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Series Prologue

The  history  of  the  Indigenous  peoples  of  Mesoamerica  has  been
told, for far too long, through the eyes of the conqueror. This series
is born of the conviction that only by understanding the worldview,
science, art, and social organization of the Mexica from within their
own  internal  logic  can  we  come  close  to  their  greatness  and  the
tragedy of their fall.

Ancestral  Legacy:  History  of  Mexico  is  the  result  of  exhaustive
academic research drawing on primary sources —the codices— and
on  the  foundational  works  of  Mexican  anthropology  and
archaeology:  Jacques  Soustelle,  Miguel  León-Portilla,  Alfredo  López
Austin,  and Ross  Hassig,  among others.  This  is  not  another  tale  of
sacrifices and wars, but a deep immersion in the civilizational fabric
that built the Empire of Anáhuac.

The  thesis  holding  these  twelve  volumes  together  is  clear:  the
greatness  of  Mexica  culture  did  not  lie  solely  in  its  military  might,
but in its exceptional capacity to create a civilizational synthesis. In
barely  two  centuries,  the  Mexica  forged  a  complex  imperial  state
that  articulated  a  structured  religious  worldview,  a  social
engineering  of  castes  and  guilds,  a  meticulously  recorded  tribute
economy, and a deeply ritualized everyday life —all of it in the lake
environment of Tenochtitlan. Its fall was not the end of a barbarian
culture, but the abrupt murder of a civilization in full development,
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whose legacy endures in Mexican identity today.

Each  volume  of  the  series  explores  one  chapter  of  that  story  in
depth:  the  origin  and  founding,  the  prodigious  city,  religious
thought, the pantheon and sacrifice, the state, society, tribute, daily
life,  science  and  war,  the  codices,  the  conquest,  and  finally  the
legacy. Each book includes its own index, illustrations, a glossary of
Nahuatl terms, a timeline, and an annotated bibliography, so it can
be read on its own or as part of the whole.

May this work help vindicate the memory of  a people murdered in
the fullness of  their  development,  and may new generations come
to know —with rigor and with pride— the roots of Mexico.

Research: Esteban Gutiérrez A.

Edited by EGA
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Introduction. The Economy
That Sustained an Empire

When  Hernán  Cortés  and  his  men  first  gazed  upon  Tenochtitlan
—from the causeway of Iztapalapa, in November 1519— they were
stunned. Before them stretched a city larger and more orderly than
Seville  or  Salamanca:  temples  rising  toward  the  sky,  palaces  of
stone and wood, canals plied by canoes, markets selling goods from
every  land  they  knew  in  those  territories.  Bernal  Díaz  del  Castillo
—soldier  and  chronicler—  wrote  that  it  seemed  a  dream,  an
enchantment out of the books of chivalry.

But that marvel was no miracle and no accident: it was the product
of a system. Behind every temple, every palace, every fine mantle
and  every  cup  of  chocolate  lay  an  economic  machinery  of
extraordinary  sophistication:  the  tribute  system  of  the  Mexica
Empire. For nearly a century, 38 provinces periodically delivered to
Tenochtitlan  a  share  of  their  production  —food,  textiles,  feathers,
gold, labor— and that steady current of wealth sustained the largest
city in the Americas.

This volume is devoted to that system: how it worked, who operated
it,  what goods it  moved, and what consequences it  had. It  is not a
history  of  battles  —though  battles  appear—  nor  a  history  of  kings
—though  kings  star  in  it—:  it  is  a  history  of  economy,
administration, and power. It is the story of how a people of recent
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migrants  built,  in  less  than  a  hundred  years,  the  most  efficient
wealth-extraction  machine  in  Mesoamerican  history,  and  of  how
that machine —so perfect— ended up devouring itself.

The  sources  for  this  history  are  exceptional:  the  Codex  Mendoza
and the Matrícula de Tributos allow us to reconstruct the system in
a detail few ancient empires offer. Through their pages —painted by
Indigenous  hands  nearly  five  centuries  ago—  we  will  see  each
province's  quotas,  the  faces  of  the  calpixques,  the  folded  mantles
and  the  cacao  beans  counted  one  by  one.  It  is  a  historiographical
privilege: few peoples of the past left us such complete accounts.

But this book is not just an inventory: it is an interpretation. Tribute
was  not  merely  an  economic  mechanism,  but  the  language  of
imperial power, the instrument of its greatness, and the seed of its
destruction. To understand it is to understand the Mexica Empire in
its essence: a state that knew how to take without destroying —for
a  time—,  redistribute  without  equalizing  —always—  and  expand
without stopping —until the end.

May these pages serve to illuminate —with rigor and respect— one
of  the  most  fascinating  economic  systems  in  human  history.  And
may  their  reading  remind  us  of  a  timeless  truth:  every  power
sustained  by  taking  from  others  must,  sooner  or  later,  render
accounts.
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Chapter 1. Tribute, the
Economic Heart of the

Empire

Some  empires  are  sustained  by  armies  and  some  by  ideas.  The
Mexica Empire was sustained by both, but there was a third force,
less  visible  and  more  constant  than  weapons,  that  kept  its
machinery  alive  for  nearly  a  century:  tribute.  Without  the  regular
arrival of cotton mantles, cacao beans, maize, quetzal feathers, and
hundreds  of  other  goods,  Tenochtitlan  could  not  have  fed  its
population,  clothed  its  nobility,  rewarded  its  warriors,  or  sustained
the  rituals  that  gave  meaning  to  its  world.  Tribute  was  the
circulatory  system  of  the  imperial  body:  invisible  when  it  works,
lethal when it stops.

To  grasp  the  magnitude  of  this  system  we  must  abandon  the
modern idea of the tax as an abstract monetary charge paid to the
state.  In  the  Mexica  world  there  was  no  coined  money,  and  the
state  collected  not  money  but  tangible  goods  and  human  labor.
Each  conquered  province,  each  subjugated  town,  was  inscribed  in
an  imperial  register  specifying  precisely  what  it  had  to  deliver,  in
what  quantities,  and  with  what  periodicity.  That  debt  was  not
arbitrary:  it  was  the  material  expression  of  military  defeat  and,  at
the same time, the price of peace. Paying tribute meant recognizing
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the sovereignty of Tenochtitlan; ceasing to pay was tantamount to
declaring rebellion and inviting a new military campaign.

Tribute, therefore, was not just an economic mechanism. It was the
language  of  imperial  power.  Every  folded  mantle,  every  basket  of
maize,  every  bundle  of  green  feathers  arriving  in  the  capital
reminded everyone —vanquished and victors alike— who ruled the
Anáhuac.  And  conversely,  every  good  the  tlatoani  redistributed
among his nobles, warriors, and people confirmed that the center's
power  was  exercised  not  only  to  take,  but  also  to  give.  That
two-way  flow  —extracting  and  distributing—  is  the  key  to
understanding why the system lasted so long and why, in the end, it
broke.

Tribute Before the Mexica: A Mesoamerican
Tradition

The Mexica did not invent tribute. When they arrived in the Valley of
Mexico in the thirteenth century as a migrant people without lands
of  their  own,  the  system  of  exactions  they  would  later  perfect
already had a long history in Mesoamerica.  Teotihuacan, the great
metropolis  of  the  Classic  period,  had  dominated  vast  regions
through  a  combination  of  trade,  military  presence,  and  resource
extraction. The Toltecs of Tula —whom the Mexica regarded as their
cultural ancestors and models of civilization— had imposed tributes
on peoples under their influence.

What  the  Mexica  did  was  take  that  tradition  to  an  unprecedented
degree of systematization. Where the Toltecs had demanded tribute
relatively informally,  the Mexica created a specialized bureaucracy
—the  calpixques—,  a  standardized  pictographic  register  —the
Matrícula  de  Tributos—  and  a  regular  payment  calendar  —the
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80-day  cycle.  The  Mexica  innovation  was  not  tribute  itself,  but  its
conversion  into  a  rational,  predictable,  documented  administrative
system.

This  historical  continuity  matters  because  it  refutes  the  idea  that
the Mexica Empire was an anomaly or an unprecedented tyranny. It
was,  rather,  the  culmination  of  a  Mesoamerican  tradition  of  state
organization. The peoples subjugated by the Mexica understood the
logic  of  tribute  perfectly,  because  their  grandparents  had  lived  it
under other lords. What changed with the Mexica was the scale: no
earlier  power  had  subjugated  so  many  provinces  or  recorded  its
exactions with such precision.

The Triple Alliance and the Division of the Imperial
Spoils

Strictly speaking, the Mexica Empire was not an exclusively Mexica
empire.  It  was  born  in  1428  from  a  military  alliance  among  three
cities of the Valley of Mexico: Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan.
Together  they  defeated  Azcapotzalco,  the  Tepanec  power
dominating the region, and divided its territories and tributes. That
Triple  Alliance  was  the  formal  political  structure  of  the  empire
throughout  its  existence,  although  over  time  Tenochtitlan  became
the clearly dominant partner.

The  original  division  of  tribute  among the  three  allies  is  revealing:
Tenochtitlan  and  Texcoco  each  received  two-fifths,  and  Tlacopan
one-fifth.  As  the  decades  passed,  and  as  Mexica  military  power
eclipsed  that  of  its  partners,  Tenochtitlan  concentrated  an
ever-larger share of tribute income. Texcoco, under the rule of the
wise  Nezahualcoyotl  and  then  his  son  Nezahualpilli,  retained
enormous  cultural  and  intellectual  prestige  —it  was  the  Athens  of
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the Anáhuac— but its share in the tribute division shrank. Tlacopan
was reduced to a secondary role.

This  evolution  of  the  internal  division  shows  that  tribute  was  not
only a mechanism of outward domination but also an instrument of
inward hierarchy. Whoever controlled tribute controlled the alliance.
The Mexica understood this perfectly and used their growing share
of  income  to  finance  the  army  that,  in  turn,  allowed  them  to
conquer more provinces and obtain more tribute. It  was a virtuous
circle  for  Tenochtitlan  and  a  vicious  one  for  its  partners,  who
watched their relative share shrink as Mexica power grew.

Tribute in Kind and Tribute in Labor: The Two
Faces of Exaction

When  people  speak  of  Mexica  tribute  they  usually  think  of  goods:
mantles,  cacao,  maize,  feathers.  But  the  system  had  a  second,
equally  important  leg:  tribute  in  labor,  known  as  coatequitl.  The
provinces  delivered  not  only  products  but  people  —crews  of
workers— for state projects: building temples, palaces, causeways,
aqueducts, and dikes.

The coatequitl  worked by rotating shifts:  each subject town had to
send a contingent of workers for a set period, then was relieved by
another  town.  In  this  way,  the  great  works  of  Tenochtitlan  —the
Templo  Mayor,  Moctezuma's  palace,  the  Chapultepec  aqueduct,
Nezahualcoyotl's dike separating the lake's fresh and salt  waters—
were built with tribute labor. The empire extracted not only wealth
but  work,  and  with  that  work  built  the  monuments  symbolizing  its
power.

There  were  also  personal  services:  towns  near  the  capital  had  to
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provide porters,  woodcutters,  servants for the palace and temples,
and  personnel  for  ceremonies.  These  services,  though  less
spectacular than goods deliveries, were essential to the state's daily
functioning. A palace like Moctezuma's, with hundreds of rooms and
thousands of servants, could not be maintained without a constant
flow of tribute labor.

The  combination  of  tribute  in  kind  and  tribute  in  labor  made  the
system a total exaction: the empire took the products of the fields,
the textiles  of  the looms,  and the hours of  human arms.  It  was,  in
the  most  literal  sense,  a  system  that  fed  on  the  entire  life  of  the
provinces.  And  yet  —a  paradox  we  will  explore  throughout  this
volume— that  total  system did  not  cause  immediate  collapse,  but
functioned  for  nearly  a  century  with  admirable  administrative
efficiency.

Political Domination as a Source of Wealth

The  Mexica  Empire  was  not  born  overnight.  When  the  Mexica
founded Tenochtitlan in 1325, they were newcomers to the Valley of
Mexico, without territory or riches. Their rise resulted from the 1428
military  alliance  and  a  systematic  expansion  that  in  less  than  a
hundred  years  brought  them  to  dominate  much  of  central  and
southern Mexico —from the Gulf  to  the Pacific,  from the highlands
to the hot lands of Oaxaca and Guerrero.

Each  conquest  followed  a  recognizable  pattern.  First  came  the
diplomatic  demand:  the  target  people  had  to  accept  Mexica
sovereignty  and  commit  to  tribute  payment.  If  they  accepted,  war
was avoided and the new vassal kept its local rulers, customs, and
religion,  in  exchange for  periodic  goods  deliveries.  If  they  refused,
war  came,  and  after  defeat  the  terms  were  harsher:  tribute  was
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imposed severely and, at times, a military garrison was installed or
the ruling elite replaced with administrators loyal to Tenochtitlan.

This model, which historians call a "hegemonic empire" or "indirect
empire,"  explains  why  tribute  was  so  central.  The  Mexica  did  not
annex  conquered  territories  in  the  manner  of  a  modern  territorial
empire: they did not impose their administration on every corner or
colonize  with  their  own people.  What  they demanded was political
recognition  and  economic  delivery.  Tribute  was,  literally,  the  only
permanent  bond  between  the  imperial  center  and  the  periphery.
Without it, the empire did not exist.

The  list  of  tributary  peoples  grew  spectacularly  under  the  great
conquering  tlatoque:  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina,  Axayacatl,  Tizoc,
Ahuitzotl,  and  Moctezuma  Xocoyotzin.  Each  successful  campaign
added new provinces  to  the imperial  register  and,  with  them,  new
flows of goods to the capital. By 1519, on the eve of the Spaniards'
arrival,  the  empire  encompassed  some  38  tributary  provinces
stretching  across  the  present-day  states  of  Mexico,  Morelos,
Guerrero, Puebla, Tlaxcala, Hidalgo, Veracruz, Oaxaca, Chiapas, and
part of Michoacán. It was an immense and diverse territory, and its
diversity  was  precisely  what  made  tribute  valuable:  each  region
delivered  what  it  produced  best,  and  Tenochtitlan  received
everything.

The Fuel of the Imperial Machinery

What  did  Tenochtitlan  do  with  such  a  flood  of  riches?  The  answer
reveals  the  complete  logic  of  the  Mexica  state.  Tribute  was  not
hoarded  out  of  greed  or  stockpiled  without  purpose:  it  was  spent,
redistributed,  and  displayed.  The  Mexica  Empire  functioned  as  an
immense  machine  for  circulating  goods,  and  the  tlatoani  was  its
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chief operator.

A  substantial  share  of  tribute  directly  fed  the  capital's  population.
Tenochtitlan  was  enormous  for  its  time  —modern  estimates  range
from  200,000  to  300,000  inhabitants—  built  on  a  lake,  with
agricultural  territory  limited  to  the  chinampas  and  nearby  lands.
The maize,  beans,  chia,  and amaranth arriving as  tribute from the
provinces complemented local production and guaranteed the city's
supply. Without those shipments, the capital simply could not have
sustained itself.

Another share fed the state machinery: armies on campaign, temple
priests,  administration officials,  artisans in palace service.  Warriors
marching to war carried rations from tribute; temples were adorned
with  feathers  and  precious  objects  delivered  by  the  provinces;
religious  festivals,  which  were  also  acts  of  state,  were  celebrated
with collected goods.

But  tribute's  most  important  function,  politically  speaking,  was
redistribution  as  an  instrument  of  loyalty.  The  tlatoani  distributed
mantles,  cacao,  warrior  costumes,  and  luxury  objects  among  the
nobility,  victorious  military  chiefs,  and  outstanding  officials.  These
gifts  were  not  charity:  they  were  public  confirmation  that  serving
the  empire  brought  rewards.  A  warrior  receiving  a  quetzal-feather
costume after a successful  campaign was bound to the tlatoani by
gratitude and dependence.  Nobles wearing tribute's  finest  mantles
displayed, simultaneously, their rank and their closeness to power.

In this way tribute completed a full cycle: it left the provinces as an
expression  of  submission,  concentrated  in  Tenochtitlan  as  a
demonstration  of  power,  and  flowed  out  again  —transformed  into
gifts,  payments,  and  displays— as  an  instrument  of  cohesion.  The
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empire did not only take: it gave back, and in that calculated giving
lay much of its stability.

War, Conquest, and Tribute: The Self-Feeding
Cycle

There  is  a  deep  relationship  between  Mexica  warfare  and  tribute,
and  it  is  not  what  one  might  first  suppose.  It  was  not  simply  that
war  produced  tribute;  tribute  demanded  war,  and  war  demanded
more tribute, in a self-reinforcing cycle.

The logic was as follows: to maintain the loyalty of the nobility and
the army, the tlatoani needed to distribute goods constantly. Those
goods  came  from  tribute.  But  tribute  from  already-subjugated
provinces  was  largely  fixed:  it  was  recorded  in  the  codices  and
could not be arbitrarily increased without provoking rebellions. The
only way to obtain new wealth flows was to conquer new provinces.
And  conquering  new  provinces  required  a  motivated  army,  which
demanded rewards, which demanded more conquests.

This  cycle  explains  the  incessant  expansion  of  the  Mexica  Empire
during the fifteenth and early  sixteenth centuries.  It  was not  mere
territorial  ambition:  it  was  structural  necessity.  Each  new  tlatoani
had to prove his worth with military campaigns expanding imperial
dominion,  because  only  thus  could  he  command  the  resources
needed  to  govern.  Moctezuma  Xocoyotzin,  the  last  great  tlatoani
before the Spaniards' arrival, pushed the empire's frontiers to their
maximum extent precisely because the tribute machine demanded
it.

The  cycle  had,  however,  a  natural  limit.  As  the  empire  expanded,
the most distant provinces became costlier to control: transporting
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goods  across  mountains  and  jungles  was  slow  and  expensive,
rebellions grew more frequent, and military campaigns had to cover
ever-greater  distances.  Some  historians  note  that  by  1519  the
Mexica  Empire  showed  signs  of  strain:  provinces  refusing  to  pay,
peoples seeking alliances against Tenochtitlan, a muffled discontent
the Spaniards would exploit.  Tribute,  which had been the empire's
cement, was beginning to become its crack.

The Tlatoani as Giver: The Ideology of Tribute

No  extraction  system  survives  on  coercion  alone.  It  needs  an
ideology  to  justify  it,  and  the  Mexica  Empire  developed  a
particularly  elaborate  one:  that  of  the  tlatoani  as  universal  giver,
the generous center from which abundance flowed.

In the Mexica worldview, the ruler was not simply a military chief or
administrator:  he  was  the  intermediary  between  gods  and  people,
responsible  for  maintaining  cosmic  order  through  rituals  and
sacrifices.  This  sacred  function  granted  him  the  right  to  receive
tribute:  the  goods  arriving  in  Tenochtitlan  were  not  theft  but  the
necessary contribution for the tlatoani to fulfill his cosmic mission of
feeding the gods and sustaining the world.

