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In November 1519, Hernando Cortés walked along a causeway leading to the capital of the
Aztec kingdom and came face to face with Moctezuma. That story--and the story of what
happened afterwards--has been told many times, but always following the narrative offered by
the Spaniards. After all, we have been taught, it was the Europeans who held the pens. But the
Native Americans were intrigued by the Roman alphabet and, unbeknownst to the newcomers,
they used it to write detailed histories in their own language of Nahuatl. Until recently, these
sources remained obscure, only partially translated, and rarely consulted by scholars.For the
first time, in Fifth Sun, the history of the Aztecs is offered in all its complexity based solely on the
texts written by the indigenous people themselves. Camilla Townsend presents an accessible
and humanized depiction of these native Mexicans, rather than seeing them as the exotic,
bloody figures of European stereotypes. The conquest, in this work, is neither an apocalyptic
moment, nor an origin story launching Mexicans into existence. The Mexica people had a history
of their own long before the Europeans arrived and did not simply capitulate to Spanish culture
and colonization. Instead, they realigned their political allegiances, accommodated new
obligations, adopted new technologies, and endured.This engaging revisionist history of the
Aztecs, told through their own words, explores the experience of a once-powerful people facing
the trauma of conquest and finding ways to survive, offering an empathetic interpretation for
experts and non-specialists alike.
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Amy Cueto, “Review of the physical book. While purchasing books online, it is very difficult to
know what the physical book will actually look like. Unfortunately most websites do not go into
detail on the font size, images and quality of their product. When purchasing a more expensive
book, I would like to be able to preview what I will be spending my hard earned money on to then
be able to decide if I want to buy or check out the item from the library. Here are pictures I have
taken of the purchased book of which I paid 23.94 for. Note the pictures in the description above,
which are in color from other reviews and in the Amazon listing. The book has a beautiful waxy
dust jacket, the book binding is of nice quality, the paper feels decent in quality, and the font is
the size I prefer for reading. There is a decent amount of notes, bibliography and references.
One flaw I have is that I wish the notes would be on their corresponding pages as I hate flipping
back and forth to read any extra information that pertains to what I read. I’m more than likely
going to just read the notes straight through and then missing the actual benefits they would
have given me at the time of reading, my own harp, not speaking for anyone else. My biggest
complaint is that I did not receive any of the high quality images shown above in the description.
My images were included on chapter pages, small and not in color. No full size color images,
which I would have thought would be included for the price of the book. I would have rather had
this book in paperback and the money the publisher spent on the hardback had been spent on
colored images and more image content. I have not read the book yet and will update my review
to include that when I am done. The quality of the book is a four as I can see the publisher did
want to give a good product, however the product lacks imagery of which I feel could have
benefited the reader far more than the binding and dust jacket.”

Pat, “Fantastic. This is a superb book, I am shocked that I am only the fourth reviewer. Millions of
us visit Aztec sites each year, yet the little we know of them has come to us from Spanish texts
after conquest. As it turns out natives, pressed into service of the friars, learned our phonetic
writing and a few compiled their previous oral histories in native Nahua language. The author
has learned the language, compiled the available texts, and now gives us a native history
extending back to about 80 years pre-conquest. This is a story of rulers, dynasties, wars the
equal of any drama on the BBC. You see their reaction to conquest. You have the added fun of
the “learn to pronounce it like a native” game throughout the book. The epilogue and last bit on
how the narrative was compiled is as good as the story. This is not light reading, but it’s as close
as you are likely going to come to a real history of these peoples.”

Jason Park, “A history book that immerses you in Aztec culture from their own point of view, not
a European one. There are a few storylines about the Aztecs that most people know. They
participated in a vast amount of human sacrifice because they wanted to appease the gods.
They made a lot of war and were good at it. When the Europeans appeared, they thought they



