
Key Terms

Empire A group of states or 
countries ruled over by a 
single monarch

Chinampas Mand-made islands made by 
piling up mud and reeds

Sacrifice The act of killing something 
as an offering to a deity

Priest A person who performs 
religious ceremonies and 
duties

Temple A building devoted to the 
worship of a god or gods

Omens An event regarded as a 
portent of good or evil

Conquistadors A conqueror 

Appease To satisfy or placate someone 
by giving in to their demands

Cures To relieve someone of 
symptoms of an illness

Worship To show adoration and 
reverence towards a deity

Religion:In the centre of the city the Aztecs built huge stone temples 
(religious buildings). These were raised as high as possible to bring the 
people closer to the gods they worshipped. They believed that they had to 
keep their gods happy or they would turn against them! To keep their gods 
happy, the Aztecs believed that human sacrifice was necessary. The victims, 
often prisoners captured in battle, were taken up to a platform high above 
the temple where their hearts were cut out by Aztec priests. In one four-
day long celebration up to 20,000 prisoners were killed. The Aztecs then 
ate the people they sacrificed! 

Spanish Conquest: in the 1500s, Spain was incredibly powerful and wanted 
to build a big empire for more power and money. They sent explorers, known 
as conquistadors to conquer other lands. Cortés was a soldier and an 
adventurer. In 1519, he volunteered to go and explore South America. He 
was given 11 ships and 500 men and set sail for Mexico! Cortés landed at 
Vera Cruz. To show that he was not turning back he destroyed his ships. 
Cortés and his men marched inland towards Tenochtitlan! When the Spanish 
arrived, the Aztec leader, Montezuma thought that Cortés, was one of their 
gods, Quetzocoalt! The Aztecs had never seen horses before and thought 
that the Spanish on horses were also gods.

Aztec Children: The Aztecs brought up their 
children with strict rules and punishments to make 
them good, obedient citizens. Many children died as 
infants from diseases or accidents at home. If a 
family was very poor, children were sometimes sold 
to passing slave traders.
There were three different schools: one for girls, 
and two for boys.  Girls learned about religion and 
how to cook, sew, and how to care for their 
children. 
The sons of the wealthy went to the nobles’ school. 
They studied law, writing (hieroglyphics), medicine, 
engineering and building, interpretation of dreams 
and omens. They also learned about their history 
and religious beliefs. The other boys’ school was for 
sons of commoners. Its main goal was to train 
warriors and farmers. Boys had to sleep under 
skimpy blankets. They were given hard bread to eat. 
They were also taught history, religion, manners and 
correct behaviour.
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Aztec Life: The Aztecs were from Mexico in Central America. The capital city was Tenochtitlan, now
Mexico City. It was build on Lake Texcoco. Their empire lasted from 1325-1519. The Aztecs overcame
living on swamp land of Lake Texcoco by building chinampas. They built canoes so they could fish and
hunt waterfowl. They also traded with other tribes for the building materials they needed. Aztec
engineers creating ‘floating’ gardens. They build a series of rafts, which they anchored to the lake bed.
They piled on dirt and grew crops. They made walkways out of mud and reeds to connect the floating
rafts. Aztecs grew chili peppers, corn, squash, tomatoes and beans. They also loved chocolate!

Suggested Reading
• Angry Aztecs – Horrible Histories
• Gods of Jade and Shadow by Silvia 

Moreno-Garcia
• The Gold Eaters by Ronald Wright

Punishments: If they didn’t pay attention in 
school, the teacher punished them by pinching 
their arms or ears or pricking them with cactus 
spines. If the girls were naughty, they were 
given extra housework. If children were rude 
or naughty, they were tied up and left outside 
in the cold all night.
Under the Aztec legal system, crimes were 
severely punished.

Food: If Most Aztecs ate twice a day: the first 
after a few hours of morning work, and the second 
during the hottest hour of the day: at around 3 
o’clock. Banquets and feasts, as well as the 
ceremony surrounding them, played a key role 
in Aztec culture. Feasts were determined by the 
religious calendar, and were used as a display of 
material wealth. They featured singing, dancing, 
storytelling, incense burning, offerings, tobacco, 
flowers, and gift-giving.


