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	Charles River Editors was founded by Harvard and MIT alumni to provide superior editing and original writing services, with the expertise to create digital content for publishers across a vast range of subject matter. In addition to providing original digital content for third party publishers, Charles River Editors republishes civilization’s greatest literary works, bringing them to a new generation via ebooks. 
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	Moctezuma II, from Historia de la conquista de México by Antonio de Solis

	 

	Moctezuma II (circa 1466–1520)

	 "Cortés and all of us captains and soldiers wept for him, and there was no one among us that knew him and had dealings with him who did not mourn him as if he were our father, which was not surprising, since he was so good. It was stated that he had reigned for seventeen years, and was the best king they ever had in Mexico, and that he had personally triumphed in three wars against countries he had subjugated. I have spoken of the sorrow we all felt when we saw that Montezuma was dead. We even blamed the Mercederian friar for not having persuaded him to become a Christian." – Bernal Díaz del Castillo 

	Nearly 500 years after his death and the demise of his empire, Moctezuma II is the most famous ruler of the most famous civilization in the New World, the Aztec. For centuries the legends surrounding his life and the conquest of the Aztecs by Hernan Cortes have fascinated readers and historians alike. 

	Moctezuma was born around 1466 in the legendary Aztec city of Tenochtitlan and into the ruling family of the Aztec Confederacy. In the Nahuatl language, his name means “Angry Lord” or “Strong Armed Lord,” and he was the ninth ruler of the Aztecs, who called their leaders tlatoani. Though he is the best known ruler of the Aztec today, he was actually the second Aztec tlatoani to bear the name Moctezuma, after he assumed the throne from his uncle. 

	The Spanish conquest of the Aztec and some of the myths and legends surrounding it have made his name (and variations of it like Montezuma) instantly recognizable around the globe, his life is shrouded in mystery; Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s The Conquest of New Spain and Miguel Leon-Portilla’s translation of the Aztec observation of the conquest, The Broken Spears, recorded but a few details about the last Aztec ruler’s life. Also, these two sources are only concerned with the circumstances surrounding the Spanish conquest of the Aztecs and therefore only deal with the very end of Moctecuma II’s life and reign. Thus, his early life largely remains a mystery. 

	So what is known about the famous Aztec ruler? Naturally, there is still a fierce debate over what happened during the conquest of the Aztec, and one of the most controversial episodes of the conquest was Moctezuma’s death. But all of the sources agree that Moctezuma – sometimes called Moctezuma the Younger – generally possessed a reputation as a valiant warrior and was considered a courageous combat leader among his people. Myths and legends have helped fill in the blanks, regardless of their accuracy, and many of them have since become the best known details of Moctezuma’s life.  

	The Last Emperor of the Aztecs chronicles the life and legacy of the famous ruler and examines the myths, legends and historical accounts in an attempt to separate fact from fiction. Along with pictures of famous art depicting important people, places, and events, you will learn about Moctezuma II like you never have before. 
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	Moctezuma’s Palace, from the Codex Mendoza
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Chapter 1: The Establishment of the Aztec Empire

	The man destined to become the Aztec’s most famous leader is shrouded in mystery, but to understand him and his empire, it’s necessary to understand the history of the Aztec before his reign. 

	The people group’s name Aztec refers to their northern homeland, Aztlan, but the Aztecs did not refer to themselves as Aztecs. Some have implied that Aztlan refers to an area in the Southwestern United States occupied by the “Pueblo peoples” and characterized by archaeological sites like Chaco Canyon and various Pueblo peoples’ sites located in and around the “four corners” formed by the intersection of the borders of the present-day states of Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona. This area was heavily impacted by a widespread and possibly global drought that occurred after 1150 A.D. that coincided with the collapse of the Pueblo cultures as well as those of the Mississippian Cultures (The Mound Builders) and the Tiwanaku culture around Lake Titicaca in present-day highland Bolivia. Given the complete collapse of society that would accompany such a multi-year drought and the continental effect of this series of droughts, it is conceivable that the Aztecs were indeed indigenous to the present-day Southwestern United States and wandered southward and into present-day Mexico in search of more hospitable environs. 

	According to the Aztecs’ foundational history, which was almost certainly revised (inaccurately) by Moctezuma’s great-grandfather Moctezuma I, the group traveled from their ancestral homeland called Aztlan, and while on this journey, which lasted for some 200 years, the Aztecs wandered throughout Northern Mexico, eventually entering the Valley of Mexico around 1248. By the time the they arrived in the Valley of Mexico, it was completely occupied by a number of city-states. The city-states in the valley were Chalco, Xochimilco, Tlacopan, Atzcapotzalco, and Culhuacan among others. Of these city-states, the most powerful were Culhuacan on the south shore of Lake Texcoco and Atzcapotzalco on the western shore were the most powerful. Lake Texcoco occupied much of the valley and was a rare water source for the peoples who settled there. The nomadic Mexica first tried to settle on a hill called Chapultepec (the hill of grasshoppers) on the western shore of Lake Texcoco and were soon ousted from there by the Tepanecs of Atzcapotzalco, but Cocoxtli–the tlatoani of Culhuacan–allowed them to settle in an unoccupied area called Tizaapan around 1299. After settling there, they were also absorbed into the Culhuacan culture and intermarried with them.

