What objects and materials that the Aztecs used and discarded tell us about society, culture, and their relationship with the environment?
This essay will look at the Aztec people and what the objects and materials they left behind tell us about their society, culture, and relationship with the environment. This will be done by exploring who the Aztecs were and what they believed, what sort of objects they used and discarded whilst trying to balance the world and the universe. Discussing the importance of their calendars which corresponded to their agricultural routines, entwined with their religious gods and beliefs. Who initially started cataloguing artefacts, when why and what use it had? How their climate changed from wet to dry periods affecting the rate of sacrifice. Seen as savages by neighbouring peoples due to their sacrificial beliefs, however, also may have been how the Aztecs protected the majority of their group by initially sacrificing the sick and diseased and then their enemies, restoring what they believed to be the balance of nature.
[bookmark: _Hlk89348987]A nomadic tribe from Mexico the Aztecs arrived in Mesoamerica at the beginning of the thirteenth century (British Museum, 2019; Grimal, 1973: 460; History.com, 2020) becoming a society of people who lived in an organised way with the Emperor, Supreme leader, Supreme judge, and administrator making the decisions,  with the population sharing the work, containing organised law structures within their society’  (Tarlton Law Library, 2018) and the higher and lower classes having different schools, jobs, and military positions (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2021b; Grimal, 1973: 460; History.com, 2020; Tarlton Law Library, 2018).
The Aztecs were seen as savages by their neighbours, attaining power through brutality, disloyalty, and religion (Grimal, 1973 P460) with the Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortes overthrowing the Aztec Empire and capturing Tenochtitlan in 1521 (History.com, 2020).
In Society, it is the basic function of the group to survive, making decisions and working together to benefit the group's survival, allowing time to express their culture, which seems to develop from groups of people coming together with different ideas and thoughts combining them into what over time becomes a society’s culture, incorporating such things as ‘construction methods, pottery styles, bone, symbols, painted objects and sewn on textiles’ (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2021b) and Ashley Crossman explaining it as ‘regular patterned behaviour’ with ‘the different ways of doing things distinguishing them from other cultural’ groups (Crossman, 2019).
The Aztecs ‘culture’ expressed ‘how they lived their life with their ‘customs and beliefs’ (Cambridge English dictionary, 2021a). They believed in many gods and deities; however, they mainly worshipped the sun god (Grimal, 1973: 460) (Hassig, 2001). Earth, wood, and food were important for Aztec rituals (Arnold, 1991: 223) and agricultural groups left fertility offerings to the gods hoping for a good harvest in return, further demonstrating their connections and relationship to the environment (Berrelleza 1991: 13).
The Aztecs were a society that acquired some of their cultural-religious beliefs from the Olmecs and Mayans before them (Kerrigan, 2005: 170) as well as having similar calendar stones such as the one found at Tenochtitlan, ‘with mathematical formulas to which the whole world was organised and which governed the actions of the [people] and gods alike’ (Grimal, 1973: 462) and though not initially created by the Aztecs they adapted it to make it their own and was superior to others found of their time, signalling a society that had received status (Hassig, 2001). 
Aztec production facilities used local materials with some of their pottery having an earlier rectilinear style with geometric shapes and repeating patterns, later to more complicated designs such as plants and animals (History.com, 2020). Animals were also used as symbolic motifs, jaguars being associated with warriors, and serpents associated with many gods. The gods ruled over all aspects of human life and nature (British Museum, 2019) representing the Aztec’s close affiliation with nature and their environment (Kerrigan, 2005: 170).
Due to the Aztecs beliefs and thriving successes at using the materials that were around them, there is much evidence to learn of the Aztecs lives and deaths from their skeletons, the diseases, illnesses they carried and evidence of their final fate by testing samples and using computerized tomography scanning. Pots and pans they used for cooking and eating containing remnants that can tell us what the Aztecs ate, the ruins of the temples where they worshipped containing offerings, written evidence on the totems or carved stelae’s still to be seen to this day and parts of the vast number of tools used in war (Berrelleza, 1991: 11,13; Kerrigan, 2005: 170).