But  the  ideology  went  beyond  religious  justification.  The  tlatoani
presented  himself  —and  largely  acted—as  the  great  redistributor:
receiving  from the  provinces  to  give  to  the  nobility,  the  army,  the
priests,  and,  in  times  of  need,  the  people.  Gift-distribution
ceremonies  were  carefully  staged  public  spectacles,  where  the
ruler's  generosity  was  etched  into  collective  memory.  A  stingy
tlatoani lost legitimacy; a generous one reinforced it.

This ideology of the gift had a demanding counterpart: it obliged the
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tlatoani to keep the redistribution flowing. If tribute failed —through
rebellions,  bad  harvests,  military  defeats—  the  ruler  could  not
distribute, and his authority eroded. Hence the constant pressure to
expand the empire: not personal greed, but political necessity. The
tlatoani  was  trapped  in  his  own  role  as  universal  giver:  to  keep
giving, he had to keep taking.

Tenochtitlan: The Center That Receives
Everything

To  appreciate  the  tribute  system's  scale,  imagine  the  scene:
caravans  of  porters  —the  tlameme—  arriving  in  Tenochtitlan  from
the  four  cardinal  directions,  each  bearing  its  province's  products.
From  the  southern  hot  lands,  cacao  and  cotton;  from  the  coasts,
salt,  dried  fish,  and  tropical  bird  feathers;  from  the  highlands,
maize,  beans,  and  ixtle  mantles;  from  Oaxaca,  gold  and  jade
worked  by  Mixtec  goldsmiths.  The  city  was  a  gigantic  funnel
through which half of Mesoamerica's wealth flowed.

Goods were received in the royal warehouses, the petlacalli,  under
the  supervision  of  the  calpixques,  the  imperial  collectors.  There
they  were  counted,  recorded,  and  distributed  according  to  state
needs.  Some  went  to  the  tlatoani's  palace;  some  to  the  temples;
some  to  the  public  granaries;  some  to  artisan  workshops.  Nothing
was  wasted  and  everything  was  noted:  Mexica  administration  was
meticulous, and the pictographic tribute records —the Matrícula de
Tributos  and  the  Codex  Mendoza—  testify  to  that  bureaucratic
precision.

This  concentration  of  wealth  in  the  capital  had  a  deliberate
demonstrative effect. Tenochtitlan had to dazzle. Ambassadors from
subjugated peoples arriving to deliver tribute beheld a city of  lofty
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temples, adorned palaces, bustling markets, and nobles dressed in
the  finest  feathers  from  their  own  lands.  The  message  was  clear:
resisting  this  power  is  futile;  submitting  to  it,  by  contrast,  allows
participation  in  its  splendor.  Tribute  did  not  only  finance  the
capital's greatness: the capital's greatness justified tribute.

When the Spaniards arrived in 1519 and beheld Tenochtitlan,  they
were amazed by its size, order, and wealth. What they saw was, in
large  measure,  the  visible  product  of  a  century  of  systematic
tribute. The mantles nobles wore, the temples' gold, the granaries'
maize, the cacao drunk in ceremonies: all had arrived as provincial
payments.  The  empire  Cortés  found  was  not  rich  by  geographic
accident  or  fortuitous  trade:  it  was  rich  because  it  had  built  the
most  efficient  wealth-extraction  machine  in  Mesoamerican  history.
To  understand  tribute  is  to  understand  the  empire.  And
understanding the empire is this volume's purpose.

Tribute and the Flowery War: An Alternative
Source of Wealth?

Alongside  regular  tribute  there  existed  in  the  Mexica  world  a
peculiar  warrior  institution  often  confused with  the  tribute  system:
the flowery war, the xochiyaoyotl. Unlike wars of conquest —whose
objective  was  subjugating  peoples  and  imposing  tribute—,  the
flowery war was a ritualized, arranged confrontation, usually against
Tlaxcala  or  other  traditional  enemies,  whose  main  purpose  was
capturing prisoners for sacrifice.

The  distinction  matters:  the  flowery  war  produced  no  tribute.  The
peoples  against  whom  it  was  waged  were  not  subjugated  or
inscribed in the Matrícula; they were permanent adversaries,  ritual
enemies with whom a state of controlled war was maintained. Some
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historians  suggest  this  institution  also  served  as  military  training
and  as  an  outlet  for  warrior  aggression  in  peacetime,  but  its
economic function was nil: it generated no income, only consumed
resources.

The  flowery  war  did,  however,  have  an  indirect  relationship  with
tribute:  it  demonstrated  Mexica  military  power  to  the  subjugated
provinces.  News of  the  flowery  campaigns  —with  their  spectacular
captures  and  massive  sacrifices—  reached  every  corner  of  the
empire  and  reminded  tributaries  what  awaited  them  if  they
rebelled.  In  this  sense,  the flowery war was military spending paid
for by tribute which, in turn, guaranteed tribute's continuity. It was
armed propaganda.

Tlaxcala,  the  great  never-subjugated  enemy,  illustrates  the
system's  limits:  a  people  that  resisted  every  Mexica  invasion  and
therefore  never  paid  tribute.  Its  existence  was  a  thorn  in  imperial
pride  and  proof  that  tribute  was  not  inevitable:  some  peoples
preferred perpetual war to submission. When the Spaniards arrived,
the  Tlaxcalans  —experts  at  fighting  the  Mexica  after  decades  of
flowery war— became their most valuable allies. The institution that
had  served  to  display  Mexica  power  ended  up  providing  the
conquerors with the warriors who would destroy it.

The Diplomacy of Tribute: Gifts, Marriages, and
Alliances

Tribute  was  not  the  only  mechanism  moving  goods  between
Tenochtitlan  and  the  provinces.  A  whole  parallel  system  of
diplomatic  exchanges  —gifts,  dynastic  marriages,  alliances—
complemented and sometimes replaced tribute exaction.
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Diplomatic  gifts  were  frequent:  the  tlatoani  sent  presents  —fine
mantles,  jewels,  cacao,  feather  costumes—  to  lords  of  allied  or
neutral towns, receiving in return their regions' products, hospitality
for  his  ambassadors,  or  promises  of  military  support.  These
exchanges  were  not  tribute  —not  obligatory,  not  recorded  in  the
Matrícula—  but  served  similar  functions:  moving  goods  to  the
capital and creating bonds of dependence.

Dynastic marriages were another instrument: Mexica tlatoque took
wives from provincial nobilities —and gave daughters in marriage to
allied lords—, weaving a kinship network reinforcing political loyalty.
A  province  whose  lord  was  the  tlatoani's  brother-in-law  had  fewer
incentives  to  rebel,  and  tribute  flowed  with  less  friction.  Strategic
endogamy was, in this sense, a lubricant of the tribute system.

There  were  also  allied  peoples  paying  no  regular  tribute  but
contributing military support or specific services. These allies —like
some lordships of the Valley of Mexico— enjoyed privileged status:
not  subjects  but  partners,  though  unequal  ones.  Their  existence
shows  the  Mexica  Empire  was  not  a  monolithic  bloc  of  oppression
but  a  system  of  differentiated  relationships  where  tribute  was  the
most common but not the only bond.

Tribute  diplomacy  also  had  a  coercive  dimension:  the  "gifts"  the
tlatoani  demanded  from  neutral  towns  were  often  disguised
tributes,  and  refusing  to  "present"  could  be  read  as  hostility.  The
line between diplomatic gift  and exaction was deliberately blurred,
and  the  Mexica  wielded  it  skillfully:  first  they  asked,  then
demanded,  finally  conquered.  It  was a ladder of  domination where
each rung seemed voluntary until it was too late to turn back.

How Much Was Tribute Worth? Measuring the
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Immeasurable

One  inevitable  —and  nearly  impossible  to  answer  precisely—
question  is:  how  much,  in  total,  was  the  tribute  Tenochtitlan
received worth? Historians have tried calculating it by summing the
quotas  in  the  Codex  Mendoza  and  the  Matrícula,  but  results  are
approximate and must be taken cautiously.

The  most  cited  estimates  speak  of  tens  of  thousands  of  cotton
mantles  yearly  —some calculations  reach  100,000—,  thousands  of
warrior  costumes,  hundreds  of  thousands  of  cacao  beans,
thousands  of  loads  of  maize,  beans,  and  other  grains,  plus
considerable  quantities  of  feathers,  gold,  jade,  and  other  luxury
goods.  For  perspective:  the  tributary  mantles  alone  would  clothe
Tenochtitlan's  population  several  times  over;  tributary  maize
represented  a  substantial  fraction  —perhaps  half— of  the  capital's
annual consumption.

But  these  sums  hide  a  methodological  difficulty:  sources  do  not
always  agree,  measurement  units  are  ambiguous,  and  we  cannot
know  whether  recorded  quotas  were  actually  paid  or  merely
demanded.  Provinces  likely  paid  less  than  recorded  in  bad  years
—through  negotiation,  bribing  calpixques,  or  simple
noncompliance—  and  more  when  extraordinary  tributes  were
imposed. The Matrícula records the norm, not necessarily reality.

Another  way  to  measure  tribute  is  by  its  weight  in  the  imperial
economy:  what  proportion  of  total  provincial  production  did  it
represent? Estimates vary, but most scholars agree it was a heavy
but  not  confiscatory  burden:  perhaps  10%  to  30%  of  productive
surplus,  depending  on  province  and  year.  Enough  to  enrich  the
capital  without  ruining  the  provinces  —a  delicate  balance  the
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empire maintained, with ups and downs, for nearly a century.

Comparing  Mexica  tribute  with  other  preindustrial  empires'  taxes
—Rome,  China,  the  Incas—  is  a  fascinating  exercise  revealing
similarities and differences. Like Rome, the Mexica extracted in kind
and labor; like the Incas, they lacked money and depended on state
accounting;  unlike  both,  they  had  no  draft  animals,  drastically
limiting  efficient  extraction's  radius.  Mexica  tribute  was,  in  its
technological context, an administrative feat comparable to the Old
World's great empires.

The Local Lords: Indispensable Tribute
Intermediaries

Between  Tenochtitlan's  tlatoani  and  the  peasant  delivering  his
maize  stood  a  crucial  link:  the  local  lords,  the  tlatoque  of  the
provincial capitals. These rulers kept their titles, palaces, and much
of  their  authority  in  exchange  for  an  essential  function:  ensuring
tribute flowed.

The  pact  was  clear  and  pragmatic.  Tenochtitlan  had  neither  the
personnel nor the interest to administer each imperial town directly;
it  needed  intermediaries  who  knew  the  territory,  spoke  the  local
language, and enjoyed traditional legitimacy. Local lords offered all
that, and in return kept their privileges: lands, servants, exemption
from personal tribute, participation in imperial redistribution.

But  this  intermediation  cost  both  sides.  For  local  lords,  it  meant
divided  loyalty:  satisfying  Tenochtitlan's  demands  without
exhausting  their  own  subjects,  balancing  imperial  pressure  with
maintaining  their  own  legitimacy.  A  lord  squeezing  his  people  too
hard to please the calpixques risked local revolt; one protecting his
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people  too  much  risked  imperial  wrath.  It  was  a  delicate  art  of
political survival.

For Tenochtitlan, dependence on intermediaries meant lost control:
local lords could hide production, bribe calpixques, delay deliveries,
or  favor  relatives  in  distributing  burdens.  The  empire  knew  and
responded  with  surprise  inspections,  calpixque  rotation,  and,  in
extreme cases, replacing the local lord with a Mexica administrator.
But it could never fully eliminate intermediation: it was structurally
necessary.

When  the  Spaniards  arrived,  they  immediately  grasped  these
intermediaries'  value:  they  kept  them,  baptized  them  "caciques,"
and  used  them for  colonial  collection.  The  continuity  of  local  lords
from pre-Hispanic tribute to the colony is among the clearest proofs
the  system  had  solid  administrative  logic,  independent  of  who
occupied power's summit.

Tribute and Dynastic Succession: Each Tlatoani, a
New Era

Whenever  a  tlatoani  died  and  his  successor  took  the  throne,  the
tribute system entered implicit renegotiation. The new ruler had to
demonstrate  authority  with  military  campaigns  —adding  provinces
and  tributes—  but  also  confirm  or  adjust  existing  quotas,  reward
supporters with generous redistributions, and punish provinces that
had used the transition to stop paying.

Sources  record  that  tlatoani  changes  were  moments  of  tribute
tension:  some  provinces  tested  the  new  ruler's  firmness  by
withholding deliveries, and the new tlatoani responded with punitive
campaigns  reaffirming  order.  It  was  as  predictable  as  necessary  a
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ritual of power: each generation had to relearn who commanded.

Moreover,  each tlatoani  had his  own tribute governing style:  some
—like  Ahuitzotl—  were  aggressive  expansionists  multiplying
conquests  and  income;  others  —like  Tizoc,  of  brief,  unsuccessful
reign—  barely  maintained  the  inherited  system.  The  ruler's
personality  mattered:  a  weak  tlatoani  invited  provincial
disobedience; a strong one crushed it.

Moctezuma Xocoyotzin's 1502 succession illustrates the pattern: he
took  the  throne  after  Ahuitzotl's  death,  launched  campaigns  to
reaffirm  authority  —including  repressing  rebellions  in  Oaxaca  and
Guerrero—, reorganized administration,  and brought the empire to
maximum extent. His reign was the tribute system's apogee...  and
the start of its terminal tensions, as we shall see.

The Apogee Under Moctezuma Xocoyotzin:
Summit and Abyss

Moctezuma  Xocoyotzin's  reign  (1502–1520)  represents  the  Mexica
tribute system's apogee: never had so many provinces paid tribute,
never had Tenochtitlan received such wealth, never had the empire
been  so  extensive.  The  tribute  register's  38  provinces  correspond,
essentially, to Moctezuma's empire.

But  the  apogee  contained  crisis's  seeds.  To  maintain  the  growing
redistribution flow his legitimacy demanded, Moctezuma intensified
provincial pressure: raised quotas, multiplied extraordinary tributes,
demanded  more  work  and  goods.  Sources  —Indigenous  and
Spanish—  agree  his  government  felt  oppressive  to  many  tributary
peoples.

Moctezuma also centralized power unprecedentedly: reducing local
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lords'  autonomy,  replacing  several  with  loyal  administrators,
concentrating  decisions  in  himself.  This  centralization  made  the
system  more  efficient  short-term  but  more  fragile  long-term:
eliminating intermediate counterweights made Moctezuma the sole
bearer —and sole target— of provincial discontent.

When  Cortés  arrived  in  1519,  he  found  an  empire  at  its  material
peak  and  political  crisis:  rich  as  never,  but  hated  as  never.  The
peoples  allying  with  the  Spaniards  did  so  not  from  love  of
Europeans  —whom  they  did  not  know—  but  from  hatred  of
Moctezuma's  tribute.  The  system's  apogee  was  also  its
condemnation: it had extracted so much, for so long, that its victims
would ally with strangers to destroy it.

Tribute as Mirror: What It Reveals About Mexica
Power

If, as argued in this chapter, tribute was imperial power's language,
then studying it is like studying that power's grammar: it reveals its
rules,  priorities,  and  contradictions.  What  does  the  tribute  system
tell us about the Mexica state's nature?

First,  it  was  a  pragmatic  state.  The  Mexica  imposed  no  uniform
ideology or homogeneous administration: they adapted demands to
each region, accepted cultural diversity, and settled for political and
economic  submission.  It  was  results  imperialism,  not  principles:
what  mattered  was  tribute  arriving,  not  peoples  thinking  like
Mexica.

Second,  it  was  a  redistributive  state  —though  unequally.  Unlike
purely  extractive  empires  that  only  took,  the  Mexica  Empire
returned  a  significant  share:  in  gifts,  grain  reserves,  public  works,

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 25



festivals.  This  redistribution  was  not  altruism  but  the  investment
needed  to  maintain  legitimacy.  Yet  its  existence  distinguishes  the
Mexica system from mere plunder.

Third, it was a state with limits. The Mexica could not subjugate the
Tarascans  or  Tlaxcalans,  directly  administer  distant  provinces,  or
prevent  rebellions  and  abuses.  Their  power  was  great  but  not
absolute,  and  the  tribute  system  —with  its  calpixques,  registers,
and  punishments—  was  the  attempt  to  manage  those  limits,  not
deny them.

Fourth,  it  was  a  state  trapped  in  its  own  success.  The  more  the
empire  grew,  the  more  tribute  it  needed;  the  more  tribute  it
extracted, the more resentment it generated; the more resentment,
the more it  needed to grow to compensate.  It  was a machine that
only knew how to advance, and when it hit geographic limits and an
unexpected enemy, it could not stop.

Tribute,  in  sum,  is  the  mirror  where  the  Mexica  Empire  looks  and
reveals  itself:  pragmatic  and  brutal,  generous  and  oppressive,
efficient  and  fragile.  Studying  it  is  not  studying  a  marginal
institution but power's very core. And that core, as coming chapters
show,  was  documented  precisely  enough  for  us  —five  centuries
later— to reconstruct it almost piece by piece.

The Triple Alliance in Practice: Who Really
Commanded?

Official  history  presents  the  Triple  Alliance  as  a  confederation  of
equals,  but  tribute's  reality  tells  another  story:  growing  Mexica
hegemony.  How  did  power-sharing  among  Tenochtitlan,  Texcoco,
and Tlacopan work in practice?
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In the early decades —under Itzcoatl and Moctezuma Ilhuicamina—
the  alliance  was  relatively  balanced:  Texcoco  contributed  cultural
prestige  and  sizable  military  contingents,  Tlacopan  its  strategic
position,  Tenochtitlan  its  warrior  aggressiveness.  Tribute  was
divided as agreed and all three partners joined war decisions.

But with each successful campaign, Tenochtitlan outgrew its allies:
its  armies  were  largest,  its  generals  boldest,  its  capital  most
populous. By the mid-fifteenth century the imbalance was plain: the
Mexica imposed their will on alliance decisions, took the best spoils,
and redirected tribute flows to their capital.

Texcoco  —under  Nezahualcoyotl,  the  poet-king—  accepted  a
secondary  role  for  cultural  autonomy:  it  remained  the  Anáhuac's
intellectual  center,  but  its  military  and  tribute  weight  declined.
Tlacopan  was  marginalized  almost  completely.  By  1519  the  Triple
Alliance  was  a  diplomatic  fiction:  the  empire  was  Mexica,  and
tribute proved it.

This  evolution  is  instructive:  tribute  was  not  only  outward
domination's  instrument  but  inward  hierarchization's.  Whoever
controlled  tribute  flows  controlled  the  alliance,  and  the  Mexica
—grasping  this  logic—  used  tribute  to  turn  partners  into
subordinates  without  conquering  them.  It  was  a  fiscal  coup d'état:
slow, bloodless, definitive.