	About twenty-five years later (in 1323 AD), the Aztec approached Achicometl, the new tlatoani of Culhuacan, asking if they could have his daughter to render her into the goddess Yaocihuatl. Presuming that the relative newcomers to the Valley of Mexico intended to honor his daughter, the unwitting ruler agreed, and his daughter was sacrificed, thus joining the Aztec pantheon of gods and goddesses. According to legend, Achicometl was invited to an honorific dinner at which a priest, wearing the princess’s flayed skin, with her hands and feet still attached, emerged and performed a ritual dance. The ruler and his people were understandably incensed and immediately forced them out of the area. The fleeing Aztecs, responding to a prophecy from their god Huitzilopochtli which stated that they should settle when they saw the sign of an eagle sitting upon a cactus with a snake in its talons, settled on a marshy island off of the western shore of Lake Texcoco. There they began to build what would eventually become their capital, Tenochtitlan. Tenocha, being one name the Aztecs used to describe themselves, and the suffix titlan, which in Nahuatl means the place of. So, simply put, Tenochtitlan refers to the place of the Tenocha. Using chinampas (floating pallets, loaded with lake-bed soil and planted with crops) the small island grew quite large; the plants growing on the chinampas would eventually grow through the pallet and anchor themselves in the lake bottom, anchoring the chinampa and slowly increasing the size of the island. A second group settled on the north side of the island and founded the city of Tlatelolco. Originally founded as an independent city, it would eventually be absorbed by Tenochtitlan and would become a “quarter” of the sprawling Aztec capital.

	The growing Aztec city-state, having adopted the customs of Culhuacan, elected its first Tlatoani in 1376. For roughly the next fifty years, the Aztecs hired themselves out as mercenaries and their first few tlatoanis were vassals of Atzcapotzalco’s leaders. Some time around 1426, the death of their leader caused unrest and eventually a civil war for succession among the Tepanecs of Atzcapotzalco. The Aztecs backed a Tepanec ruler whose reign was cut short, by his brother who usurped the throne and then turned upon those who had allied against him. Despite the death of their tlatoani, Chimalpopoca, the Aztecs remained defiant. The leader of Texcoco fled and recruited allies from the tlatoani of Huexotzinco (a nearby city-state), and the Aztecs allied themselves with Tlacopan a Tepanec vassal city-state in rebellion against Atzcapotzalco. Through this alliance and the defeat of Atzcapotzalco, the Aztecs became an independent city-state and established a colony on the shore of Lake Texcoco. Around 1428, Tenochtitlan entered into the Triple Alliance with the city-states of Texcoco and Tlacopan, and until the arrival of Cortes and the Spanish in 1520 this alliance systematically built a massive confederacy, demanding and receiving tribute from the surrounding city-states. Gradually, as Tlacopan and Texcoco faded from power, Tenochtitlan and the Aztecs assumed sole control of the wide-ranging confederacy.

	The Aztecs’ governmental organization is often described as an “empire”, but this is an inaccurate description. Rather, the territory the Aztecs controlled functioned more like a vast confederacy, extending from the Gulf of Mexico and to the Pacific Ocean. The Aztec tlatoanis built the confederacy by invading regions and threatening to release their army. The subjugated rulers remained in control of their city-states, but the Aztecs forced them to agree to certain caveats. First, the subjugated peoples would provide sacrificial victims, usually female virgins, though male warriors were also acceptable and sometimes preferred. Second, the absorbed city-state would accept and agree to worship the Aztecs’ gods, while the Aztecs agreed to do the same for the gods of the subjugated city-state. Third, the vassal city-states would provide tribute to the Aztecs in the form of gold and other items valued by the Aztecs (quetzal feathers, cacao beans etc.). These stipulations were usually easily met because the Aztec army had a reputation for extreme brutality and was easily the most powerful military organization in the area.

	Chapter 2: The Coronation of Moctezuma II
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	From the Codex Mendoza: (top) Warriors scout a town at night in preparation for an attack. (middle) Negotiations after surrender. (bottom) High-ranking commanders.

	 

	In 1426, the royal palace elite of Tenochtitlan elevated the war lord Itzacóatl (native for obsidian serpent) to the throne, and he chose as his second in command, Cihuacoatl (snake woman). Together they set about consolidating their empire by subduing the cities around the lake, which were then required to render tribute to the Aztec king. He was succeeded by Moctezuma I (or Montezuma I), who ruled from 1440-1468. Along with his younger brother Tlacaélel, they expanded the Aztec tributary region, and the Aztec empire was further consolidated and expanded by Ahuitzotl, who assumed power in 1486. According to primary sources, Moctezuma II ascended to the throne in 1503. 

	 

	Like his predecessors, Moctezuma was expected to add to the Aztecs’ territory since his ascension to the throne as Huey-tlatoani (meaning Honored or Elder Speaker), as the Aztecs had come to name their rulers. Moctezuma assumed the throne after a multi-day ceremony and festival, which culminated on July 15, 1503, recorded on his coronation stone as the Aztec calendar day 11 Crocodile, 1 Reed. Like many cultures all over the globe, the Aztecs collected and embraced practices and technologies from the peoples they encountered. Their calendar is an example of one of these technologies that many Mesoamerican peoples used, probably adopted from the Maya city-states, located throughout present-day Central and Southern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras. The calendar itself is a composed of two cycles, one of 260 days and one of 360 days. The cycles themselves are composed of either thirteen or eighteen months of twenty days each. The 360-day cycle also had five feast or holy days added to it for a total of 365.
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