise person” will make
him feel honored and should inspire him/her to make an effort to deserve the name.

The exact location of is not known, but many scholars believe it was located in the northern part of
Mexico or the southwestern part of the United States. was located in the middle of a lake where
crops, hunting and fishing were abundant. In short, it was a place anybody could hope for. was also
immersed with love, happiness and joy. It is important to note that is a physical place, but it can also
exist in a person’s heart.

Mexica

(Mexica) Aztlán ce acatl
Mexica

Mexica
Mexica

Aztlán
Aztlán

Aztlán
Aztlán

The left their beautiful homeland of to fulfill an important mission in life. Their aim was to
find a great city in the navel or center of the earth where they could find personal freedom. This place was
also called the fifth direction, the point where the world was divided into four parts or paths; east, north,
west and south. In this magical place the energies would be centered and new ways of consciousness
and communication would be available to them. In essence, they were searching for ’s twin place.
To find this location, certain symbols and signs had to be evident.

This great and promised land would eventually be found, but a large number of ordeals and hardships
were experienced during their 260-year trek. Those who started the pilgrimage, including many
generations that followed never saw the new . All who ventured on this journey were of strong faith,
which is what helped them endure hunger, fatigue, pain, unfriendly people, etc. They were willing to take
these risks without regret so that future generations could benefit from their sacrifice and
accomplishments. Their determination propelled by their will power is what kept their hope and dreams
alive. The were guided by the hummingbird; which is a metaphor for the force of or
willpower. Their willpower protected them and kept them alive. In light of the above, the were
visionary, courageous, adaptive and creative individuals driven by their strong sense of willpower.

When they arrived in the Valley of Mexico, the whole basin was heavily populated. The were not
welcome and were seen by many as outsiders, invaders, enemies and uncultured. The population in the
valley was highly civilized and advanced in astronomy, math, agriculture, education, medicine,
philosophy, literature, art, architecture, etc. The civilization in the Valley of Mexico was grounded on the
work started by the Olmecs around 1800 B.C. Advances to the original civilization were made by the

, and others during a long period of time spanning more than
2,000 years.

Since the Valley of Mexico was heavily populated, the only place available to inhabit was a small, barren
and swampy island in Lake infested with snakes. Most inhabitants living near the lake did not care
about the island and considered it dingy and uninhabitable. They thought the would be doomed
among the snakes. The on the other hand, ate the snakes in order to survive. According to
Ramirez (2000), this is metaphorically important because the (snake) marked a person’s way when
he journeyed. Individuals like the (traders), who traveled long distances, always made sure to
start their travel date on the day of as per the calendar. By eating the snakes, the discovered
that the snake was one of the symbols representing what they were looking for. Seeing an eagle perched
on a (cactus) with lots of was another sign that the island was the navel or center of the mother
earth.

Mexicas Aztlán

Aztlan

Aztlán

Mexicas Huitzilopochtli
Mexica

Mexicas

Teotihuacanos, Zapotecas Mayas, Toltecas

Texcoco
Mexicas

Mexicas,
coatl

pochtecatl
coatl Mexicas

nopal tunas

Mexica
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In spite of the daunting obstacles faced by the to build their new
homeland, they set their minds and will power to construct a magnificent city
mirroring the beauty, freedom, harmony, happiness and abundance of their
original home in . Their new home was called and they
started breaking ground around 1325. They became heirs to the long
traditions and civilizations established by the earlier groups of indigenous
people from central Mexico such as the

, etc.

The were very clever, creative, ingenious, observant, intelligent and
wise driven by their strong will to succeed. They were powerful warriors of
the battles taking place in the internal world; therefore, they were extremely
positive and optimistic in their ventures regardless of circumstances. With
aforementioned in mind, they built what was considered the most beautiful
city in the world on marshy and uninhabitable land. When the Spaniards first
arrived in in the year 1519, many of the Spanish soldiers who
had traveled extensively throughout the world commented that
was the most beautiful city they had ever seen.

The city grew to a population of approximately 250,000 inhabitants when
the Spaniards arrived in 1519. was very well-organized into
quadrants with wide boulevards and canals similar to those in Venice, Italy.
The city was very clean and included a large open market in the neighboring
island of . The Spaniards said they could see thousands of
merchants and customers buying, selling and trading in a very organized
and orderly fashion. The city’s inhabitants were respectful and were also
known for their cleanliness, bathing everyday and sometimes twice. This
was at a time when Europeans didn’t bathe very often.