Sahagún and the Florentine Codex: The Other
Great Source

Alongside  the  Codex  Mendoza,  the  other  great  source  for  tribute
studies is  fray Bernardino de Sahagún's work:  the Historia General
de  las  Cosas  de  Nueva  España,  known  as  the  Florentine  Codex.
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Sahagún  —a  Franciscan  who  arrived  in  Mexico  in  1529—  spent
decades  interviewing  Indigenous  elders  who  had  lived  under  the
empire, recording their testimonies in Nahuatl and Spanish.

Unlike  the  Mendoza  —painted  hurriedly  by  tlacuilos  for
administrative  purposes—,  the  Florentine  is  an  ethnographic
encyclopedia:  twelve  books  covering  religion,  gods,  festivals,  daily
life,  natural  history,  and,  crucially,  social  and  economic
organization.  His  informants  —Tlatelolco  elders—  described  the
tribute system in detail: who paid, how much, how it was collected,
what the calpixques did.

The  Florentine's  value  for  tribute  studies  complements  the
Mendoza's: where the Mendoza shows figures —recorded quotas—,
the  Florentine  shows  practices  —how  tribute  was  lived  daily.
Together, quantity and quality compose our fullest picture.

Sahagún  worked  with  what  we  would  today  call  anthropological
method:  systematic  interviews,  cross-checking  testimonies,
bilingual  recording.  His  informants  —children  or  youths  in  1519—
transmitted  the  empire's  living  memory,  not  reconstructed  from
documents but remembered from experience. That memory —with
nostalgic  biases,  but  also  immediacy—  is  an  invaluable
counterweight to the Matrícula's accounting coldness.

Tribute and Social Mobility: The Warrior's Path

The tribute  system,  for  all  its  harshness,  contained an unexpected
promise:  social  mobility.  In  a  society  divided  between  pipiltin  and
macehualtin,  the  army  offered  commoners  a  ladder  —and  tribute
was both the ladder's material and its reward.

A macehualtin youth who distinguished himself in battle could rise:
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first to recognized warrior status, then to officer ranks, eventually to
lands,  titles,  and  tribute  exemptions.  The  celebrated  cases
—commoners  who became great  captains,  whose children entered
the  nobility—  were  not  legends  but  documented  realities.  The
empire needed brave soldiers more than it needed rigid castes, and
it paid for bravery with the system's own currency: exemption from
tribute and participation in redistribution.

This mobility had a direct economic logic: warriors were paid in the
goods tribute provided —mantles, cacao, feather costumes, houses.
A  successful  warrior's  wealth  came  entirely  from  the  imperial
circuit:  he  fought  to  expand  tribute,  and  tribute  rewarded  his
fighting.  It  was  the  cycle  described  in  Chapter  1,  experienced  as
personal biography.

But  mobility  had  limits:  it  was  overwhelmingly  male  —women's
paths to status ran through marriage or religious service, not war—
and  it  depended  on  continuous  warfare.  In  peacetime,  the  ladder
stalled.  Moreover,  the  newly  risen  were  absorbed  into  the  nobility
whose  interests  lay  in  maintaining  the  system,  not  reforming  it.
Social  mobility,  in  the  Mexica  Empire,  was  a  safety  valve  that
preserved  the  hierarchy  it  seemed  to  challenge:  it  allowed
exceptional individuals to rise precisely so the structure itself would
never have to change.

The Cost of Empire: An Accounting of Burdens

We  have  described  what  tribute  gave  the  empire;  we  should  also
reckon  what  it  cost  those  who  paid.  Such  an  accounting
—necessarily approximate— helps judge the system's true weight.

For a typical macehualtin family in a tributary province, the annual
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burden combined: a share of the harvest —perhaps a fifth to a third
of  surplus  grain—;  textile  quotas  —several  mantles  yearly,
representing  weeks  of  women's  work—;  labor  service  —days  or
weeks in state works or as porters—; plus extraordinary demands in
exceptional  years.  Added  to  the  family's  own  subsistence  needs,
religious  obligations,  and  local  lord's  demands,  the  total  could
consume half or more of the household's productive capacity.

This  was  heavy  —comparable  to  the  heaviest  premodern  tax
burdens— but not, in normal years, starvation-inducing. The system
was calibrated: dead tributaries pay nothing. The crises came with
compounding misfortunes —drought plus extraordinary tribute plus
war levies— when the burden tipped from heavy to unbearable.

The  psychological  cost  is  harder  to  measure  but  equally  real:  the
humiliation of delivering one's work to foreign masters, the anxiety
of inspections, the fear of punishment for shortfalls. Tribute was not
just economic extraction but a permanent reminder of subjugation.
That  humiliation  —accumulated  over  generations—  was  the
emotional fuel of the rebellions and, ultimately, of the alliances with
Cortés.  Any  accounting  of  tribute's  cost  must  include  this  invisible
ledger of dignity.

The Mexica Economy Beyond Tribute: A Broader
Picture

Tribute was the imperial economy's axis —this volume's thesis— but
it  was  not  the  entire  economy.  Understanding  what  lay  beyond
tribute  is  necessary  to  avoid  reducing the  Mexica  world  to  a  mere
extraction  machine.  The  economy  the  Mexica  built  had  at  least
three  other  pillars:  subsistence  agriculture,  craft  production,  and
long-distance trade, each with its own logic and its own relationship
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to the tribute system.

Subsistence  agriculture  was  the  foundation  everything  rested  on:
the  chinampas  of  the  lake  basin,  the  terraced  fields  of  the
highlands, the milpas of the lowlands. Most of what Mexica families
grew  never  entered  tribute  circuits:  it  fed  them  directly.  Maize,
beans,  squash,  chili,  amaranth  —the  Mesoamerican  dietary  core—
were produced in quantities far exceeding tribute quotas, and that
surplus  sustained  daily  life.  Tribute  skimmed  the  top  of  an
agricultural  system  whose  base  was  family  and  community
subsistence.  Without  that  base's  productivity  —without  the
chinampas' extraordinary yields, without the milpa's resilience— no
tribute would have existed to collect.

Craft production, similarly, exceeded tribute's demands. Every town
had  potters,  weavers,  carpenters,  masons  working  for  local
consumption:  the  ceramics  used  daily,  the  clothes  worn  at  home,
the  tools  of  the  fields.  Tribute  claimed  the  finest  —the  luxury
mantles,  the  decorated  ceramics,  the  featherwork—  but  ordinary
production  stayed  local.  The  archaeological  record  confirms  this:
excavated  houses  contain  abundant  utilitarian  objects  that  never
appear in tribute lists,  evidence of a parallel  economy of everyday
things.

Long-distance  trade,  handled  by  the  pochtecas,  operated  partly
outside  tribute:  merchants  traded  at  their  own  risk  and  profit,  in
regions the empire did not control, with goods tribute did not cover.
Though  the  state  taxed  and  protected  them,  pochteca  commerce
was private enterprise —a reminder that  the Mexica economy was
not a command economy but a mixed one.

The relationship between these pillars and tribute was symbiotic but
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tense.  Tribute  depended  on  the  subsistence  base's  health:
over-extraction  could  destroy  it.  Trade  benefited  from  imperial
peace  but  resented  state  interference.  Craft  production  supplied
tribute's luxury goods but needed local markets to sustain artisans.
The  system's  genius  —and  fragility—  lay  in  balancing  these
interdependencies.

This  broader  picture  corrects  a  common  caricature:  the  Mexica
Empire as a pure tribute-extraction machine. It was that, but it was
also  a  civilization  of  farmers,  artisans,  and  merchants  whose  daily
economic  life  followed  logics  older  and  deeper  than  imperial
demands.  Tribute  was  the  axis,  but  the  wheel  it  turned  was  much
larger than itself.

The Nahuatl Voice: What the Glosses Reveal and
Conceal

The Codex Mendoza's Spanish glosses —the annotations explaining
each  page—  are  a  linguistic  and  cultural  palimpsest  worth
examining closely. They were written by a Spanish hand, probably a
friar  or  scribe,  working  with  Indigenous  informants:  the  tlacuilo
painted, the informant explained in Nahuatl, the scribe rendered in
Spanish. Each gloss is thus a triple translation: image to Nahuatl to
Spanish, with losses at every step.

What  the  glosses  reveal  is  invaluable:  town  names  that  would
otherwise  be  unidentifiable,  quantities  the  pictography  states
ambiguously,  categories  the  images  suggest  but  do  not  name.
Without  them,  the  Mendoza  would  be  a  beautiful  but  mute
document; with them, it speaks —though in a borrowed voice.

What they conceal is equally important. The Nahuatl original is lost:
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we have the Spanish rendering, not the informant's words. Nuances
—the  difference  between  similar  tribute  categories,  the
connotations  of  town  names,  the  informant's  hesitations  or
emphases— vanished in translation. Moreover, the scribe wrote for
Spanish readers: he explained what seemed strange, omitted what
seemed  obvious,  and  framed  everything  in  colonial  categories
—"province,"  "tribute,"  "vassal"—  that  may  distort  Indigenous
concepts.

Modern  scholars  work  to  recover  the  Nahuatl  voice  behind  the
Spanish:  comparing  glosses  with  the  pictography,  with  the
Matrícula's  pure pictographic record,  with Nahuatl  vocabulary from
other  sources.  Each  recovered  nuance  —a  town  name's  true
meaning, a goods category's precise scope— brings us closer to the
Indigenous understanding.

The  glosses  also  reveal  the  colonial  encounter  itself:  moments
where  the  scribe  confesses  ignorance,  where  the  informant's
explanation  clearly  puzzled  him,  where  two  systems  of  knowledge
failed  to  mesh.  These  friction  points  are  precious:  they  show  the
Mendoza  being  made,  the  negotiation  between  worlds  that
produced it. The codex is not just a source about the Mexica world:
it is a source about the moment two worlds tried —imperfectly— to
understand each other.
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Chapter 2. The Codex
Mendoza: The Mexica

Encyclopedia

If  tribute  was  the  Mexica  Empire's  economic  heart,  the  Codex
Mendoza is  our  clearest  window for  watching that  heart  beat.  Few
sixteenth-century  documents  offer  so  complete,  detailed,  and
revealing a view of how the Mexica state functioned on the eve of
conquest. It is no exaggeration to call it, as many scholars have, the
encyclopedia  of  the  Mexica  world:  its  pages  record  the  tlatoque's
history, the tribute organization by province, and the people's daily
life —all painted by Indigenous scribes in pre-Hispanic pictographic
technique  and  annotated  in  Spanish  so  a  European  reader  could
understand.

The codex owes its name to Don Antonio de Mendoza, first viceroy
of New Spain, who commissioned it around 1541–1542. Its creation
story is itself a fascinating tale of encounter —and clash— between
two worlds:  it  was painted by tlacuilos,  the scribe-painters heirs to
the pre-Hispanic tradition, under the supervision of Spanish friars or
officials who added explanatory glosses in Castilian. The result is a
hybrid document, mestizo in the deepest sense: Indigenous in form,
Indigenous in content, but with the intention of making it legible to
a  European  adding  a  layer  of  colonial  interpretation  the  modern
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reader must learn to distinguish.

From Mexico to Oxford: The Manuscript's Odyssey

The  Codex  Mendoza's  history  after  its  creation  is  almost  as
extraordinary  as  its  content.  According  to  scholarly  tradition,  the
original manuscript was sent to Spain to inform Emperor Charles V
about  the  newly  conquered  empire.  But  the  ship  carrying  it  was
captured by French pirates in the Caribbean, and the codex ended
up in France, in the hands of the royal cosmographer André Thevet.

Thevet,  fascinated  by  the  document,  kept  it  in  his  collection  and
annotated it with his own comments. At his death the codex passed
through several hands: the English scholar Richard Hakluyt acquired
it  and  took  it  to  England,  whence  it  reached  the  antiquary  John
Selden's  collection.  Finally,  in  1659,  the  Selden  collection  —codex
included—  was  donated  to  Oxford  University's  Bodleian  Library,
where it remains today as MS. Arch. Selden. A. 1.

This  odyssey  explains  why  the  most  important  document  for
pre-Hispanic  Mexico's  history  sits  in  England,  not  Mexico.  It  also
explains  its  alternative  name  in  older  literature:  "Mendoza
Collection."  For  centuries the codex was known only to specialists;
in  the  twentieth  century,  facsimile  editions  and systematic  studies
—notably  Frances  Berdan  and  Patricia  Anawalt's—  brought  it  to
wider  audiences  and  made  it  the  reference  source  for  tribute
studies.

The  codex's  journey  holds  a  deep  irony:  a  document  created  so
Spain's king could understand and exploit the Mexica tribute system
ended,  by  piracy's  chance,  in  an  English  library,  where  it  would
serve  —centuries  later—  Mexicans  recovering  their  own  past's
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memory. History's paths are sometimes unpredictable.

A Document of Two Worlds

To understand the Codex Mendoza we must first understand what a
codex  was  in  the  pre-Hispanic  world.  The  Mexica,  like  other
Mesoamerican  peoples,  had  no  alphabetic  writing  but  a  mixed
system  of  pictograms,  ideograms,  and  phonetic  signs  painted  on
amate  paper,  deerskin,  or  cotton  cloth.  The  tlacuilos  were  artists
and  scribes  at  once:  their  work  was  not  "writing"  in  the  European
sense  but  composing  coded  images  a  trained  reader  could  "read"
aloud, unfolding a complete discourse from the signs.

Pre-Hispanic  codices  recorded  dynastic  history,  religious  rites,
divinatory  calendars,  and,  crucially,  tributes.  They  were  state
documents:  the  empire's  administrative  memory.  When  the
Spaniards  arrived,  they  quickly  grasped  these  records'  value.  To
govern New Spain they needed to know who paid what, how much,
and  to  whom;  and  the  tribute  codices  were  the  fallen  empire's
database.

The  Codex  Mendoza  was  born  of  that  need.  Around  1541,  barely
twenty  years  after  Tenochtitlan's  fall,  Viceroy  Mendoza
commissioned the surviving tlacuilos to paint a complete record of
the Mexica Empire: its history, its tributes, its customs. The painters
worked  hurriedly  —the  codex  was  reportedly  finished  in  months—
from memory and from pre-Hispanic documents still preserved. The
result has errors and omissions, but also invaluable authenticity: the
Indigenous  world's  voice,  filtered  through  colonial  urgency,  telling
its own story.

The Tlacuilos: Artists, Scribes, and Accountants
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Who were the men who painted the Codex Mendoza? The tlacuilos
belonged  to  a  specialized  class  in  Mexica  society:  at  once  artists
and  officials,  trained  in  the  calmécac  —the  nobles'  school—  in
pictographic  writing's  art.  Their  training  was  long  and  rigorous:
mastering  the  glyph  repertoire,  compositional  conventions,
symbolic colors, and drawing techniques on amate.

But tlacuilos were not mere illustrators: they were official memory's
custodians.  Historical  annals,  tribute  records,  ritual  calendars
passed through their hands and brushes. An error in a tribute record
could mean unjust exaction or rebellion; an omission in annal could
erase  a  conquest  from  imperial  memory.  Their  work  had  direct
political consequences, and their prestige was considerable.

The tlacuilos who worked on the Codex Mendoza around 1541 were
survivors  of  a  ruined  world.  They  had  seen  Tenochtitlan  fall,
witnessed temple  destruction  and friars  burning  codices  —seen as
the devil's work— and were now asked to paint, for the victors, the
vanquished  empire's  memory.  We  cannot  know  their  thoughts  as
they worked, but we may imagine a mix of professional pride, grief,
and  silent  resistance:  each  painted  glyph  affirmed  that  their  art
—and the world that art recorded— lived on.

The  Codex  Mendoza's  style  reflects  this  situation.  Strokes  are
confident  and  professional,  but  haste  shows:  some  pages  are  less
finished, and scholars detect several painters' hands. It was not the
meditated  work  of  years  by  an  imperial  workshop  at  its  peak,  but
the  urgent  labor  of  artisans  who  knew  time  was  running  out  and
original materials were being lost.

Amatl Paper: The Material Support of Memory
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The  Matrícula  de  Tributos  is  painted  on  amate  paper,  and  that
material support is no minor detail: it is part of the story. The Codex
Mendoza, by contrast —produced under Spanish rule— was painted
on  European  paper,  the  material  colonial  workshops  put  at  the
tlacuilos'  disposal;  the  contrast  between the two supports  tells,  by
itself, the transition between two worlds. Amate was made from the
inner  bark  of  the  ficus  tree,  through  laborious  process:  bark  strips
cut,  boiled  with  lime,  beaten  with  grooved  stones  into  a
homogeneous sheet, sun-dried. The result was a resistant, flexible,
ochre-toned paper, ideal for painting.

Amate-making  was  itself  an  industry,  and  paper  figured  among
tribute  goods:  provinces  delivered  paper  reams  later  used  by
tlacuilos for codices, priests for ritual ornaments, administration for
records.  Without  paper  tribute  there  would  have  been  no  tribute
records: a self-referential input of the system.

The Matrícula's format —a long strip folded like a screen— was the
classic Mesoamerican book format: unfolded for reading, folded for
storage.  The  Codex  Mendoza,  by  contrast,  was  bound
European-style  —as  a  book  with  pages—  probably  because  its
Spanish supervisors deemed it more suitable for a European reader.
This  format  difference  is  symbolic:  the  Matrícula  is  an  Indigenous
book  in  form  and  substance;  the  Mendoza  is  Indigenous  in
substance but European in form.

Amate's survival across five centuries is nearly miraculous: vegetal
paper  is  vulnerable  to  humidity,  insects,  and  fire,  and  most
pre-Hispanic  codices  were  lost  —burned  by  friars,  destroyed  by
climate, devoured by time. That the Matrícula survived on its fragile
vegetal  paper  testifies  both  to  the  material's  quality  and historical
fortune.  The  Mendoza,  on  sturdier  European  paper,  depended  less
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on miracle than on the chance of its travels and owners. Each page
we contemplate today is a survivor.

The Calmecac: The Scribes' School

The  tlacuilos  who  painted  the  Codex  Mendoza  trained  in  the
calmécac,  the  Mexica  nobles'  school.  Unlike  the  telpochcalli  —the
commoners'  school,  oriented  to  military  and  labor  training—  the
calmécac  educated  nobles'  children  —and  some  talented
commoners—  in  government  arts:  history,  religion,  calendar,
pictographic writing, oratory, astronomy.

A tlacuilo's training was long and demanding. Students memorized
historical  annals,  learned  the  glyph  repertoire  —hundreds  of  signs
with  variants—,  practiced  drawing  and  composition,  studied  colors
and  their  symbolic  meanings.  Memorization  was  fundamental:  a
tlacuilo had to "read" a codex aloud, unfolding before an audience
the complete discourse coded in images. Painting was not enough:
one had to know how to interpret.

The  calmécac's  discipline  was  legendary:  students  rose  before
dawn,  bathed  in  cold  water,  fasted  frequently,  and  were  severely
punished for any fault. This harshness had purpose: forging officials
who  could  bear  government  pressures  and  priests  who  could
commune  with  gods.  The  tlacuilos  were,  in  this  sense,  an
intellectual elite forged in austerity.