were gods and thus allowed them to take land and power. As Camilla Townsend’s Fifth Sun
makes clear, none of these narratives are as clear-cut as they seem, and one is simply false.
And, despite Townsend’s own subtitle, there are no “Aztecs”. That is simply the name used by
Europeans to describe these groups of natives that were similar in culture and geography but
never had a common government or territory. The closest ancillary to any people group that
would have considered themselves a cohesive group is the Mexica (meh-HEE-kah), and the
Mexica have all of the characteristics and most of the territory that is commonly attributed to the
Aztecs, so Townsend only uses the word “Aztec” in the introduction (and I will do the
same).These storylines are limited both because of the staggering breadth of world history (and
thus the limited time that one-year, big-picture-focused secondary world history courses can
devote to the Aztecs) and because of the lack of native historical sources. That is, until recently.
There have been so many advances in the past 20 to 30 years in our understanding of Nahuatl
that we now have the primary sources to better understand the Mexica, and Townsend makes
great use of them to create a narrative of the history of the Mexica that looks at things from their
perspective, takes their internal politics into account, and resets some of the misunderstandings
that have crept into native histories of the past 500 years.One of these misunderstandings
includes the oft-cited anecdote that the Mexica believed the Europeans to be gods at first
contact and gave them permission to essentially rule them as a result. This absolves the
Europeans of blame for taking the natives’ land because the Mexica were, at a later date, going
back on their agreement. The problem is that Mexica sources tell a much different story.
Townsend narrates the whole argument in detail, but if I may oversimplify for a minute it boils
down to European shaping of that history and a misunderstanding of a Nahuatl word that is
similar to “god” but means something entirely different in context. Townsend lays out the
evidence, and it is overwhelmingly clear: the Mexica did not consider the Europeans to be gods
and did not give permission to be conquered or controlled.The Mexica fascination with human
sacrifice also seems to be thoroughly misunderstood. While commonly thought of as a savage
portrayal of native loyalty to capricious gods, human sacrifice probably had a more concrete,
political reasoning behind it. Kings, according to Townsend, were skeptical of the gods’ effect on
their lives and took captives from war, sacrificed them in front of other prisoner witnesses, then
released those witnesses so that they could tell the story to their people. After seeing the torture
and terrible death that these sacrificed humans were subjected to, these enemies of the Mexica
would think twice about attacking the powerful civilization again. It is only in the context of the
political conflict between city-states of pre-Columbian Mesoamerica that we can fully
understand why they acted the way they did. Townsend does a terrific job of putting you in that
world, and the people become that much more clear as a result.Everything about this book is
terrific for anyone interested in pre-Columbian America. It also gives a great introduction to
Nahuatl pronunciation, which is extremely beneficial to me as I try to pronounce words to my AP
World History students. It turns out I’ve been butchering some of them for a while. It’s a beautiful
language, the Mexica are highly interesting people, and I am glad that we are able to know so



much more about them. The more we understand the people who make up our history, the better
we can know how we fit in it. Townsend does a fantastic job of setting up that knowledge with a
deep dive into native American history.”

P. Jordan, “An essential work for all future study. As brilliant as it is provocative. Her commanding
grasp of the primary source material is the hallmark of masterful scholar. As a layman I’m equally
impressed by both the depth of her work and how accessible it remains to an amateur like
myself. Highly recommended.”

markr, “The Aztecs in their own words - fascinating and illuminating. This book looks at the
history of the Aztecs, the Mexica, as they called themselves, before, during and after the
Spanish invasion.Based on histories deliberately written by indigenous people who lived shortly
after the events, to ensure a record for future generations, this book gives the perspective and
understanding of the Mexica about what was happening to them. These works were written to
capture and preserve the oral histories and songs which had provided the original communities
with their historical culture and identity. They have formed the basis for the author’s research and
this fascinating book.It is clear that the Aztecs themselves had built their own own hegemony on
violence and conquest and that this history eventually provided the Spanish invaders with the
indigenous allies without whom they could not have hoped to prevail.This book also makes clear
that some of legends which arose from the writings of the conquistadors are simply untrue - the
Mexica did not believe that the Spanish were gods, and Mocezuma did not give his empire away
willingly.This book brings the 15th and 16th century Mexica to life - their loves, fears, courage
and defeats. It deals with their beliefs, with human sacrifice, and with the atrocities perpetrated
by the conquistadors, and the devastating impact of diseases against which the Mexica had no
immunity.All of this makes for a fascinating read. The book is written in an engaging style for the
general reader, and with a vast store of notes and references for academic purposes and further
reading.Highly recommended if you have an interest in Latin America or in history more
generally.”

Arynth, “Broad, short and respectful. Townsend goes to great lengths to capture not only the
history of important persons but detailing the impacts on the lives of ordinary people. She’s does
this with brief interludes lacking in many histories - drawing together evidence and stating a
likely feeling or event while allowing room for doubt. Using a little imagination.She’s carefully
draws in indigenous accounts and languages and wraps it all in a framing of indigenous record-
keeping. Throughout she conveys her sadness at what we don’t or can’t know as well as the
human tragedies we do know about, packing a lot of information into a space other authors
would pad into 600-800 pages.As a final note - she’s quite clearly careful to emphasise the role
of and impact on women in this history. Where they have voices and where they’ve been
silenced. How they were used or managed to make lives for themselves. The burdens they had



to bear when demands were made on their societies”

C. BROWN, “A New Take on the 'Aztecs". This is a fascinating account of the Mexica civilisation
destroyed by the Conquistadors, based on Mexica stories told immediately after the conquest. It
explains the nature of the civilisation and contextualises aspects such as human sacrifice
(without apologising for this regrettable feature of the civilisation). At times one could have
wished for a more conventional narrative but this is still a first-rate study.”

Robert Gschiel, “great read!. This is a great read, almost unable to put it down if you are into this
subject. It took me a about ten days to finish is, given other commitments however, there is so
much information in that book. The way it is written shows that different perspectives are very
important and that not everything is how it seems, only because this is how it was told.Definitely
five (5) starts!”

TeacherHist, “Beautifully written. This book is written in a very engaging style and really brings
the culture of the Aztecs to life in a brilliant way. On occasions I felt it drifted a bit too far from the
facts and (understandably perhaps) the author had to use a little too much imagination and
speculation to fill the gaps in the social history record. This is not personally to my taste but
might make it even more attractive to other readers. Overall, very much recommended.”

The book by Camilla Townsend has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 562 people have provided feedback.
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