Archaeologists started studying objects in the late 1970s when there became a need to catalogue periods by what type of objects and the materials they were made out of.
Danish archaeologist Christian Jurgensen Thomsen (1788-1865) who was the director of the royal museum of Nordic Antiquities created an archaeological system in 1836 consisting of three main ages, stone, bronze, and Iron, placing a more scientific foundation by typological and chronological studies (Akyurt, 2011) with Montelius refining it to sealed contexts taking into account that products of a given time and place have a recognisable style, variations in decoration, and the change of style being gradual. Knowledge of long-term trajectories allows a unique insight into contemporary problems, now requiring to be updated due to various disciplines needing to use different time frames for their studies and the overlap causing the same type of anomalies as the Aztecs faced all those years ago, but still helpful in reconstructing the past. Objects that can tell us about how the Aztecs looked and lived such as carved sculptures of people, patterned pottery, with the Aztecs creating a popular black on orange technique and Art designed ‘that promoted the authority of the state’ (Kerrigan, 2005: 170) are all valuable to helping to find out about Aztec people, with surviving evidence being ‘due to the materials they were made from, such as stone, pottery, jade, copper, gold, ivory, bone, plant materials such as wood, flowers and reeds’ (British Museum, 2019) enabling us to get a sense of what people were doing in each era, how they lived and died, what they believed, what they ate, their status, and class amongst many other things.
[bookmark: _Hlk89388717]They created floating gardens, transport, causeways, aqueducts to carry fresh water and sewerage and were good farmers growing many crops of maize, herbs and tomatoes to name only a few (National Geographic, 2021a) in the fertile soil produced by the volcanoes and their volcanic material (Arnold, 1991: 224), and traded within and outside their local community (Arnold, 1991: 225; British Museum, 2019) with tributes being recorded in surviving texts such as the ‘Matricula de tributos and Codex Mendoza’ (National Geographic, 2021b).
Using locally sourced materials such as Obsidian a type of volcanic glass, which was valued for its hardness and beauty to make tools and weaponry with a sharp cutting-edge, also used to make jewellery and fine ornaments (Kerrigan, 2005: 182). Obsidian was linked to Tezcatlipoca the god of the night sky and night wind (British museum, 2019) and mentioned in one of the creation myths where Omeciuatl the original goddess appeared to give birth to an Obsidian sacrificial knife (Grimal,1973: 460). The Aztecs had many other gods for such things as maize, death, and water with all of them being important and natural, worshipping these gods to protect themselves and their crops, to help their society thrive.
The Aztecs believed that the end of the world could end violently, to appease the Gods they performed bloodletting and human sacrifices. The Aztecs believed that the gods were made in the image of man, and it was preferred to sacrifice a human, preferably a child due to their purity and animals only being used as a substitute. With the environment suffering due to climate conditions fluctuating from long dry spells to floods, it influenced a change by the increased killing of more people to appease the gods (Grimal, 1973: 462) 
The Aztecs mainly worshipped the sun, as without it their crops would not grow which in turn would threaten their survival. Even before the Spanish invaded some anomalies in nature were just not possible for the Aztecs to predict and using humans to be sacrificed to appease the gods would have eventually become non-viable, causing their society to collapse.
Human sacrifice especially those of children may have been one way of protecting the rest of society by getting rid of the sick or diseased or their enemies whilst appeasing their gods, to rebalance equilibrium but at the same time impacted the religion that was their initial strength to also help cause their demise. The Aztecs were connected to the animals and environment that surrounded them shown by the temples, religious offerings, statues, stele’s, artworks, and other numerous artefacts, with the evidence found depicting their Religion, beliefs, trade, and war, within general daily life and expressing their cultural views within their society. 
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