When  the  Spaniards  destroyed  the  Mexica  educational  system
—closing  the  calmécac,  burning  codices— they  broke  pictographic
knowledge's  transmission  chain.  The  tlacuilos  who  worked  on  the
Mendoza around 1541 were  among the last  generations  trained in
the pre-Hispanic tradition; their apprentices, if they had any, would
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find  no  schools  to  teach  in.  The  Codex  Mendoza  is,  among  other
things, the swan song of a millennial intellectual tradition.

The Codex's Three Sections

The  Codex  Mendoza  divides  into  three  clearly  differentiated  parts,
each  with  its  own  purpose  and  logic.  Together  they  compose  an
integral portrait of the empire.

The  first  section  is  historical:  it  records  Tenochtitlan's  foundation
and  the  tlatoque's  succession,  from  Acamapichtli  to  Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin.  Each  ruler  appears  with  his  name  glyph  and  reign
years,  represented  by  calendar  signs.  Beside  each  tlatoani  are
painted his era's conquests: subjugated towns appear as toponymic
glyphs  —drawn  place  names—  linked  by  lines  to  the  conqueror's
glyph, sometimes adding war's symbol, a shield with arrows, or the
burned  temple  signifying  a  city's  capture.  This  section  is,  in
essence,  the  empire's  official  history:  the  chronicle  of  how
Tenochtitlan grew, conquest by conquest, to dominate the Anáhuac.

The second section is  tributary,  and it  is  the codex's  heart  for  this
volume's  purposes.  It  records,  province  by  province,  the  tributes
each  region  delivered  to  Tenochtitlan.  Each  page  shows  the
province's  glyph  and,  beside  it,  the  tribute  goods  drawn  with
accounting  precision:  so  many  mantles  of  such  type,  so  many
warrior  costumes,  so  many  cacao  loads,  so  many  maize  baskets.
This section is practically identical —in content, though not format—
to  the  Matrícula  de  Tributos,  the  Indigenous-made  document
—painted  in  the  immediate  post-Conquest  period— that  served  as
its  model,  and  constitutes  our  most  complete  inventory  of  the
Mexica tribute economy.
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The third section is ethnographic: it describes Mexica daily life from
birth  to  death,  through  children's  education,  occupations,
punishments, and each age's duties. It is a window onto the society
sustaining  the  tribute  system:  the  men  and  women  whose  work
produced the goods traveling to the capital.

The  three  sections  complement  each  other:  the  first  explains  how
the empire was built, the second how it was financed, the third who
the  people  making  it  possible  were.  No  other  sixteenth-century
document offers so structured a view of the Mexica world.

Ink and Colors: The Materiality of Writing

The  tlacuilos  did  not  paint  with  improvised  materials:  their  craft
demanded  quality  inks  and  colors,  prepared  to  traditional  recipes.
Black —tlilli— came from torch soot or ground charcoal; colors from
minerals  and  plants:  red  from  cochineal  or  iron  oxide,  blue  from
indigo or minerals, yellow from various earths, green from mixtures
or specific minerals.

Color  preparation  was  itself  an  art:  pigments  ground  to  finest
powder,  mixed  with  binders  —usually  vegetal  mucilages  or  animal
glues— and applied with animal-hair brushes on amate. Colors held
symbolic  meanings:  red  associated  with  blood  and  war,  blue  with
water and rain, yellow with maize and abundance. A tlacuilo did not
choose colors randomly: each tone communicated information.

Notably,  many  codex  pigments  figured  among  tribute  goods:
cochineal, indigo, various minerals. The tribute system, once again,
fed  itself:  provinces  delivered  the  materials  with  which  their  own
tribute was recorded. And the tlacuilo workshops —where inks were
prepared  and  codices  painted—  were  part  of  the  imperial
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bureaucracy, financed by the same system they documented.

The  Codex  Mendoza's  colors  —still  vibrant  after  nearly  five
centuries— testify to the tlacuilos'  technical  excellence.  They were
not mere scribes but masters of a complex material  art,  heirs to a
millennial  painting  tradition  reaching  back  to  Teotihuacan  and
beyond.

The Spanish Glosses: Translation and Betrayal

One  of  the  Codex  Mendoza's  most  distinctive  features  is  the
Spanish annotations accompanying the images. These glosses were
added  by  the  project's  Spanish  supervisors  —probably  Franciscan
friars with Nahuatl knowledge— to make the document legible to a
European reader unfamiliar with pictographic writing.

The  glosses  serve  an  invaluable  function:  without  them,  many
images  would  be  ambiguous  or  incomprehensible  to  the  modern
reader.  Thanks  to  the  annotations  we  know,  for  example,  what
specific  mantle  type each drawing represents,  or  which town each
toponymic  glyph  corresponds  to.  In  this  sense,  the  glosses  bridge
two knowledge systems.

But  glosses  are  also  interpretation,  and  all  interpretation  implies
potential  betrayal.  The  Spanish  supervisors  were  not  neutral
observers:  they  were  agents  of  a  colonial  power  seeking  to
understand  the  tribute  system  in  order  to  exploit  it.  Their
annotations  reflect  their  interests,  prejudices,  and
misunderstandings. When a gloss describes an Indigenous practice
with  European  terms  —"tribute,"  "province,"  "king"—  it  translates
Mexica  concepts  into  Spanish  categories  that  do  not  always
correspond exactly.
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Modern  scholars  have  learned  to  read  the  Codex  Mendoza  on  two
levels:  the  images,  representing  the  Indigenous  vision,  and  the
glosses, representing the Spanish reading of that vision. When both
levels  agree,  the information is  solid;  when they diverge,  we must
ask  which  —if  either—  reflects  pre-Hispanic  reality.  This  critical
reading  does  not  diminish  the  codex's  value:  it  enriches  it,
reminding us that every historical document is a communicative act
situated in a power context.

The Codex Mendoza and the Encomienda: The
Register's Colonial Use

Why did Viceroy Mendoza care so much about knowing the Mexica
tribute system? The answer is pragmatic and revealing: because the
Spanish crown intended to exploit it.  The encomienda system —by
which  conquerors  received  the  right  to  demand  tribute  and  labor
from  Indigenous  towns—  was  built,  in  its  early  decades,  on
pre-Hispanic  tribute  infrastructure.  The  Spaniards  did  not  create  a
new  system  from  scratch:  they  took  the  existing  one,  replaced
calpixques with encomenderos, and redirected goods flows to their
own pockets.

The  Codex  Mendoza  was,  in  this  sense,  a  colonial  exploitation
manual. By recording what each province paid, how much, and how
often, it gave Spanish authorities the information needed to impose
their  own  exactions  with  precise  knowledge  of  each  region's
productive  capacity.  Towns  that  had  paid  tribute  in  mantles  to
Tenochtitlan would pay them in tribute to a Spanish encomendero;
those  delivering  cacao  to  the  tlatoani  would  deliver  it  to  the
corregidor.

This continuity between pre-Hispanic and colonial  tribute is  among
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Mexican  historiography's  most  studied  —and  debated—  themes.
Some authors emphasize rupture: conquest imposed new burdens,
new  monies,  new  forced  mine  labor  radically  transforming  the
Indigenous  economy.  Others  emphasize  continuity:  collection
structures, payment calendars, even some administrative personnel
—former  calpixques  reconverted  as  colonial  officials—  survived
conquest.

The  truth,  as  usual,  lies  between:  continuity  in  forms,  rupture  in
substance. The Spaniards kept the Mexica tribute system's skeleton
but emptied it of redistributive logic. The tlatoani distributed among
his  nobility  and  maintained  public  granaries;  the  encomendero
accumulated  for  himself  and  sent  silver  to  Spain.  Pre-Hispanic
tribute,  with  all  its  harshness,  was  part  of  a  political  pact
—submission  for  protection  and  redistribution;  colonial  tribute
became  increasingly  exaction  without  counterpart.  Understanding
this  difference  is  understanding  why  the  Mexica  Empire's  memory
survived  in  Indigenous  consciousness  as  a  time  of  order,  against
early colony's disorder.

The Mendoza as Imperial Propaganda

Although  the  Codex  Mendoza  was  commissioned  by  the  Spanish
viceroy,  its  content  —especially  the  historical  first  section—
preserves Mexica imperial propaganda's structure. The tlatoque list
with  conquests  is  not  neutral  chronicle:  it  is  the  empire's  official
history, the version Tenochtitlan wanted remembered.

This  propaganda  has  recognizable  traits:  tlatoque  always  appear
victorious,  conquests  follow  without  reverses,  enemies  are
exemplarily  vanquished.  Defeats  —like  those  suffered  against  the
Tarascans—  are  omitted  or  minimized;  internal  rebellions  barely

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 45



mentioned.  It  is  history  seen  from  the  palace:  orderly,  glorious,
inevitable.

Recognizing  the  first  section's  propagandistic  character  does  not
invalidate the codex but demands critical reading: what it records is
not "what happened" but "what the empire wanted remembered as
having  happened."  For  the  tribute  section  the  bias  is  smaller
—quantities  had  to  be  precise  to  be  useful—  but  even  there
distortions  may  exist:  recorded  quotas  might  reflect  imperial
aspirations more than collection reality.

Mexica  imperial  propaganda  had  an  internal  purpose  besides  the
external:  reminding  the  provinces  —and  the  nobility  itself—  of
Tenochtitlan's  power  inevitability.  A  codex  showing  conquest  after
conquest  was  a  visual  argument  against  rebellion:  resistance  was
futile,  because  history  proved  Tenochtitlan  always  won.  The
Mendoza,  in  Spanish  hands,  lost  that  intimidating  function,  but
keeps  it  as  historical  document:  showing  us  how  the  empire  saw
itself.

The Lost Codices: The Destruction of Memory

The Codex Mendoza and the Matrícula de Tributos are survivors of a
cultural  catastrophe:  the  systematic  destruction  of  pre-Hispanic
codices  during  conquest  and  early  colony.  The  friars  —especially
Franciscans— saw  the  devil's  work  in  codices  and  burned  them in
public  pyres;  soldiers  destroyed  them as  loot;  neglect  and  climate
did the rest.

Of  the  thousands  of  codices  existing  in  1519,  barely  twenty  of
pre-Hispanic origin survive, plus a hundred early colonial documents
like the Mendoza. The loss is incalculable: entire libraries of history,
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religion,  astronomy,  medicine,  administration  reduced  to  ashes.
Each burned codex was an erased memory, knowledge lost forever.

The tlacuilos who painted the Mendoza worked in that destruction's
shadow: they knew original documents were being lost,  colleagues
persecuted,  their  art  condemned.  Their  urgent  work  —painting  in
months what had taken years— was also rescue: fixing onto a new
support, for a new power, a vanishing world's memory.

The paradox is that destruction was selective: friars burned mainly
religious codices —the tonalamatl, divination books— but preserved
—or  commissioned—  administrative  and  historical  ones  useful  for
governing.  The  Mendoza  survived  because  it  was  useful;  sacred
codices  perished  because  they  were  dangerous.  The  memory  we
keep of the Mexica world is filtered through its destroyers' interests:
we know their taxes better than their prayers.

Viceroy Mendoza: The Man Behind the
Commission

Don  Antonio  de  Mendoza  —the  codex's  namesake—  was  New
Spain's  first  viceroy  (1535–1550)  and  one  of  early  colonial
administration's  most  important  figures.  A  cultured  aristocrat  and
efficient administrator, Mendoza understood that governing the new
viceroyalty  required  knowing  it,  and  the  codex  he  commissioned
was part of that knowledge effort.

Mendoza  was  no  mere  bureaucrat:  he  founded  institutions  —the
Colegio  de  Santa  Cruz  de  Tlatelolco,  where  the  Indigenous
intellectuals  collaborating  on  works  like  the  Florentine  Codex
trained—  promoted  northern  exploration,  regulated  mining,  and
tried  —with  limited  success—  to  protect  Indigenous  people  from
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encomendero abuses. His interest in the Mexica world was genuine,
though inseparable from his colonizing function: to know in order to
govern better.

The  codex  commission  around  1541  belongs  to  this  program:
Mendoza wanted a complete report on the vanquished empire —its
history,  economy,  customs—  to  inform  the  crown  and  guide
administration.  It  was  not  antiquarian  curiosity:  it  was  state
intelligence.

The  irony  is  that  Mendoza  —the  enlightened  colonizer— ended  up
the  involuntary  preserver  of  Mexica  memory.  Without  his
commission,  the  tlacuilos  would  not  have  painted  the  tribute
register,  and  our  knowledge  of  the  system  would  be  far  poorer.
History is full  of  such paradoxes: those who destroy also preserve,
and domination's instruments become —centuries later— memory's
instruments.

The Mendoza in Modern Historiography: From
Curiosity to Central Source

For  centuries  the  Codex  Mendoza  was  an  antiquarian  curiosity:  an
exotic  object  in  an  English  library,  known  to  few  and  studied  by
fewer. Its transformation into Mesoamerican historiography's central
source is a twentieth-century phenomenon, driven by ethnohistory's
development as a discipline.

The  decisive  moment  came  with  Frances  Berdan's  work,  the
American  anthropologist  who  devoted  decades  to  Mexica  tribute
studies.  Her  systematic  analysis  of  the  Mendoza's  tribute  section
—published  in  the  1970s  and  culminated  in  the  1992  facsimile
edition  with  Patricia  Anawalt—  established  modern  interpretation
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standards:  province  identification,  goods  quantification,  economic
circuit reconstruction. Thanks to Berdan, the Mendoza ceased being
a pretty picture book and became a historical database.

The  codex's  twenty-first-century  digitization  —with  online  editions
allowing  high-resolution  examination  of  each  page—  has
democratized its study: today any student in Mexico can consult the
document  kept  in  Oxford.  This  accessibility  has  generated  new
research  and  interpretations,  symbolically  returning  to  Mexico  a
heritage history had exiled.

Historiographical  debate  on  the  Mendoza  remains  alive:  how
reliable  are  recorded  quantities?  How  much  do  Spanish  glosses
distort images? Does the codex represent the empire at its peak or
an  idealized  reconstruction?  These  questions  have  no  definitive
answers,  but  their  being  asked  proves  the  source's  vitality.  A
document generating debate five centuries after creation is a living
document.

Copies and the Mendoza's Manuscript Legacy

The  Codex  Mendoza  kept  in  Oxford  is  not  necessarily  the  original
painted  in  Mexico  around  1541:  scholars  debate  whether  it  is  the
original manuscript or an early copy. What we know is that several
copies  existed  —some  contemporary,  some  later—  circulating
through Europe and kept today in various libraries.

The  most  famous  copy  belonged  to  André  Thevet  —the  French
cosmographer who owned the codex after its pirate capture: Thevet
had  some pages  copied  and  added  his  own  comments,  creating  a
derived document of its own historical value. Other partial copies sit
in  European  collections,  testifying  to  sixteenth-  and
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seventeenth-century scholars' interest.

In  the  eighteenth  century,  the  Mexican  scholar  Lorenzo  Boturini
gathered  an  important  Indigenous  document  collection  —including
Mendoza  copies—  which,  after  his  expulsion  from  New  Spain,
scattered  across  institutions.  These  copies'  history  is  Americanist
erudition's history:  each generation rediscovered the Mendoza and
reinterpreted it through its own questions.

Today,  digital  editions  have  made  the  original-versus-copy
distinction  irrelevant  for  most  purposes:  what  matters  is  content,
accessible to all. But the manuscript's material history —its travels,
owners,  copies—  remains  fascinating:  the  biography  of  an  object
that  survived  pirates,  collectors,  wars,  and  oblivion,  to  end  up
illuminating —from an English library— Mexico's history.

Reading the Mendoza Today: A Guide for the
Modern Reader

The  Codex  Mendoza  is  available  today  in  facsimile  and  digital
editions letting any reader examine it. But how does one read such
a document? This section offers a practical guide to approaching its
pages without getting lost.

First,  identify  the  section:  historical,  tributary,  or  ethnographic?
Historical  pages  show  figures  with  name  glyphs  and  year  signs;
tributary  ones  show  toponymic  glyphs  with  goods  rows;
ethnographic ones show daily-life scenes. Each section has its visual
logic.

Second,  on  tributary  pages,  read  top  to  bottom:  first  the  province
glyph —identifying who pays— then goods rows —showing what is
paid— with numerals —indicating how much. Spanish glosses, when
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present, confirm or specify the reading.

Third,  compare  with  the  Matrícula:  when  a  Mendoza  page  proves
confusing,  seek  its  equivalent  in  the  Matrícula  de  Tributos
—recording  the  same  provinces  in  pre-Hispanic-tradition  style.
Differences  between  the  documents  are  as  instructive  as
coincidences: they reveal what colonial tlacuilos added, omitted, or
reinterpreted.

Fourth,  distrust  glosses  when  they  contradict  images:  Spanish
annotations  are  interpretations,  not  transcriptions.  If  a  gloss  says
one thing and the drawing seems to say another, the drawing —by
an Indigenous tlacuilo's hand— deserves at least as much credibility
as the gloss.

Fifth,  remember  context:  each  page  was  hurriedly  painted  nearly
five  centuries  ago  by  men  working  for  a  foreign  power  on  a
destroyed  world's  memory.  Reading  the  Mendoza  is  an  act  of
historical empathy: imagining the hands that painted, the eyes that
supervised, the world recorded and the world recording.

With these cautions, the Codex Mendoza opens as what it is: not a
book of definitive answers but a field of fascinating questions. Each
page  invites  investigation,  comparison,  imagination.  And  that  is,
perhaps,  its  greatest  virtue:  five  centuries  later,  it  still  makes  us
think.

Other Tribute Codices: The Matrícula's Relatives

The  Codex  Mendoza  is  not  the  only  document  recording  Mexica
tribute,  though it  is  the  most  complete  and  famous.  The  Matrícula
de Tributos —examined in detail in the next chapter— is its closest
relative:  a  document  of  pre-Hispanic  tradition,  without  Spanish

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 51



glosses —specialists date it to the early colonial years— that served
as the model for the Mendoza's tribute section.

There  are,  in  addition,  other  early  colonial  documents  gathering
tribute  information:  the  sixteenth-century  tasaciones,  in  which
Spanish authorities recorded the tributes each town owed the crown
or  encomenderos;  the  codices  of  the  so-called  Techialoyan  series,
painted in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to defend land
rights;  and  various  local  documents  preserving  memory  of
pre-Hispanic quotas.

Each  of  these  documents  has  biases  and  limitations,  but  together
they  allow  triangulating  information  and  verifying  the  Codex
Mendoza's  reliability.  When  the  Matrícula,  the  Mendoza,  and  an
early  colonial  tasación  agree  that  such  province  paid  so  many
mantles,  the  probability  the  datum  reflects  pre-Hispanic  reality  is
high.  This  critical  comparison  work  has  allowed  historians  to
reconstruct  the  tribute  system  with  the  detail  presented  in  this
volume.