The incorporated the great knowledge and wisdom learned from
the advanced civilization in the Valley of Mexico into their lives. They
learned the techniques of agriculture from their neighbors and incorporated
these ideas in a very ingenious way. Since the island was small, they
needed room for development as the city grew. They cleverly built

(floating gardens, similar to starter plants; however, they floated
like small islands in the water that surrounded the island). Here they grew
numerous crops, plants and flowers. In other instances, they built

which were sturdy enough for houses to be built on them.

Mexica

Aztlán Tenochtitlan

Olmecas, Mayas, Teothuacanos,
Toltecas

Mexica

Tenochtitlan
Tenochtitlan

Tenochtitlan

Tlatelolco

Mexicas

chinampas

chinampas

Tenochtitlan

A Model of Tenochtitlan
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Summary

In summary, one could say that the were intelligent, wise, creative,
ingenious, perceptive, positive and strong willed. They also had faith,
hope, consciousness, intuition and vision. One could argue that the
built the most beautiful city in the world during their time. They created
beauty wherever they went and accomplished immensely regardless of the
challenges and obstacles they faced. The could do anything they
wanted in life when they set their hearts and minds to the task.

Mexicas

Mexica

Mexica

Tenochtitlan continued
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Graeber and Jimenez (2001) best describe the magnificence of city of
Tenochtitlan built by the in the following script:Mexicas

Long ago there was an enchanted land where deer frolicked on rolling meadows
with manicured flowerbeds under graceful willow trees. Birds of many sizes and
bright plumage soared from the branches where squirrels played. All of the
animals were tame. The climate was always mild. The sweet scent of flowers and
varieties of ripe fruit hanging from carefully attended trees, perfumed the air.
Butterflies filled the sky. Waterfalls and streams fed fountains and ponds with
brightly colored fish. Handsome brick houses, smooth tile streets and dramatic
carved temples of solid stone mingled with the sweeping vistas of lush beauty.

Devoutly religious, the people were humbled before the eyes of their spiritual
powers…Missionaries would go out and convert the unenlightened. They gave
thanks for their bounty. Theft was unknown. True wealth was measured by a
person’s charity. The poor, the old, the crippled were provided for. Hospitals were
available to everyone at no charge. Citizens were the model of cleanliness, bathing
daily, sometimes twice. For leisure pleasures they read books, listened to musical
orchestras or marveled at jugglers and acrobats. Birdmen soared above the heads
of amazed spectators at the festivals.

Intellectuals and philosophers bested each other in poetry and natural sciences.
The universities turned out architects, engineers, artists, sculptures, accountants,
scribes as well as the finest of the breed to manage their grand cities. The Chief
Spokesman was chosen, based on ability by a council of experienced leaders. A full
compliment of civil services kept the bustling metropolises running smoothly. A
medical profession, far advanced in herbal medicine, tended to the needs of the
population that had swelled to fifty million citizens.

At the markets, the quality and quantity of goods was so vast, to shop took days.
Lumber, concrete, plaster, glass lenses, bronze bells, fine linen, emeralds, gold,
and jade could be purchased along with roast turkey, broiled swordfish, tomatoes,
avocados, hot chocolate or flavored ice.

The people lived and governed for the good will of all. They were considerate of the
Earth, most everything was recycled, and there was little waste. The well-
constructed roads had rest stations for passerby’s to relieve themselves. The
bridges, dams and dwellings were built with precision and definitive quality. They
understood that the Sun was another star (p. i).
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1. Who were some of the major groups who influenced the beautiful civilization which originated in Mexico?

2. Who were the Mexica?

3. Where did Mexica come from?

4. What did they find in the Valley of Mexico?

Activity Worksheet

Anáhuac History Questions

Directions: This is a group project. Each group should
have three or four students. Appoint a facilitator,
timekeeper, recorder and spokesperson for your
group. Next, discuss the following History
questions.

The recorder’s job is to write the group answers to the
questions. The spokesperson will be responsible for
sharing the group’s answers with the class. The

Anáhuac
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facilitator will make sure that the group stays focused on
the assignment and the timekeeper will need to make
sure that he/she lets the group know how much time is
left.

All group members are required to participate in
answering the following questions. You will have a total
of 20 minutes to complete this assignment.
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Anáhuac History Questions continued

5. What were some of their major accomplishments and innovations of the
indigenous people in the Valley of Mexico?

6.  List some of the significant qualities and/or values of your culture. List
some of the significant qualities of the Mexica. Why are these qualities and/or
values important?  How could you incorporate some of these characteristics
in your everyday life?

7. What experiences did the Mexica encounter that are similar to events you
have faced in life?

9. What did you learn about the city of Tenochtitlan that impressed you the
most?

8. What did you learn about the Indigenous ancestors of Anáhuac that gives
you appreciation for the culture?

University of Nevada Cooperative ExtensionSession 2/Contributions to Mesoamerican Society
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