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In an introductory essay to this excellent volume. Colin Renfrew writes: “The early civilizations of man represent adaptations to, and developments in, his own created environment which were at first brilliantly successful. Many of these changes evidently stopped being successful and the consequences f their failure were spectacular.

Persuaded to returns in order to guide the Matthiessen expedition, which was undertaken, in part, in the hope that international publicity would help to save the Selous. 

With his unparalleled gift for natural description, Matthiessen chronicles the sights and sounds, and smells of the Selous’ vast” 

In Gary Jennings' long and comprehensive novel of Mexico 50 years prior to the Conquest' and three years thereafter, no aspect of life is left unnoted — art, literature, geography, architecture, daily customs, eating habits, sexual attitudes and indoor plumbing systems.

Renewed interest in the Aztec civilization, generated by chance discoveries by workmen building the subway systems in Mexico City, makes Gary Jennings' novel particularly timely.

The armies of Cortez did not destroy all of ancient Tenochtitlan (modern Mexico City), since the peoples of Mesoamerica customarily and periodically built on top of previous structures, and the older ones sank beneath the ground.

All this information is conveyed through the life story of the novel's first person narrator and hero, Mixtli. Born the son of a quarrier, Mixtli first becomes a scribe, then a soldier, a travelling merchant, a member of the court of Moctezuma and an Eagle Knight. Finally, along with the historical Malinche, he becomes an official translator for Cortez. 

From a literary point of view, Aztec is a throwback to the picaresque, episodic novel. Mixtli goes from one event to another, and neither he nor the other characters have any human complexity. The historical Moctezuma is portrayed as arrogant and fatally indecisive; Cortez is the shrewd adventurer, always seeking the elusive gold. As the multilingual Indian woman who in fact became advisor and translator to the conqueror, Malinche helps Cortez play old native enemies against one another and greatly aids in the defeat of so many by so few. (What Spanish soldiers did not accomplish with war weapons, they did by introducing smallpox, cholera and plague to native populations that were decimated without ever seeing a Spaniard.) Aztec may not reach the fictional heights attained by some recent historical novels, but it easily may be read for its vast collection of archaeological and anthropological details and for Jennings' imaginatively creative speculations. Ten years of study and travel, learning Nahuatl and other languages spoken by contemporaries of the Aztecs and living among their modern descendants has given Gary Jennings an extraordinary amount of knowledge about his subject.