The  Codex  Mendoza,  in  sum,  is  not  an  isolated  source  but  the
centerpiece of a dispersed archive. Its value lies not only in what it
says  but  in  what  it  allows  verifying:  the  reference  point  against
which  other  documents  are  contrasted.  Hence  it  remains,  nearly
five centuries after creation, the indispensable encyclopedia of the
Mexica world.

The Digital Mendoza: Twenty-First-Century Access

For  most  of  its  history,  the Codex Mendoza was accessible  only  to
scholars  who  could  travel  to  Oxford  and  obtain  the  Bodleian
Library's  permission.  The  twentieth  century's  facsimile  editions
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widened  access,  but  the  true  revolution  came  with  digitization:
today, high-resolution images of every page are available online to
anyone with an internet connection.

This democratization has transformed Mendoza studies. Where once
a  handful  of  specialists  controlled  interpretation,  now  students,
teachers,  and  enthusiasts  worldwide  can  examine  the  pages,
compare details,  and propose readings.  New eyes have found new
things:  details  overlooked  in  print  editions,  connections  between
pages, anomalies suggesting revisions.

Digital  access  has  also  enabled  computational  approaches:
databases  of  tribute  quantities,  statistical  analyses  of  provincial
quotas, geographic information systems mapping the 38 provinces.
The  codex  —a  sixteenth-century  manuscript—  has  become  a
twenty-first-century  dataset,  yielding  insights  its  painters  never
imagined.

For  Mexico,  digitization  has  a  symbolic  dimension:  the  document
physically  exiled  in  England  is  now  virtually  repatriated.  Every
Mexican  student  consulting  the  Mendoza  online  participates  in  a
quiet restitution —not of the object, but of access. The pirates who
diverted  the  codex  to  France  could  not  have  imagined  that,  five
centuries later, their loot would belong —digitally— to everyone.

Reading a Tribute Page: A Guided Example

To appreciate the Codex Mendoza's tribute section fully, let us read
one page together  —as the  tlacuilo  intended it  to  be  read,  and as
the  Spanish  glossator  explained  it.  Choose,  as  example,  a  typical
highland  province  page:  the  format  repeats  with  local  variations
across the 38 provinces.
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Begin  at  the  left  margin:  the  toponymic  glyphs  of  the  province's
towns, each a small drawing combining place-signs —a hill, water, a
plant,  an  animal—  with  phonetic  elements  suggesting  the  town's
Nahuatl name. The province's head town appears first and largest;
subject towns follow in order of importance. Already, before reading
a  single  quantity,  the  page  maps  a  political  geography:  who
commanded, who obeyed.

Move now to the central field: the goods. Mantles appear as folded
rectangles,  their  decoration  indicating  type  —plain  white  for  daily
use,  decorated  with  borders  for  nobility,  the  distinctive  designs  of
warrior  costumes.  Each  mantle  drawing  is  followed  by  numeral
symbols:  dots,  flags,  feathers  telling  how  many  hundred.  Food
goods  —maize,  beans,  chia—  appear  as  containers  or  plants  with
their  quantities.  Luxury  goods  —feather  bundles,  gold  pieces,  jade
beads—  are  drawn  smaller  but  placed  prominently:  value,  not
volume, determined their position.

Note  the  arrangement's  logic:  goods  are  grouped  by  collection
period,  not  by  type.  What  was  delivered  every  80  days  clusters
together; annual goods form another group; the great semi-annual
deliveries  —warrior  costumes  above  all—  occupy  their  own  space.
The  page  is  thus  a  calendar  as  much  as  a  catalog:  reading  it  is
reading time.

Finally, check the Spanish gloss —usually in the margin or between
drawings—  naming  towns  and  confirming  quantities.  Where
pictography  and  gloss  disagree  —rare  but  real—  scholars  debate:
did  the  tlacuilo  err,  or  the  glossator  misunderstand?  These  small
discrepancies are precious: they remind us the document was made
by humans, not machines.
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This  guided  reading  reveals  the  tribute  pages'  genius:  maximum
information  in  minimum  space,  readable  by  trained  officials  at  a
glance,  combining  geography,  economy,  and  calendar  in  a  single
visual  field.  Five  centuries  later,  we  can  still  learn  to  read  them
—and each page read is a province recovered from oblivion.

The Potter's Wheel That Wasn't: Technology and
Tribute

Mesoamerica never developed the potter's  wheel,  the plow,  or  the
wheeled  cart  —technologies  Old  World  empires  took  for  granted.
The  Mexica  tribute  system  thus  operated  under  technological
constraints  that  make  its  achievements  more  remarkable:
everything was made by hand,  carried on backs,  recorded without
alphabets.

Consider  ceramics:  tribute  demanded  thousands  of  vessels  yearly,
all  hand-built  —coiled,  molded,  or  slab-constructed—  then  fired  in
open  kilns.  Mexica  potters  achieved  extraordinary  quality  without
the  wheel:  thin-walled,  symmetrical,  beautifully  decorated  vessels
that  European  potters,  with  all  their  technology,  admired.  The
constraint bred mastery.

Consider  transport:  without  draft  animals  —the  largest
Mesoamerican  domesticate  was  the  turkey—  every  tribute  load
traveled on human backs.  The tlameme's craft  —the tumpline,  the
load balance, the pace— was a technology as refined as any wheel:
porters  routinely  carried  25 kilos  for  25 kilometers  daily,  day after
day.  The  empire's  logistics  were  a  human  machine  of  astonishing
efficiency.

Consider  recording:  without  alphabetic  writing,  the  tlacuilos
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developed  a  pictographic  system  capable  of  registering  38
provinces' obligations with precision. It was not writing as we know
it  —it  could  not  record  speech—  but  it  was  a  complete
administrative notation, sufficient for the empire's needs.

These absences invite reflection on technology and complexity: the
Mexica  built  a  complex  state  without  the  Old  World's  key
technologies,  proving  that  social  organization  —not  tools—  is
civilization's  decisive  factor.  Tribute  worked  because  thousands  of
humans  coordinated  their  efforts  with  discipline  and  skill,  not
because machines amplified them. It  is a lesson in what organized
human labor can achieve —and in what it costs the laborers.

Rebellions and Reconquests: Tribute as Battlefield

The  tribute  system was  not  maintained  by  inertia  but  by  constant
vigilance,  and  its  history  is  punctuated  by  rebellions  —provinces
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that  stopped  paying,  killed  calpixques,  or  allied  with  the  empire's
enemies.  Each  rebellion  triggered  the  same  imperial  response:  a
punitive campaign, exemplary punishment,  and quota increases to
cover the war's costs. Tribute was thus both the cause of rebellions
and the means of punishing them.

The sources record numerous cases.  Gulf  Coast  provinces rebelled
repeatedly  against  heavy  cacao  and  cotton  quotas;  the  Mixtec
region  tested  imperial  patience  with  delayed  payments;  even
long-subjugated highland towns occasionally withheld tribute when
the capital seemed distracted. The pattern was consistent: distance
plus burden plus opportunity equaled rebellion.

The Mexica response combined terror and calculation. Rebel leaders
were executed —sometimes sacrificed publicly—; towns paid double
tribute  as  punishment;  garrisons  were  installed;  local  dynasties
were  replaced  with  more  compliant  ones.  But  the  empire  also
negotiated: quotas might be adjusted, abusive calpixques removed,
grievances  addressed.  Pure  terror  was  expensive;  the  goal  was
restoring the flow, not destroying the source.

Some  rebellions  succeeded  —temporarily.  Towns  on  the  empire's
fringes  occasionally  won  years  of  de  facto  independence  before
reconquest.  These  intervals  reveal  the  system's  limits:  without
constant  military  pressure,  tribute  stopped.  The  empire  was  not  a
territory  administered  but  a  network  of  coercions  maintained  —a
distinction with consequences.

The  rebellion-reconquest  cycle  also  fed  the  war-tribute-war
machine:  each  punitive  campaign  produced  captives  for  sacrifice
and  justifications  for  increased  quotas,  which  produced  more
resentment  and  future  rebellions.  The  system  was  stable  only  in
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motion —like a bicycle that falls when it stops. When the Spaniards
arrived,  they  found  an  empire  exhausted  by  this  permanent
policing: many provinces needed only a credible alternative to stop
paying. Cortés offered one —or seemed to. The rebellions that had
been  the  system's  chronic  illness  became,  with  Spanish  help,  its
terminal crisis.

The Value of Things: Mexica Price Logic

How did the Mexica value goods? Without coined money, value was
expressed in cacao beans, cotton mantles, and barter equivalences
—a  system  whose  logic  deserves  examination,  for  it  reveals  a
sophisticated economic rationality.

Cacao  was  the  standard:  small  transactions  —food,  small  crafts,
daily  services—  were  priced  in  beans.  Larger  transactions  used
mantles  —the  quachtli—  as  the  unit:  a  canoe  might  cost  so  many
mantles,  a  house  so  many  more.  For  the  largest  —land,  slaves,
luxury  goods—  gold  dust  in  feather  quills  or  copper  axes  served.
This  was  a  multi-tiered  currency  system,  each  tier  suited  to  its
transaction scale —not primitive but adapted.

Prices were not arbitrary:  they reflected production costs,  scarcity,
and demand. A mantle's price in cacao beans roughly corresponded
to  the  labor  and  materials  of  its  making;  a  scarce  good  —quetzal
feathers,  jade— commanded  high  prices;  abundant  goods  —maize
in  good  years—  were  cheap.  The  market,  in  other  words,  worked:
supply and demand set prices, even without money as we know it.

Tribute  interacted  with  this  price  system  in  complex  ways.  By
extracting  goods  in  kind,  tribute  removed  them  from  market
circuits,  affecting  supply  and  prices.  By  redistributing  —gifts  of
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mantles,  cacao payments to warriors— it  injected goods back.  The
state was thus a major market actor, its tribute operations moving
prices as surely as any modern central bank's.

The  Spaniards,  encountering  this  system,  were  simultaneously
impressed  and  confused:  impressed  by  the  tianguis's  order  and
scale, confused by the absence of coin. They quickly introduced the
peso —and with it, a monetary revolution that would transform the
Indigenous economy. But for  the century of  the empire,  value was
counted in beans and mantles —and the counting was precise.
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Chapter 3. The Matrícula de
Tributos: The 38 Provinces

If the Codex Mendoza is the encyclopedia, the Matrícula de Tributos
is the account book. This document —a strip of amate paper folded
like a screen, painted by Mexica tlacuilos in the years immediately
after the Conquest —exact dating is debated, but specialists place it
in  the  early  colonial  period,  probably  from  pre-Hispanic  tribute
records— records  with  a  public  accountant's  precision  the  tributes
the  empire's  provinces  delivered  to  Tenochtitlan.  Each  page
corresponds to a province: at the top appears its toponymic glyph,
the  place's  drawn  name,  and  below,  in  ordered  rows,  the  tribute
goods with quantities indicated in the Mexica pictographic number
system.

The surviving  Matrícula  records  32  pages,  but  the  Codex Mendoza
—which took it as its base— documents 38 tributary provinces. The
difference  is  explained  because  the  empire  kept  expanding  after
the  original  Matrícula  was  painted,  and  because  some  provinces
were administratively reorganized. The number 38 thus represents
the empire at maximum extent, toward the early sixteenth century,
and is the figure historians use as the standard reference.

Thirty-eight  provinces.  Each with its  name,  territory,  products,  and
quota.  Behind  each  figure  stand  whole  communities  of  farmers,
weavers,  artisans,  and  porters  whose  work  sustained  the  capital's
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splendor. This chapter tours that tribute geography.

The Number System: Counting Without Arabic
Numerals

Before touring the provinces, we should understand how the Mexica
counted,  because  the  Matrícula  is,  essentially,  a  numerical
document.  The  Mexica  system  was  vigesimal  —base  20,  probably
from  fingers  and  toes—  represented  with  pictographic  symbols:  a
dot  or  small  mark for  the unit,  a  flag for  20,  a  feather  for  400 (20
times 20), and a bag or sack for 8,000 (20 times 400).

In  the  Matrícula,  quantities  are  shown by  repeating  these  symbols
beside the good's drawing. A row might show a mantle drawing with
two flags and five dots:  45 mantles.  Or a warrior costume drawing
with  three  feathers:  1,200  costumes.  The  system  expressed
enormous  quantities  with  few  symbols:  a  bag  beside  the  cacao
glyph meant 8,000 beans or loads, depending on context.

This  number  system,  combined  with  pictographic  writing,
constituted  a  complete,  functional  accounting  language.  It  needed
no zero —though the Maya had developed one— because quantities
were  expressed  by  symbol  accumulation,  not  position.  It  was  less
abstract  than  our  Arabic  system  but  perfectly  suited  to
administering  an  empire:  any  trained  calpixque  could  read  a
Matrícula page and know exactly what to receive.

The  system's  precision  shows  in  details:  fractions  expressed  with
partial  symbols,  measurement  units  —loads,  zontles,  granaries—
indicated with specific glyphs, periodicity —every 80 days, yearly—
marked  with  calendrical  signs.  It  was  a  visual  accounting  of  a
sophistication belying any notion of administrative primitiveness.
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The Empire's Territorial Organization

The  Mexica  Empire  was  not  a  continuous,  homogeneous  territory
but  a  mosaic  of  provinces  of  widely  varying  sizes,  climates,  and
cultures.  Some,  like  those  of  the  Valley  of  Mexico,  lay  near  the
capital  and  had  been  under  Mexica  dominion  for  decades  —even
centuries.  Others,  like  those  of  the  Gulf  Coast  or  Guerrero's  hot
lands,  had  been  recently  conquered  and  lay  weeks'  journey  from
Tenochtitlan.  This  geographic  diversity  was,  paradoxically,  the
tribute system's greatest strength: each region contributed what its
environment produced best.

Provinces  organized  around  a  cabecera,  the  head  town,  on  which
numerous  subject  towns  depended.  Tribute  was  collected  locally
—each  town  delivered  its  share  to  the  cabecera—  and  shipped
thence  to  Tenochtitlan  in  porter  caravans.  Imperial  calpixques
supervised  the  whole  process:  verifying  quantities,  settling
disputes,  reporting  irregularities  to  the  capital.  It  was  an
administration  decentralized  in  collection  but  centralized  in
registration and control.

The 38 provinces' geographic distribution reveals imperial strategy.
A  first  group  concentrated  in  the  central  highlands:  the  Valley  of
Mexico,  the  Toluca  Valley,  the  Puebla-Tlaxcala  region.  These
provinces  delivered  mainly  agricultural  products  —maize,  beans,
chia,  amaranth—  and  cotton  and  ixtle  textiles.  They  were  the
empire's  granary,  and  their  tribute  was  the  most  regular  and
predictable.

A  second  group  occupied  the  southern  and  western  hot  lands:
Morelos,  Guerrero,  the  Pacific  coast.  These  tropical  regions
produced  tribute's  most  valuable  goods:  cacao,  cotton  in  great
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quantities, tropical bird feathers, gold. Lowland cacao, in particular,
was a luxury product growing only in hot, humid climates, making it
among the most coveted tributes.

A  third  group  stretched  eastward:  the  Gulf  Coast,  the  Totonac
region, parts of Oaxaca. Thence came coastal cotton, jungle quetzal
feathers,  rubber,  precious  woods,  and  sea  products.  Oaxaca,
moreover,  contributed  its  goldsmiths'  work:  the  Mixtecs  were
Mesoamerica's  most  skilled  metallurgists,  and  their  gold  pieces
formed part of the Oaxacan provinces' tribute.

This tribute geography was no accident:  it  resulted from a century
of  conquests  directed,  consciously  or  not,  at  securing  every
resource the empire needed. The Mexica conquered the cacao lands
because  they  needed  cacao;  conquered  the  coasts  because  they
needed  cotton  and  feathers;  conquered  Oaxaca  because  they
needed  gold.  The  38  provinces'  map  is,  in  reality,  the  map  of  the
empire's needs.

The Highland Provinces: The Imperial Granary

The  provinces  nearest  Tenochtitlan  —the  Valley  of  Mexico,  the
Toluca  Valley,  the  Puebla  basin—  were  the  tribute  system's  core.
Their  closeness  allowed  tighter  control,  cheaper  transport,  and
more  regular  collection.  These  provinces  had  been  under  Mexica
dominion longest, and their quotas were precisely calibrated.

Their  tribute  was  predominantly  agricultural  and  textile:  maize,
beans,  chia,  amaranth  in  great  quantities,  plus  cotton  and  ixtle
mantles. The Toluca region, for example, was famous for its textiles'
quality;  Valley  of  Mexico  provinces  delivered  grain  in  massive
volumes. A typical highland province might tribute several thousand
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mantles and hundreds of maize loads per cycle —figures reflecting
the region's demographic density and agricultural productivity.

These  provinces  also  served  a  strategic  function:  they  were  the
empire's food-security reserve. In years of bad harvests elsewhere,
the  highlands'  tribute  —nearby  and  reliable—  guaranteed  the
capital's  minimum  supply.  These  provinces'  calpixques  were  the
most experienced and their supervision the most rigorous, because
their efficiency determined the state's daily stability.

The Hot-Land Provinces: The Tropical Treasure

If the highlands were the granary, the hot lands were the treasure.
The provinces of Morelos, northern Guerrero, and the slopes toward
the  Pacific  coast  produced  tribute's  highest-value  goods:  cotton  in
industrial  quantities,  cacao, tropical bird feathers, placer gold from
rivers.

Morelos  —ancient  Cuauhnahuac—  deserves  special  attention.
Conquered  by  the  Mexica  in  the  fifteenth  century,  this
warm-climate,  fertile-land  region  became  one  of  the  richest
tributary  provinces.  Its  quotas  included  thousands  of  cotton
mantles,  considerable  cacao  quantities,  and  tropical  agricultural
products. Relative closeness to Tenochtitlan —days' journey— made
Morelos an ideal province: rich, productive, controllable.

The Guerrero provinces, more distant and mountainous, contributed
gold  —panned  from  rivers—,  feathers,  cotton,  and  cacao.  Their
tribute  was  less  voluminous  but  more  valuable  per  weight  unit,
compensating for transport costs across the sierra. These provinces
were also most rebellion-prone: distance hindered supervision, and
local lords retained considerable autonomy. Imperial history records
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several punitive campaigns against Guerrero towns refusing to pay.

The Coast and Oaxaca Provinces: Eastern Luxury

Eastward,  the  empire  extended  to  the  Gulf  Coast  and  Oaxaca's
mountains.  The  coastal  Totonac  provinces  —the  Cempoala  region
and  surroundings—  delivered  excellent-quality  cotton,  feathers,
rubber,  precious  woods,  sea  salt,  dried  fish,  and  tropical  products.
They  were  rich  but  restless  provinces:  distance  from  Tenochtitlan
and  contact  with  unsubjugated  peoples  made  them  politically
volatile. It is no accident the Totonacs were first to ally with Cortés:
they  had spent  decades  seeking  a  chance to  shake off  the  tribute
yoke.

