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Aztec Encyclopedia Lesson Plan 

Central Historical Question 
How reliable is the Florentine Codex for learning about Aztec history and culture? 

Materials: 

• Copies of Student Materials file

• (Optional) Computers with live internet connection

Note: If your students are unfamiliar with a general understanding of the Aztec Empire 
(also known as the Mexica Triple Alliance), you should establish relevant background 
information before teaching this lesson. One way to do this is to use the mini lecture 
available in the Reading Like a Historian Moctezuma’s Zoo lesson plan. 

Plan of Instruction: 

Part 1: Establish Background Information. Choose Option A: Mini Lecture or 
Option B: Internet Investigation). 

Option A: Mini Lecture. Introduce students to the Florentine Codex with the Aztec 
Encyclopedia PowerPoint. 

1. Slide 2. The Florentine Codex is a twelve-volume encyclopedia of Aztec history
and culture that was written in the sixteenth century in Nahuatl, the language of
the Aztecs, and translated into Spanish. It is over 2,400 pages long and includes
more than 2,400 illustrations. Each volume covers a different topic, and these
include religion, philosophy, astronomy, government, morality, artisanry, botany,
medicine, history, and more. A codex is book that was written by hand centuries
ago. Indigenous peoples in Mexico made many books, most of which the
Spanish destroyed while conquering and colonizing them. It is called the
Florentine Codex because the original is kept by a library in Florence, Italy.

2. Slide 3. The Florentine Codex was written after the conquest of the Aztec
Empire. Because so few books authored by Aztecs before and early during
colonization exist, it is one of the main sources historians have for learning about
precolonial and early colonial Aztec society. But scholars do not fully understand
the process of how the Florentine Codex was created. They have long debated
how to interpret the Florentine Codex, its reliability as a source on Aztec culture
and history, and whose perspective(s) it presents.

3. Slide 4. Today, you are going to read from the Florentine Codex and practice
thinking historically in order to answer the question: How reliable is the Florentine
Codex for learning about Aztec culture and history?

4. You may wish to use the Reading Like a Historian historical thinking chart or
sourcing and contextualization classroom posters to introduce or reacquaint
students with the importance of these historical thinking skills for determining a
source’s reliability.

https://sheg.stanford.edu/history-lessons/moctezumas-zoo
https://sheg.stanford.edu/history-lessons/historical-thinking-chart
https://sheg.stanford.edu/history-lessons/sourcing-classroom-poster
https://sheg.stanford.edu/history-lessons/contextualization-classroom-poster
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Option B: Internet Investigation. Ask students to do an internet search about the 
Florentine Codex using a search engine. Give them 5-10 minutes. If you have 
previously taught students about lateral reading (opening a new tab to search for what 
trustworthy sources say about the source you’re interested in) and click restraint 
(resisting the urge to immediately click on a search result and instead scanning the 
search results page to make a more informed choice about where to click first), remind 
them to practice using these skills. 
Come back together as a group:  

1. Ask: What is the Florentine Codex? What did you find? What sources did you
consult? Were they reliable? Why?

a. Address any misconceptions that may surface as students share out.
Some common mistakes and misconceptions include:

i. Selecting the first search result to appear because they believe
being at the top of the page makes it the most trustworthy

ii. Believing that .org and .edu websites are automatically more
trustworthy than .com websites

iii. Thinking that Wikipedia is never a reliable website to use as a
starting point for research or to get a general overview of a topic

b. You might choose to briefly model how you would go about conducting a
search on the Florentine Codex, demonstrating for students how you
would identify an authoritative source, like the World Digital Library
(wdl.org), and how you would read laterally (open a new tab to search for
what trustworthy sources say about the source you’re interested in) to
determine its trustworthiness.

2. Ask students: Based on your quick internet search, how reliable do you think the
Florentine Codex is for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain.

3. Explain: Scholars do not fully understand the process of how the Florentine
Codex was created. They have long debated how to interpret the Florentine
Codex, its reliability as evidence of Aztec culture and history, and whose
perspective(s) it presents.

4. Continue: Today, you are going to read from the Florentine Codex and practice
thinking historically in order to answer the question: How reliable is the Florentine
Codex for learning about Aztec culture and history?

Part 2: Document Analysis 
1. In small groups, have students read the historical document. You might also wish

to have them look at the document on the World Digital Library, where they can
peruse the Florentine Codex in high definition.

a. Book 1: https://www.wdl.org/en/item/10612/view/1/30/
b. Book 8, Chapter 7: https://www.wdl.org/en/item/10619/view/1/28/
c. Book 8, Chapter 15: https://www.wdl.org/en/item/10619/view/1/56/

2. Have students complete the accompanying Guiding Questions with their groups.
Share out.

a. Question 1: Students should reason that the fact the Florentine Codex
was written decades or centuries after the events it describes makes it

https://cor.stanford.edu/videos/lateral-reading-video
https://cor.stanford.edu/videos/better-info-click-restraint/
https://www.wdl.org/en/item/10612/view/1/30/
https://www.wdl.org/en/item/10619/view/1/28/
https://www.wdl.org/en/item/10619/view/1/56/
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less reliable for learning about Aztec history. This does not mean it is 
necessarily unhelpful to scholars. We would need to learn more about the 
process by which the codex was written in order to determine the 
accuracy of the codex. We should also consider that the codex could 
provide strong evidence of how the historical events were told and 
remembered at the time the codex was made. 

b. Question 2: This contextual information makes the Florentine Codex less
reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture because it introduces
the possibility that the director of the project may have chosen to prioritize
the goals of his religious mission over historical accuracy.

c. Question 3: This contextual information makes the Florentine Codex
possibly more reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture.
Although Sahagún’s motivation and purpose for the project makes the
codex less reliable (as described above), the fact that Sahagún wanted to
create a detailed record of Aztec culture and language (albeit to convert
Indigenous Mexicans) may suggest that the codex does present accurate
information.

d. Question 4: This contextual information makes the Florentine Codex more
reliable, since it was drafted by Aztecs based on their knowledge as well
as that of some Aztec elders. These were individuals with knowledge
about Aztec society. The elders whose statements were taken may have
witnessed or at least lived through some of the historical events described.
While it seems that the research assistance and elders were not
representative of Aztec society as a whole—for example, women were not
included—the process by which the Florentine Codex was made suggests
it provides evidence of how some Aztecs remembered and described their
history in the mid-1500s.

e. Question 5: This contextual information makes the Florentine Codex less
reliable because it raises the possibility that some information about Aztec
culture and history may have been censored, either directly or indirectly.
For example, the Aztec research assistants and elders who contributed to
the Florentine Codex may have feared that presenting Aztec religion in a
positive light would get them in trouble.

f. Question 6: Students may reason that this information makes the
Florentine Codex more or less reliable. Students might reason that this
makes the codex less reliable because it may present a Tlatelolca view
that was biased against Tenochtitlan. Alternatively, students might reason
that this makes the codex more reliable because it provides evidence of
Tlatelolca historical perspective.

Part 3: Whole-Class Discussion 

• Though scholars have many unanswered questions and doubts about the
Florentine Codex, it remains one of the few sources we have for learning about
Aztec history and culture in the sixteenth century and before. In 2015, UNESCO
registered the codex as part of the Memory of the World, an initiative to preserve
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and disseminate documents of universal value. Even if you believe the Florentine 
Codex is not fully trustworthy, how might it still be useful for learning about Aztec 
history and culture? Why?  

• The Florentine Codex is not the only historical source about which scholars have
unanswered questions and doubts. Should historians ever use sources that are
not completely reliable? If no, why not? And if yes, when and how should they be
used?
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