Oaxaca  was  a  case  apart.  This  mountainous  region,  inhabited  by
Mixtecs  and  Zapotecs  —peoples  of  ancient,  refined  culture—  was
incorporated  late  and  incompletely.  Its  tribute  reflected  its
specialties:  gold  pieces  worked  with  lost-wax  technique,  jade
objects, quetzal feathers from southeastern jungles, cochineal —the
pre-Hispanic  world's  most  valuable  red  dye—,  fine  textiles.  Mixtec
goldsmiths were so skilled their pieces counted among the imperial
treasure's most prized objects.

Oaxaca's  incorporation  shows  the  Mexica  imperial  model's  limits:
too  distant,  mountainous,  and  proud  of  its  own  culture  to  be  fully
subjugated.  The  Mexica  established  garrisons  and  demanded
tribute but never achieved total control. Oaxaca remained, until the
Spaniards'  arrival,  an  imperial  frontier:  nominally  subjugated,
practically autonomous.

The Northern Frontier: The Chichimec Limit of
Tribute
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North  of  the  empire  stretched  a  world  tribute  never  reached:  the
Chichimec  peoples  —nomads  and  semi-nomads  of  the  desert.  The
Mexica  despised them as  "barbarians,"  but  the  real  reason for  not
conquering them was economic: there was nothing to extract.

The Chichimecs practiced no intensive agriculture and produced no
storable surpluses: they lived by hunting, gathering, and —after the
Spaniards'  arrival—  cattle  raiding.  Imposing  regular  tribute  was
impossible:  they  had  no  granaries  to  empty  or  looms  to  mobilize.
Their  only  "wealth"  was  warrior  ferocity,  making  them  fearsome
enemies but useless subjects.

The  Mexica,  pragmatic,  chose  containment:  fortifying  the  northern
frontier,  maintaining  garrisons  at  advanced  posts,  and  —when
necessary—  buying  peace  with  gifts.  Bribing  the  Chichimecs  was
cheaper  than  conquering  them:  a  calculation  the  Spaniards  —who
did  try  subjugating  them,  in  the  long,  bloody  sixteenth-century
Chichimec War— would learn the hard way.

The Chichimec frontier  marks  the  tribute  system's  ecological  limit:
tribute  only  worked  where  sedentary  agriculture  and  surpluses
existed. Beyond —in the desert— the empire stopped. Not from lack
of military ambition, but lack of economic return. It was, in its way,
a  lesson  in  imperial  realism:  not  all  territories  are  worth  their
conquest's cost.

Toponymic Glyphs: Reading Place Names

Each Matrícula page begins with a toponymic glyph: the province's
drawn  name.  These  glyphs  are  small  masterpieces  of  Mexica
writing,  combining  pictographic,  ideographic,  and  phonetic
elements to represent Nahuatl place names.
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The basic principle is visual rebus: the glyph depicts objects whose
Nahuatl names sound like the toponym's syllables. A hill  —tepetl—
might  represent  the  syllable  "tepe";  a  tooth  —tlantli—  the  ending
"-tlan"  (place);  water  —atl—  the  syllable  "a."  Combining  these
elements,  tlacuilos  built  names:  "Acolman,"  "Cuauhnahuac,"
"Tlachco," dozens more, each with its distinctive glyph.

Some  glyphs  are  purely  pictographic:  depicting  a  place's
characteristic  feature  —animal,  plant,  geographic  accident.  Others
are  phonetic:  combining  signs  for  sound  value,  unrelated  to
meaning. Most are mixed, and reading them demands knowing both
Nahuatl and writing conventions.

Deciphering  toponymic  glyphs  has  been  one  of  Mesoamerican
epigraphy’s  great  tasks.  Through  scholars  comparing  glyphs  with
names  in  Spanish  glosses  and  other  sources,  we  can  today
confidently identify most of the 38 provinces. Each identification is a
small  scholarly  victory:  a  bridge  between  the  image  painted  five
centuries ago and modern Mexico's map.

Toponymic  glyphs  were  not  mere  labels:  they  were  identity
assertions. Each province had its glyph as each person had a name,
and  the  glyph's  presence  in  the  Matrícula  meant  the  province's
official  recognition  within  imperial  order.  Erasing  a  glyph  —or
adding one— was a political act: a territory's annexation or loss. The
Matrícula was, in this sense, also the empire's political map.

What Each Province Paid: The Accounting Detail

Examining  what  each  province  paid  opens  onto  the  pre-Hispanic
world's  most  meticulous  accounting.  The  Matrícula  and  Codex
Mendoza  record,  province  by  province,  goods  lists  combining
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agricultural  products,  textiles,  luxury  objects,  and  strategic
materials.  Though  exact  quantities  vary  by  source  and  scholarly
interpretation, the general pattern is clear and consistent.

A  fascinating  aspect  is  the  register's  precision  on  textiles.  Sources
do  not  speak  generically  of  "mantles":  they  distinguish  large  and
small  mantles,  white  and  decorated  mantles,  men's  and  women's
mantles, naguas —skirts—, huipiles —blouses—, loincloths, mantles
with colored borders, with specific designs. This granularity reveals
two  things:  first,  Mexica  administration  knew  its  provinces'  textile
production in detail; second, textiles were not a generic good but a
meaning system where each garment type corresponded to a social
rank, ritual use, or specific destination.

Registered  quantities  are  impressive.  Scholars  summing  the  38
provinces'  quotas  reach  annual  totals  of  tens  of  thousands  of
mantles,  thousands of warrior costumes, hundreds of thousands of
cacao beans, thousands of maize and grain loads, plus considerable
feathers,  gold,  jade,  and  luxury  goods.  These  figures  warrant
caution  —sources  have  errors  and  interpretations  vary—  but  the
order  of  magnitude  is  consistent:  tribute  yearly  moved  a  goods
mass  sufficient  to  clothe,  feed,  and  adorn  a  city  of  hundreds  of
thousands.

Periodicity: The Rhythm of Tribute

Tribute  was  not  paid  once  yearly  but  followed  a  precise  calendar
combining  agricultural,  ritual,  and  administrative  cycles.  The  most
common periodicity in sources is 80 days: each province delivered
its quota every 80 days —four or five times yearly. This cycle —four
20-day  "months"  of  the  Mexica  ritual  calendar—  distributed  the
burden through the year  and maintained a  constant  goods flow to
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the capital.

Beyond  periodic  payments,  annual  tributes  of  specific  goods
existed:  certain  luxuries,  warrior  costumes,  gold  pieces,  and  other
high-value  objects  delivered  once  yearly,  usually  on  dates  tied  to
major  religious  festivals.  And  extraordinary  tributes  existed:  when
the tlatoani required —for a military campaign, temple construction,
exceptional  celebration—  he  could  demand  additional  provincial
deliveries.  These  extraordinary  exactions  were  a  major
center-periphery  tension  source,  breaking  the  system's
predictability.

The  tribute  calendar  was  thus  interwoven  with  ritual  and
agricultural calendars. The 80-day payments coincided with sowing
and  harvest  cycles:  provinces  delivered  grain  after  harvest,  when
granaries  were  full,  not  at  sowing  season  when  reserves  ran  low.
This synchronization was no accident: generations of administrative
experience.  A  tribute  system  demanding  grain  in  scarcity  season
would  have  caused  famines;  the  Mexica  system generally  avoided
that error.

Transport: The Tlameme, the Empire's Backbone

The  entire  tribute  system  rested  on  the  tlameme's  backs,  the
professional  porters.  In  a  world  without  draft  animals  —no  horses,
mules,  oxen,  or  llamas—  every  mantle,  cacao  bean,  and  maize
basket  traveled  on  human  backs  from  province  to  capital.  The
tlameme were, literally, the empire's circulatory system.

A  tlameme  carried  20–25  kilograms  —the  standard  "load"—
covering  20–30  kilometers  daily  on  imperial  roads.  Caravans
organized  by  relays:  one  region's  porters  carried  goods  to  an
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intermediate  point  where  others  collected  them.  Thus  the  most
distant provinces' tribute —300–400 kilometers from Tenochtitlan—
could reach the capital in weeks, passing through many hands.

Porter  work  was  hard  and  regulated:  norms  on  maximum  weight,
distances,  rests,  and  tlameme  feeding  during  journeys.  Some
porters were tributaries fulfilling service;  others were professionals
living  by  the  trade.  Either  way,  their  labor  was  essential  and  their
numbers  enormous:  tens  of  thousands  of  porters  are  estimated  to
have participated, moving thousands of tons yearly.

This  human-transport  dependence  explains  several  tribute  traits:
preferring  high-value,  low-weight  goods  for  distant  provinces
—feathers,  gold,  cacao,  fine  textiles—;  concentrating  bulky  goods
—maize,  firewood—  in  nearby  provinces;  and  intermediate
warehouses  consolidating  loads.  The  Mexica  Empire  was,  in  this
sense, a preindustrial logistics masterpiece.

Imperial Roads: The Tribute Infrastructure

Tribute did not travel by air: it needed roads, and the Mexica Empire
had  them.  A  network  of  causeways  and  paths  connected
Tenochtitlan  to  the  provinces,  built  and  maintained  with  tribute
labor.  Main  causeways  —linking  the  capital  to  the  four  cardinal
directions—  were  considerable  engineering  works:  raised
embankments  over  the  lake,  drawbridges,  paved  stretches  in
mountains.

Road maintenance was a tribute obligation: riverside towns repaired
segments crossing their territory, built  bridges, maintained tambos
—the  waystations  where  caravans  rested.  A  bad  road  delayed
tribute  and  endangered  loads;  calpixques  inspected  routes  and
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punished negligent towns.

Tribute roads were also information roads: along them traveled not
only porters but state messengers —the painani, trained runners—,
spies,  ambassadors,  armies.  Communication  speed  was  crucial  for
imperial  control:  a  rebellion  had  to  be  known  in  Tenochtitlan
quickly,  and  military  response  arrive  before  it  spread.  The
messenger  relay  system  transmitted  news  hundreds  of  kilometers
in days.

The  empire's  road  infrastructure  was,  in  sum,  the  tribute  body's
nervous  system:  goods,  orders,  and news circulated through it.  Its
maintenance  mattered  as  much  as  collection  itself,  and  its
deterioration —by wars, neglect, demographic catastrophe— helped
make the system unviable after conquest.

Rebel Provinces: When Tribute Is Refused

The  tribute  system  did  not  operate  in  a  vacuum:  it  operated  over
conquered  peoples  who  often  resented  their  condition.  Tribute
rebellions  —refusing  payment,  murdering  calpixques,  allying  with
imperial  enemies—  were  constant  in  Mexica  history,  and  the
imperial response was invariable: punitive war.

Sources  record  numerous  campaigns  against  rebel  provinces.  The
pattern was ritualized and terrible: the Mexica army marched on the
risen  province,  defeated  it,  executed  leaders,  imposed  heavier
tribute  as  punishment,  and  sometimes  installed  a  permanent
garrison  or  deported  population.  The  message  to  other  provinces
was clear: rebellion does not pay.

Yet rebellion frequency reveals the system's limits. The most distant
provinces  —Guerrero's,  the  coast's,  Oaxaca's—  rebelled  regularly,
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exploiting distance and difficult terrain. Each rebellion demanded a
costly military campaign, which demanded more tribute to finance,
increasing  discontent  and  preparing  the  next  rebellion.  A  vicious
circle consuming imperial resources.

By  1519,  several  provinces  were  in  open  disobedience  or  secret
negotiations  with  the  newly  arrived  Spaniards.  The  Totonacs,  as
seen,  allied  with  Cortés  almost  immediately;  other  towns  sent
embassies offering support for tribute liberation. The empire fell not
only by European military superiority —relative and debatable— but
because  its  tribute  system  had  generated  an  army  of  internal
enemies craving revenge.

Exemptions: Who Did Not Pay Tribute?

Not  everyone  paid  tribute  in  the  Mexica  Empire:  an  exemption
system  reveals  the  system's  social  logic.  Who  was  exempt,  and
why?

First,  the  nobility  —the  pipiltin—:  they  paid  no  personal  tribute
because  their  function  was  governing,  warring,  and  praying.  Their
"contribution" was state service, rewarded with lands, servants, and
redistribution shares. Noble exemption was universal in premodern
societies: those who commanded did not pay.

Second,  certain  specialists:  artisans  in  direct  palace  or  temple
service —the amantecas, goldsmiths, lapidaries—, priests, calmécac
teachers, court physicians and astronomers. Their work counted as
state  service  equivalent  to  tribute,  exempting  them from common
burdens.

Third,  outstanding  warriors:  those  distinguishing  themselves  in
battle  received  lands  and  exemptions  as  reward.  A  powerful
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incentive:  military  valor  was  rewarded  with  liberation  from  tribute
burdens, making the army a social mobility path.

Fourth,  some  communities  by  special  privilege:  towns  rendering
exceptional  services,  ancient  allies,  or  communities  devoted  to
specific  cults.  These  exemptions  were  rare  and  revocable,  but
existed.

The  exemption  system shows  tribute  was  not  blind,  indiscriminate
burden but a calibrated instrument: the state decided who paid and
who  did  not  by  political,  military,  and  religious  criteria.  And  that
calibration  was  itself  power:  granting  exemption  created  a  debtor,
ally,  dependent.  Whoever  did  not  pay  tribute  owed  the  state  his
privilege, and that debt —moral  and political— bound as tightly as
the economic one.

Reading a Matrícula Page

To appreciate the tribute register's  sophistication,  imagine reading
a typical Matrícula page. At top, the toponymic glyph identifies the
province: a hill,  animal,  plant,  or sign combination reproducing the
Nahuatl place name. Below, in rows, appear the tribute goods, each
drawn characteristically: mantles as folded rectangles —sometimes
with decorative designs visible—, warrior  costumes as feather-clad
human figures, cacao as beans or loads, maize as cob baskets.

Beside each good, the Mexica number system indicates quantity: a
dot or finger for the unit,  a flag for 20, a feather for 400, a bag or
sack  for  8,000.  Thus  a  Matrícula  row  reads  as  a  complete
accounting  sentence:  "province  X  delivers  every  80  days  so  many
mantles  of  such  type,  so  many  warrior  costumes,  so  many  cacao
loads." A visual language of admirable precision, any trained official
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could read at a glance.

What  is  notable  is  that  this  system  worked  without  alphabetic
writing or Arabic numerals, yet administered an empire of millions.
The tlacuilos painting the Matrícula were not mere artists: they were
the  empire's  accountants,  their  work  as  essential  to  the  state  as
generals' or priests'. Next time a Mexica codex's beauty is admired,
remember  that  beauty  served  the  most  efficient  administration  of
its time and place.

Regional Markets and Provincial Redistribution

Not all tribute traveled to Tenochtitlan: part stayed in the provinces,
redistributed  by  local  lords  and  calpixques  for  regional  needs.
Provincial  granaries  —smaller-scale  replicas  of  the  capital
petlacalli—  stored  grain  for  local  reserves,  garrison  feeding,  and
scarcity relief.

Moreover, each region had its own markets —local tianguis— where
surpluses  not  paid  as  tribute  were  exchanged.  These  regional
markets  were  the  daily  economy's  true  pulse:  peasants  selling
surpluses,  artisans  offering  products,  women  trading  textiles  and
foods.  Tribute  extracted  part  of  production,  but  most  kept
circulating in these local circuits.

The  relationship  between  imperial  tribute  and  regional  economy
was one of permanent tension: the more Tenochtitlan extracted, the
less remained for local markets; the more prosperous markets were,
the  more  the  empire  could  extract  without  causing  crises.
Calpixques  had  to  calibrate  this  relationship  prudently:  excessive
tribute  depressed  the  regional  economy  and  reduced  future
collection's base.
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This  system dimension  is  often  forgotten  by  Tenochtitlan-centered
historiography but essential: the empire was not just the capital but
a  network  of  provincial  economies  articulated  by  tribute.  Each
province  had  its  own  extraction-subsistence  balance,  and  the
system's ability to maintain those balances —for nearly a century—
is among its most notable achievements.

Provincial Accounting: The Local Records

The Matrícula de Tributos recorded tribute at imperial level, but how
was  accounting  kept  locally?  Sources  suggest  provincial  registers
existed  —local  codices  where  each  cabecera  noted  what  was
received from subject  towns and shipped to  Tenochtitlan— though
almost none survived.

These  local  registers  were  indispensable:  without  them,  provincial
lords  could  not  have  distributed  quotas  among  their  towns  or
accounted  to  calpixques.  Their  format  probably  followed  the
Matrícula's  conventions  —toponymic  glyphs,  goods  drawings,
numerals—  adapted  to  local  scale.  They  were  the  system's  base
accounting, the journals to the imperial ledger.

These local documents' loss is one of our knowledge's great gaps: it
prevents seeing tribute from below, from those who paid and locally
collected  it.  What  we  know  comes  almost  exclusively  from  the
summit  —the  Matrícula,  the  Mendoza—  and  that  centralist
perspective  distorts  understanding:  we  see  the  empire  as
Tenochtitlan saw it, not as provinces lived it.

Some  early  colonial  documents  —tasaciones,  land  lawsuits,
Indigenous  wills—  preserve  echoes  of  this  local  accounting:
references  to  per-town  quotas,  burden  distributions,  disputes  over

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 75



who  owed  what.  Scattered  fragments,  but  valuable:  reminding  us
that  behind  each  Matrícula  figure  was  a  local  negotiation,
community agreement, sometimes conflict. Tribute was no abstract
number: a reality lived town by town.

The First Tribute: Myth and History

When  did  the  Mexica  first  collect  tribute?  The  sources  offer  two
answers  —one  mythical,  one  historical—  and  the  tension  between
them illuminates how the Mexica understood their own empire.

The mythical answer places tribute's origin in the Mexica migration
itself:  Huitzilopochtli,  the  tribal  god,  promised  his  people  a  land
where  they  would  rule  others,  and  the  first  subjugated  towns'
tribute was the prophecy's fulfillment. In this telling, tribute was not
a historical development but a divine mandate —the cosmic order's
earthly expression. The Mexica did not choose to collect tribute: the
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gods ordained it.

The  historical  answer  is  more  prosaic:  the  Mexica  began  as
Azcapotzalco's  mercenaries  and  tributaries,  learned  the  Tepanec
tribute  system  from  inside,  and  replicated  it  when  they  won
independence. The first tributes Tenochtitlan collected —from towns
subdued  in  the  1430s—  were  modest:  local  affairs,  not  imperial
ones. The great system grew incrementally, campaign by campaign,
over the fifteenth century.

Both  answers  contain  truth.  The  myth  expressed  how  the  Mexica
legitimized  tribute:  as  divine  will,  not  human  choice.  The  history
shows  how  it  actually  developed:  by  imitation,  adaptation,  and
opportunism.  The  Mexica  were  not  tribute's  inventors  but  its  most
successful  practitioners  —students  who  surpassed  their  Tepanec
teachers.

This  dual  origin  matters  because  it  shaped  the  system's  ideology:
tribute was simultaneously  a  practical  administration and a sacred
obligation. Collectors counted mantles; priests blessed the counting.
The empire's accountants and its theologians told the same story in
different  languages.  That  fusion  of  practicality  and  sanctity  was
among the system's strengths —and, when faith faltered, among its
vulnerabilities.

Salt: The Invisible Tribute

Among  tribute  goods,  salt  deserves  special  attention  —not  for  its
glamour  but  for  its  indispensability.  Every  human  needs  salt;
Mesoamerica's  sources  were  limited;  and  the  Mexica  Empire's
control of salt production was a quiet but crucial power.

Salt came from several sources: the lakeshore evaporation ponds of
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the Basin of Mexico, the coastal salines of the Gulf and Pacific, the
salt  springs  of  the  interior.  Tribute  lists  record  salt  in  significant
quantities  —white,  crystalline,  packed  in  characteristic  molds—
delivered by provinces with salines.

Salt's  importance  was  dietary  and  preservative:  without  it,  food
spoiled  faster,  health  suffered,  and  the  great  city's  food  supply
—dependent  on  stored  and  transported  provisions—  faced  risks.
Control of salt was thus control of a strategic resource, comparable
to modern states' control of energy.

But  salt  was  also  symbolically  charged:  in  Mexica  ritual,  salt  was
associated  with  purification  and  with  certain  deities.  Tribute  salt
thus served both kitchen and temple —the mundane and the sacred
in a single good.

The Spaniards quickly grasped salt's strategic value and seized the
salines  —one  of  conquest's  less  narrated  but  economically
significant  acts.  Whoever  controlled  salt  seasoned  the  empire's
food. It was, literally, the invisible tribute: rarely depicted in codices'
grand scenes, never celebrated in songs, but present in every meal.
History remembers feathers and gold; bodies remember salt.
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Chapter 4. The Catalog of
Power: What the Empire

Demanded

Opening  the  Matrícula  de  Tributos  is  like  opening  an  imperial
warehouse inventory: row upon row of precisely drawn goods, each
with  its  quantity,  each  with  its  province  of  origin.  Together  they
compose  a  catalog  of  Mexica  power,  because  what  an  empire
demands  of  its  vassals  reveals  what  it  values,  needs,  and  fears
losing. This chapter tours that catalog, good by good, to understand
not only the tribute economy but the culture sustaining it.

Cotton: From Field to Loom

Everything starts in the field.  Cotton —ichcatl  in Nahuatl— grew in
the hot lands of Morelos, Guerrero, and the Gulf Coast, where warm
climate and seasonal rains allowed cultivation. It was a demanding
crop: fertile lands, sufficient water, and abundant labor for sowing,
weeding, and above all harvest, when bolls opened and fiber had to
be gathered by hand, strand by strand.

Cotton  provinces  paid  tribute  in  cotton  two  ways:  raw  —unspun
fiber in bales— and already woven into mantles. This duality reveals
the  tribute  textile  industry's  organization:  some  cotton  was  spun
and woven in the provinces themselves, by tributary women in their
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homes,  and  some  was  shipped  raw  to  Tenochtitlan,  where  royal
workshops or capital weavers transformed it.

Spinning  and  weaving  were,  in  the  Mexica  world,  quintessentially
women's work. Girls learned to spin at five or six —the spindle and
whorl  their  first  didactic  toys—  and  adult  women  devoted  daily
hours  to  the  backstrap  loom.  A  good-quality  mantle  could  require
weeks:  spinning  thread,  dyeing  with  natural  dyes  —cochineal  for
red, indigo for blue, various ochres and blacks—, setting the loom,
weaving  traditional  designs.  Tribute  textiles  were  thus  no  abstract
exaction:  the  mobilization  of  women's  work  at  imperial  scale,
thousands of women weaving to clothe the empire.

Cotton Mantles: The Empire's Cloth

If one good had to symbolize Mexica tribute, it would be the cotton
mantle.  Sources  record  tens  of  thousands  of  mantles  delivered
yearly by the provinces, in a variety reflecting Mesoamerican textile
industry  sophistication.  Large  and  small  mantles,  white  and
decorated,  plain  and  embroidered,  for  daily  use  and  ceremonies:
textile tribute was the most voluminous and constant of all.

The  tribute  register's  textile  precision  is  astonishing.  Sources
distinguish  quachtli  —large  cotton  mantles—,  ixtle  mantles
—maguey fiber, coarser and cheaper—, naguas, huipiles, loincloths,
mantles with colored borders, with fret designs, for newborns. Each
type had its quota, province of origin,  and capital  destination. This
granularity  is  no  bureaucratic  whim:  each  garment  had  a  specific
use in the empire's complex social and ritual etiquette.

Mantles served multiple economic functions. As clothing, of course:
nobility  distinguished  itself  by  mantle  fineness  and  decoration,
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specific designs indicating rank and function. But mantles were also
storable  wealth  and,  to  some  extent,  exchange  media:  a
good-quality  mantle  had  recognized  value  usable  in  important
transactions.  Some  scholars  suggest  mantles  functioned  as  a  kind
of "large currency," complementary to cacao as "small currency," in
the Mexica economy.

Tribute  mantles'  destinations  varied:  some  clothed  nobility  and
army;  some  stored  in  petlacalli  as  reserve;  some  redistributed  as
ceremony  gifts;  some  sold  or  exchanged  in  markets.  The  finest
mantles  —complex designs,  cochineal-dyed— stayed in  the capital
for elite use; simpler ones circulated downward socially. The tribute
textile system was, in miniature, the empire's social system.

Quetzal Feathers and Feather Art

At the spectrum's opposite end —from commonest to most precious
good— stood quetzal feathers. The quetzal, bird of the southeastern
cloud  forests,  bears  iridescent  green  plumes  of  extraordinary
beauty, which the Mexica valued above almost any other material.
Feathers  were  not  obtained  by  killing  the  bird  —sources  say
collectors  took  them  and  released  it—  but  through  carefully
organized trade and tribute with jungle regions.

Quetzal  feathers  adorned  the  Mexica  world's  most  prestigious
objects:  great  lords'  headdresses,  elite  warriors'  costumes,  divine
images'  ornaments,  military  standards.  A  warrior  costume covered
in quetzal feathers —like those in the Matrícula as certain provinces'
tribute— was both artwork and power statement: its wearer proved
the  empire  could  mobilize  the  remotest  jungles'  resources  for  its
glory.

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 82



Feather  art  —mosaics  of  colored  feathers—  was  among
Mesoamerica's  most  refined arts.  The amantecas,  feather artisans,
worked  in  specialized  workshops,  combining  quetzal,  macaw,
hummingbird,  and  other  birds'  feathers  to  create  images  of  gods,
ceremonial  shields,  capes,  ornaments.  Their  technique  was
meticulous: each feather selected for color and size, cut and glued
onto  a  base,  forming  designs  of  astonishing  delicacy.  Feather
objects  were  so  valuable  the  Spaniards  sent  them  as  gifts  to  the
imperial court: the famous headdress attributed to Moctezuma kept
in Vienna is a —debated but eloquent— example.

Provinces  paid  tribute  in  both  raw  feathers  and  finished  objects.
Southeastern jungle regions —Xoconochco, in present-day Chiapas,
the  main  one—  delivered  bundles  of  quetzal  and  other  tropical
birds' feathers; capital and provincial  workshops transformed them
into  objects  clothing  the  elite  or  offered  in  temples.  The  feather
circuit  —jungle  to  workshop,  workshop  to  palace—  is  among  the
tribute system's most revealing: showing how the empire converted
its provinces' biodiversity into power symbols.

Cacao: Food, Luxury, and Money

Cacao  —cacahuatl  in  Nahuatl—  held  a  unique  place  in  the  Mexica
economy,  being  at  once  food,  luxury  good,  and  money.  This  triple
nature made it among the most versatile, coveted tributes.

As  food,  cacao  was  consumed  as  xocolatl,  a  bitter,  frothy  drink,
often  spiced  with  chili,  vanilla,  and  other  seasonings.  It  was  the
elite's  drink:  nobles,  warriors  before  battle,  priests  in  rituals,
merchants  in  pacts  took  it.  Sources  describe  Moctezuma  drinking
dozens of chocolate cups daily, served in gold vessels by servants.
Food cacao was a status marker: commoners rarely tasted it.
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As  luxury  good,  cacao  was  stored,  gifted,  displayed.  Royal
storehouses kept considerable reserves, and the tlatoani distributed
cacao among favorites as favor. A cacao gift was a distinction gift,
comparable to gifting reserve wine in contemporary Europe.

As  money,  the  cacao  bean  circulated  in  markets  with  customary
values: so many beans for a tamal, so many for a tomato, so many
hundreds  for  a  simple  mantle,  so  many  thousands  for  a  slave.
Small,  divisible,  transportable,  with intrinsic  food value and limited
supply  from  hot-land  cultivation:  it  met  a  primitive  money's  ideal
conditions. The Spaniards, arriving, adopted cacao as small change
and used it for decades —proof of its efficacy.

Cacao  provinces  —the  Pacific  coast,  Soconusco,  parts  of  Guerrero
and Oaxaca— paid tribute in cacao, in loads and zontles —400-bean
units.  A  province  might  deliver  hundreds  of  thousands  of  beans
yearly,  considerable  wealth  concentrated  in  a  light,  transportable
product.  Cacao  was,  in  many  ways,  the  perfect  tribute:  valuable,
light, divisible, universally desired.

Maize, Beans, Chili, and Chia: The Food Base

If  cacao  was  luxury,  maize  was  necessity.  The  base  of
Mesoamerican food —tortillas, tamales, atole, pozole— maize grew
in practically all  provinces and was paid in tribute as grain,  on the
cob,  sometimes already processed.  Sources  speak of  thousands of
maize loads delivered each tribute cycle,  an amount which,  added
to  Lake  Texcoco's  chinampa  production,  fed  the  enormous  capital
population.

The  state  maintained  public  granaries  —the  petlacalli—  storing
tribute  grain,  and  in  scarcity  or  bad  harvests  the  tlatoani  could
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order distribution among the people. This strategic-reserve function
made  maize  tribute  a  food-security  instrument  and  thus  political
stability's. A ruler feeding his people in hunger years won legitimacy
no military victory could provide.

Beans  —etl—,  maize's  inseparable  dietary  and  milpa  companion,
were paid in tribute in considerable quantities. Chili —chilli—, in its
many  varieties,  was  no  mere  condiment  but  an  essential  cuisine
component  and,  dried  or  smoked,  an  easy-to-transport,  storable
product. Chia —chian— and amaranth —huauhtli—, highly nutritious
seeds,  completed tribute's  basic  basket.  Each had its  quota,  origin
province, and place in royal storehouses.

The  tribute  food  basket's  diversity  reflects  Mesoamerican  diet
sophistication:  not  just  calories  but  balanced,  varied  nourishment.
Food tribute, as a whole, was the mechanism by which the empire
guaranteed its own physical survival.

Warrior Costumes, Shields, and Weapons

A  peculiar  tribute  category  comprised  military  gear:
feather-adorned  warrior  costumes,  decorated  shields  —chimalli—,
weapons, insignia. These goods were not spontaneously provincially
produced:  they  were  specific  state  commissions,  using  the  tribute
system to equip its army.

Mexica  warrior  costumes  were  functional  artworks:  light
quilted-cotton  armor  —the  ichcahuipilli—  covered  with  feather
mosaics  forming  animal,  god,  or  warrior-symbol  designs.  Each
military rank had its distinctive costume: eagle and jaguar warriors,
the elite military orders, wore the most elaborate. These costumes
were  made  with  tribute  materials  —jungle  provinces'  feathers,  hot
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lands'  cotton—  by  specialized  state  artisans,  then  awarded  to
outstanding warriors or stored in royal arsenals.

Shields,  the chimalli,  followed similar  logic:  wood or  wicker  frames
covered with feather mosaics forming heraldic designs. Each shield
was unique, its design indicating its bearer's rank and feats. Shield
and  costume tribute  was  thus  no  simple  exaction:  the  mechanism
by  which  the  empire  converted  provincial  wealth  into  the  capital's
military splendor.

This  tribute  militarization  reveals  an  uncomfortable  but  essential
truth: the tribute system was not neutral. It was designed to sustain
the war  machine which,  in  turn,  sustained the  tribute  system.  The
feather  costumes  warriors  wore  were  paid  with  provincial  tribute;
provinces  paid  tribute  because  they  feared  feather-costumed
warriors. A perfect circle, perfectly effective, while it lasted.

Gold, Jade, and Turquoise: Prestige Materials

Gold  —teocuitlatl,  "gods'  excrement"  in  Nahuatl—  held  an
ambiguous  place  in  the  Mexica  world:  highly  valued  for  ritual  and
prestige objects, but without the monetary obsession characterizing
Europeans.  The  Mexica  coined  no  gold  money  nor  hoarded  it  as
abstract value reserve: they worked it. Oaxaca's Mixtec goldsmiths
—Mesoamerica's  most  skilled—  created  with  lost-wax  technique
extraordinarily  fine  pieces:  pectorals,  bracelets,  earspools,  nose
rings,  bells,  god and animal  figures.  Many reached Tenochtitlan as
Oaxacan provinces'  tribute,  thence  redistributed  among nobility  or
offered in temples.

Jade  —chalchihuite—  and  turquoise  were,  for  the  Mexica,  more
valuable than gold.  Jade,  a very hard green stone,  associated with
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water,  fertility,  life  itself;  jade  masks,  pectorals,  beads  were  ritual
power  objects.  Turquoise,  brought  from  northern  mines,  adorned
mosaics  decorating  masks,  shields,  ceremonial  objects.  Both
materials  reached  Tenochtitlan  through  tribute  and  long-distance
trade,  their  capital  presence  demonstrating  Mexica  power's
geographic reach.

The  Mexica  gold  paradox  is  instructive:  the  Spaniards,  obsessed
with the yellow metal,  did not understand that for  the Mexica true
treasure  was  feathers  and  jade.  When  they  demanded  gold  from
Moctezuma,  they  received  pieces  valuable  to  the  Mexica  for
artisanal  work,  not  material.  This  value  mismatch  —gold  as
commodity  for  some,  artistic  support  for  others—  is  one  of
conquest's cultural keys.

Cochineal: The World's Most Expensive Red

Among  tribute  goods  was  one  of  modest  appearance  and
extraordinary  value:  cochineal,  the  red  dye  from  a  nopal-parasite
insect. Cochineal —Dactylopius coccus— was carefully cultivated in
Oaxaca's Mixtec and Zapotec regions: insects raised on nopal pads,
hand-collected,  sun-dried,  ground  into  powder  yielding  carminic
acid, the dye's base.

Cochineal  red  was  the  pre-Hispanic  world's  most  intense,  durable
red, its production requiring meticulous work: tens of thousands of
insects for a modest dye amount. Oaxacan provinces paid tribute in
cochineal  in  precisely  measured  quantities,  its  value  such  that  a
small amount equaled many mantles.

The Spaniards, discovering cochineal, were fascinated: it surpassed
all  European  red  dyes.  Cochineal  became  New  Spain's  most

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 87



valuable  export  products  —second  only  to  silver—  enriching
merchants  and  crown  for  centuries.  Pre-Hispanic  cochineal  tribute
was, unknowingly, the prelude to one of colonialism's most lucrative
industries.

Tribute  cochineal's  destination  was  dyeing  the  finest  textiles:
nobility's  mantles,  ceremonial  costumes,  temple  ornaments.  Red
was a power and blood color —associated with sacrifices and war—
and  wearing  red  was  a  rank  prerogative.  Each  cochineal-dyed
mantle  was,  literally,  thousands  of  insects'  work  and  the  hands
raising them, converted into status symbol.

Ixtle and the People's Fibers

If cotton clothed nobility, ixtle clothed the people. This fiber —from
maguey, the agave— was coarser, less prestigious than cotton, but
far  more  accessible:  maguey  grew  in  the  highlands  near
Tenochtitlan,  its  processing  —though  laborious—  needing  none  of
cotton's tropical climates.

Highland provinces paid tribute in great quantities of ixtle mantles,
plus  other  maguey products:  ropes,  nets,  sacks,  sandals.  Ixtle  was
the empire's utilitarian fiber: sacks transporting tribute, ropes tying
loads,  fishing  nets,  ayates  —the  tilmas— clothing  the  macehualtin
were made from it.

Maguey was, moreover, a multipurpose plant: ixtle from its leaves;
aguamiel  from  its  heart,  fermented  into  pulque;  needles  and
punches  from  its  thorns;  building  material  from  dried  leaves.
Maguey  provinces  paid  tribute  in  not  just  fiber  but  the  agave's
whole  product  range.  Ixtle  tribute,  though  less  glamorous  than
cotton  or  feathers,  was  fundamental  to  the  system's  logistics:
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without sacks or ropes, tribute could not have been transported.

Other tribute fibers included henequen from Maya regions —similar
to ixtle but another agave species—, palm —for petates and hats—
and  various  wild  fibers  for  basketry.  Each  region  contributed  its
fibers,  together  weaving  —literally—  the  empire's  material
infrastructure.

Salt, Copal, Rubber, and Honey: Strategic Goods

Beyond  spectacular  goods,  tribute  included  strategic  products
without  which  imperial  daily  and  ritual  life  could  not  have
functioned.  Salt  —iztatl—,  essential  for  food  preservation  and
human  health,  came  from  coastal  salinas  and  highland  salt  lakes,
paid  in  tribute  in  loaves  or  grain.  Copal  —copalli—,  the  aromatic
resin  burned  as  temple  incense,  was  indispensable  for  rituals:
without  copal  no  communication  with  gods.  Rubber  —olli—,  from
the hot-land tree, made ritual ballgame balls, waterproofed textiles,
served medicinal uses.

Honey  —necutli—,  from  stingless  melipona  bees  in  hot  lands,
sweetened  foods  and  drinks  and  served  remedies.  Amate  paper
—amatl—,  from  ficus  bark,  was  the  pre-Hispanic  codices'  support:
without  amate  there  would  be  no  Matrícula  de  Tributos  —the
Mendoza,  already colonial,  was painted on European paper.  Jaguar
and other animal skins clothed elite warriors and adorned thrones.
Precious  woods  served  temple  construction  and  musical
instruments.

Each  good  had  its  circuit:  provincial  producer  to  royal  warehouse,
warehouse to temple, palace, or market. None was dispensable: salt
fed,  copal  prayed,  rubber  played,  amate  recorded.  The  tribute
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catalog, in totality, is the material portrait of a civilization that had
learned to mobilize all its territory's resources to sustain its way of
life.

Pulque and Aguamiel: The People's and Ritual's
Drink

Among  tribute  goods  figured  a  culturally  enormous  drink:  pulque
—octli—, fermented aguamiel from the maguey's heart. Pulque was
the people's  drink  —cacao was the elite's— consumed in  festivals,
rituals,  social  occasions,  but  also  severely  regulated:  public
drunkenness was punished and only elders could drink freely.

Maguey provinces paid tribute in considerable pulque and aguamiel,
besides  the  maguey  products  mentioned.  Tribute  pulque  was
consumed in religious festivals —where ritual inebriation eased god
communication—,  palace  banquets,  military  celebrations.  Like
cacao, a dual-nature good: food and ritual substance.

Pulque  production  demanded  specialized  knowledge:  capping  the
maguey  at  the  precise  moment,  daily  extracting  aguamiel  for
months,  fermenting  in  tins  with  traditional  procedures.  The
tlachiqueros —aguamiel extractors— were respected artisans, their
craft  father-to-son  transmitted.  Pulque  tribute  mobilized,  once
again, provincial technical knowledge in the capital's service.

The Spaniards,  arriving,  adopted pulque enthusiastically  —cheaper
than  imported  wine—  and  its  production  became  an  important
colonial  industry.  Pre-Hispanic  aguamiel  tribute  was  the  direct
antecedent of the pulque haciendas enriching creoles and mestizos
for  centuries.  Another  unexpected  continuity  between  the  tribute
world and later Mexico.
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Musical Instruments and Ritual Objects: Tribute's
Sound

Music and dance were central to Mexica ritual life, and instruments
—drums,  flutes,  conch  trumpets,  rattles—  figured  among  tribute
goods or were made with tribute materials. The huehuetl —vertical
wooden drum— and teponaztli —two-toned horizontal drum— were
carved  from  provincial  precious  woods;  clay  or  bone  flutes,
atecocolli  —marine  conch  trumpets—,  ayacachtli  —rattles—
completed the ritual orchestra.

Musicians  —professionals  serving  temples  and  palace—  were
maintained  with  tribute,  their  instruments  renewed  with  collected
materials. Each religious festival was a musical production financed
by the tribute system: without tribute no drums, without drums no
festival,  without  festival  no  religious  legitimacy.  The  chain  was
complete.

Besides instruments, tribute provided ritual objects: censers burning
copal,  obsidian  and  flint  knives  for  sacrifices,  priests'  costumes,
temple  ornaments.  Mexica  religion  —with  its  18  annual  festivals,
each with specific rites— was a voracious material goods consumer,
and tribute was its supplier. Secularizing tribute —seeing it only as
economy— loses half its meaning: it was also materialized theology.

Ceramics and Everyday Objects: The Invisible
Tribute

Alongside  spectacular  goods  —feathers,  gold,  cacao—  tribute
included  a  multitude  of  everyday  objects  rarely  appearing  in
grandiloquent  descriptions  but  essential:  ceramics  —pots,  plates,
cups, comales—, petates —palm mats—, baskets, wooden utensils,
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stone tools.

Tribute  ceramics  came  from  great  pottery  centers  —Cholula  was
famous  for  fine  ware—  used  in  palace  kitchens,  temples,
redistribution.  Pots for  boiling maize,  comales for tortillas,  cups for
pulque and cacao: the capital's daily life depended on these humble
objects as much as on quetzal feathers.

Petates  —the  mats  slept,  eaten,  celebrated  upon—  were  paid  in
tribute  in  great  quantities:  the  Mexica  world's  basic  furniture,
hugely  consumed  because  they  wore  quickly.  Each  tribute  petate
represented hours of provincial palm weaving.

This "invisible tribute" —everyday objects'— reminds us the system
sustained  not  only  elite  splendor  but  hundreds  of  thousands'  daily
life.  Pots,  petates,  baskets  do  not  appear  in  conquerors'  accounts
—who  had  eyes  only  for  gold—  but  were  as  much  tribute  as  the
finest mantles. Tribute's history is also the everyday's history.

Tribute Animals: Turkeys, Dogs, Honey, and Wax

Tribute  was  not  only  vegetal  and  mineral:  it  included  animals  and
animal  products.  Turkeys  —huexolotl—  were  raised  in  great
numbers  and  paid  in  tribute  live  or  prepared:  the  Mexica  world's
main  festive  meat,  reserved  for  banquets  and  ceremonies.
Provinces delivered hundreds of turkeys per cycle, ending in palace
and temple kitchens.

Dogs —the itzcuintli, including the xoloitzcuintle, the hairless dog—
also  figured  in  tribute:  raised  for  ritual  consumption  —their  meat
deemed  appropriate  for  certain  festivals—  and  as  nobility's
companions.  Sources  record  deliveries  of  fattened  dogs,  ready  for
festive sacrifice.
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Honey —from stingless melipona bees in hot lands— and wax were
paid  in  tribute  in  considerable  quantities:  honey  sweetened,  wax
served  lost-wax  goldsmithing,  ritual  candles,  artisanal  uses.
Southeastern beekeeping provinces were famous for honey quality.

Feathers  —treated  in  detail—  were  the  most  valuable  animal
product, but not the only one: jaguar, deer, rabbit skins —for finest
tilmas—,  worked  bones,  marine  shells  —for  ritual  trumpets  and
ornaments—  completed  the  catalog.  Each  tribute  animal
represented  ecological  knowledge:  raising,  hunting,  or  collecting
each species  in  its  habitat.  Tribute,  in  this  dimension,  was  also  an
inventory  of  Mesoamerican  biodiversity  placed  at  the  empire's
service.

Slaves as Tribute: The Human Commodity

Among  goods  circulating  in  the  tribute  system  was  one  morally
unacceptable  to  us  today  but  part  of  pre-Hispanic  reality:  slaves
—tlacotin.  Provinces  could  pay  tribute  in  slaves  —usually  war
prisoners  or  persons  enslaved  for  debts  or  crimes—  later  sold  in
markets, employed in domestic service, or —in most tragic cases—
destined for ritual sacrifice.

Mexica  slavery  differed  from  European:  not  hereditary  —slaves'
children  were  born  free—,  not  racial,  offering  manumission  paths
—slaves  could  buy  freedom  or  be  freed  by  masters.  But  it  was
slavery: persons lost freedom and became property.

Slave  tribute  was  relatively  modest  in  quantity  —sources  record
dozens, not thousands— but its existence reveals a somber system
dimension:  the  state's  capacity  to  dispose  of  persons  as  goods.
Slaves delivered as tribute ended up in Tenochtitlan, integrated into
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the  urban  economy:  palace  servants,  workshop  workers,  sold  in
Tlatelolco's tianguis —which had a dedicated section.

The  Spaniards,  imposing  their  own  —far  more  brutal,  racialized—
slavery system, found a preexisting institution serving as precedent
and  justification.  But  colonial  slavery  —especially  Africans  brought
for  mines  and  plantations—  surpassed  pre-Hispanic  cruelty.
Mexico's  slavery  history  —from  pre-Hispanic  tlacotin  to  colonial
African  slave—  is  among  the  country's  most  painful,  and  slave
tribute is its first chapter.

War Booty vs. Regular Tribute: Two Economies of
Violence

Distinguishing  war  booty  —immediate  sacking  after  conquest—
from  regular  tribute  —periodic,  registered  exaction—  matters.
Though both were imperial  violence products,  their  economic logic
differed.

Booty was irregular, unpredictable, time-concentrated: after a city's
capture, victors divided its riches —gold, jewels, slaves, food— in a
single,  often  chaotic  distribution.  Booty  enriched  suddenly  but
guaranteed no future income: extraordinary gain, not flow.

Tribute,  by  contrast,  was  regular,  predictable,  time-distributed:
provinces paid every 80 days, year after year, in recorded amounts.
It  did  not  enrich  suddenly  but  guaranteed  constant  flow:  ordinary
income, the state's fiscal base.

The Mexica clearly preferred tribute to booty: hence offering towns
peaceful  submission  before  war.  A  sacked  town  was  ruined  and
could  not  tribute;  a  bloodlessly  subjugated  town  kept  productive
capacity  and  paid  for  decades.  Rational  economic  calculus:  the
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golden-egg goose is not killed.

This  preference  explains  Mexica  conquest's  relative  moderation
—compared,  say,  to  Assyria's:  the  Mexica  did  not  systematically
destroy  the  vanquished  because  they  needed  living  tributaries.
Terror  was  selective  and  exemplary  —brutal  punishments  for
rebels—  not  indiscriminate.  Violence  calibrated  to  produce
profitable submission, not annihilation.

When  the  Spaniards  arrived,  they  inverted  this  logic:  their  initial
interest  was  booty  —Moctezuma's  gold—  not  regular  tribute.  Only
later,  establishing  the  encomienda,  did  they  adopt  the  tribute
model. The booty-to-tribute transition in the early colony replicates
—in  reverse—  Mexica  wisdom:  sacking  enriches  once,  tribute
enriches always.

The Amanteca Workshops: Feather Art's Home

The  feather  objects  in  the  tribute  catalog  —warrior  costumes,
shields,  headdresses,  mosaics—  were  not  made  by  the  provinces
that  delivered  the  raw  feathers:  they  were  crafted  in  specialized
workshops by the amantecas, the feather artisans, whose quarter in
Tenochtitlan was among the city's most prestigious artisan barrios.

Amanteca training began in childhood: apprentices learned to select
feathers  by  color,  size,  and  iridescence;  to  cut  them with  obsidian
blades;  to  glue  them  with  natural  adhesives  onto  agave-paper  or
cotton  bases;  to  compose  designs  from  religious  and  heraldic
repertoires.  A  master  amanteca  could  spend  months  on  a  single
ceremonial shield, placing thousands of feathers one by one.

The  workshops  operated  under  state  patronage:  the  raw  feathers
came from tribute, the artisans were maintained by the palace, and
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the  finished  objects  went  to  the  tlatoani  for  redistribution,  to
temples  as  offerings,  or  to  arsenals  as  military  gear.  It  was  a
complete  production  chain  —from  jungle  to  workshop  to  palace—
managed by the tribute system.

The  Spanish  conquest  destroyed  the  amanteca  workshops  along
with the system sustaining them: without tribute feathers and state
patronage, the art declined, surviving only in diminished forms. The
feather  masterpieces  in  European  museums  —the  Vienna
headdress,  the  few  surviving  shields— are  orphans  of  a  murdered
industry.  They  remind  us  that  tribute  financed  not  just  power  but
beauty:  the  empire's  most  exquisite  art  was,  literally,  woven  from
its provinces' feathers.

The Scribe's Hand: Paleography of the Glosses

The Codex Mendoza's Spanish glosses —taken for granted by most
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readers—  deserve  attention  as  artifacts  in  their  own  right.
Paleographic  analysis  —the  study  of  historical  handwriting—  has
revealed  that  the  glosses  were  written  by  more  than  one  hand,
suggesting  the  annotation  was  a  collaborative  or  multi-stage
process.

The  main  hand  is  a  professional  sixteenth-century  Spanish  script:
clear,  rapid,  administrative.  A  second  hand  —less  practiced,
possibly an assistant's— appears in some sections. Corrections and
additions  in  different  inks  suggest  the  glosses  were  reviewed  and
amended,  perhaps  as  informants  clarified  or  as  the  viceroy's
officials checked the work.

These  material  details  matter  because  they  reveal  the  codex's
production as a process, not an event: painted first, then annotated,
then corrected —possibly over weeks or months. The Mendoza was
not  dashed  off  but  carefully  produced,  with  quality  control.  That
care reflects the document's importance: it was an official report for
the viceroy and, through him, for the emperor.

Paleography  also  helps  date  the  manuscript:  the  script's
characteristics  are  consistent  with  the  early  1540s,  supporting  the
traditional  dating.  And  it  occasionally  resolves  reading  disputes:  a
doubtful word in a printed transcription can be checked against the
manuscript  image,  where  the  letterforms  may  be  clearer  than
editors allowed.

For  the  general  reader,  the  lesson  is  simpler:  every  mark  on  the
Mendoza's  pages  —painted  or  written—  is  evidence.  The  codex  is
not  just  a  text  to  read  but  an  object  to  interrogate,  and  modern
digitization  lets  anyone  play  detective.  The  scribe's  hand,  five
centuries still, still has things to tell us.
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Chili and Flavor: The Seasoning Tributes

Tribute lists record enormous quantities of chili —dried, smoked, in
dozens  of  varieties—  and  the  reason  is  simple:  Mesoamerican
cuisine  without  chili  is  unthinkable.  The  empire's  tribute  system
seasoned the capital's food.

Chili  tribute  came mainly  from the  hot  lands  —the  Gulf  Coast,  the
Balsas  basin—  where  the  climate  suited  its  cultivation.  It  traveled
dried  or  smoked  —light,  compact,  non-perishable—  ideal  for
long-distance  transport.  The  quantities  were  staggering:  tens  of
thousands of units yearly, enough to flavor millions of meals.

But  chili  was  more  than  seasoning:  it  was  medicine,  ritual
substance,  and  social  marker.  Different  dishes  required  different
chiles;  the  ability  to  offer  varied,  well-seasoned  food  marked  elite
status.  Moctezuma's  table  —described  in  Chapter  5—  featured
chiles in forms commoners never tasted.

The  tribute  system  thus  shaped  taste  itself:  the  capital's  cuisine
—rich, varied, intensely flavored— was a tribute product. Provincial
chiles, transformed by palace cooks, became imperial  gastronomy.
Food,  like mantles and feathers,  was a medium of  power:  who ate
what, and how well seasoned, marked one's place in the hierarchy.

Today,  Mexican  cuisine's  chili  diversity  —dozens  of  varieties,  each
with  its  uses—  descends  partly  from  this  tribute  geography:  the
empire gathered the country's flavors in its capital, and the capital's
cooks created combinations that outlived the empire. Every salsa is,
in a sense, tribute's delicious legacy.

Tribute and Time: The Eighty-Day Rhythm

The  Mexica  ritual  calendar  —the  tonalpohualli  of  260  days—
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structured religious life; the solar calendar —the xiuhpohualli of 365
days— structured agriculture. But the empire had a third time: the
80-day  tribute  cycle,  the  rhythm  of  collection  and  delivery  that
structured imperial administration.

Every  80  days,  across  38  provinces,  the  same  sequence:  local
collection,  inspection  by  calpixques,  caravan  assembly,  the  march
to  Tenochtitlan,  delivery  at  the  warehouses,  recording  by  scribes,
redistribution by officials. Then the cycle began again. This was the
empire's heartbeat —regular, predictable, inescapable.

The 80-day rhythm shaped lives: porters planned their years around
caravan  seasons;  weavers  wove  against  collection  deadlines;  local
lords  scheduled  their  administration  around  imperial  visits.  Time
itself  was  tributary:  the  calendar's  demands  were  the  empire's
demands.

The  rhythm  also  had  symbolic  weight:  regularity  demonstrated
order.  That  tribute arrived every 80 days —not  approximately,  but
on schedule— proved the empire functioned. A missed delivery was
not  just  an  economic  shortfall  but  a  political  signal:  disorder,
defiance, decay. The calendar was an instrument of power.

When  the  Spaniards  disrupted  the  system,  they  disrupted  this
rhythm  first:  the  siege  stopped  the  caravans,  the  80-day  cycle
broke, and with it the temporal order of empire. Tenochtitlan fell not
just  in  space  —surrounded,  starved—  but  in  time:  its  heartbeat
stopped. The conquest was, among other things, the imposition of a
new  rhythm  —the  Christian  week,  the  Spanish  fiscal  year—  on  a
land that had marched to an 80-day drum.
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Beyond the Frontier: The Unconquered Peoples

The  38  provinces  marked  the  empire's  reach,  but  beyond  them
lived peoples who never paid tribute: the Tarascans of Michoacán to
the west, the Tlaxcalans to the east, the Chichimec nomads to the
north, the Maya kingdoms to the southeast. Their existence defined
the tribute system's limits —and its anxieties.
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The Tarascans were the great unconquered: a centralized state with
copper weapons and disciplined armies that inflicted on the Mexica
some  of  their  worst  defeats.  The  western  frontier  was  thus  a
permanent  military  zone,  consuming  resources  tribute  had  to
supply.  Every  failed  Michoacán  campaign  was  tribute  spent  for
nothing —a drain the system could ill afford.

Tlaxcala,  the  enclave  within  the  empire's  sphere,  was  a  different
case:  surrounded  but  never  subdued,  maintained  as  much  by
Mexica choice as by Tlaxcalan resistance. The flowery wars needed
nearby  enemies;  total  conquest  would  have  ended  the  captive
supply.  Tlaxcala's  independence  was  thus  partly  functional  —a
preserved  enemy  for  ritual  war.  But  it  was  also  a  standing
humiliation  and,  in  1519,  a  fatal  one:  the  Tlaxcalans  became
Cortés's decisive allies.

The  northern  Chichimecs  —nomadic  hunter-gatherers—  could  not
be made tributaries:  they had no towns to conquer,  no agriculture
to  tax,  no  wealth  to  extract.  The  frontier  was  a  different  world
where tribute logic did not apply. The Mexica maintained garrisons
and  traded  where  possible,  but  the  north  remained  outside  the
system  —a  reminder  that  tribute  required  settled,  productive
populations.

These  unconquered  peoples  shaped  the  empire  as  much  as  the
conquered: they fixed its borders, consumed its military resources,
and provided —in Tlaxcala's case— the allies who would destroy it.
The tribute system's map is  also a map of  its  failures:  every blank
space beyond the 38 provinces marks where Mexica power stopped.
And it was from those blank spaces that the end would come.

A Day in a Calpixque's Life
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What did a tribute collector's daily life look like? The sources allow
reconstructing  —with  informed  imagination—  a  provincial
calpixque's typical day during a collection period.

He  wakes  in  the  residence  the  local  lord  provides  —a  mark  of  his
status as imperial  representative. His assistants —young scribes in
training— prepare the day's materials: amate paper, inks, brushes.
The  register  for  this  collection  —a  local  copy  of  the  province's
obligations— is unrolled and checked.

The  morning  is  for  inspections:  visiting  warehouses  where  towns
have  deposited  their  quotas,  verifying  quantities  against  the
register. Mantles are counted —and their quality checked, for towns
sometimes tried to pass inferior cloth. Grain measures are verified.
Discrepancies are noted: a shortfall here, a damaged batch there.

Midday brings audiences: town representatives presenting excuses
—bad  harvest,  illness,  a  flooded  road—  requesting  extensions  or
reductions.  The  calpixque  listens,  consults  his  register,  decides.
Some  petitions  are  granted  —a  wise  collector  knows  dead
tributaries  pay  nothing—;  others  refused,  with  warnings.  His
authority  is  considerable  but  not  absolute:  excessive  harshness
provokes  complaints  to  Tenochtitlan,  and  even  calpixques  are
accountable.

The  afternoon  is  for  recording:  the  day's  receipts  entered  in  the
local register, discrepancies noted, reports drafted for the capital. In
the  evening,  perhaps,  a  meal  with  the  local  lord  —a  delicate
diplomacy:  the  calpixque  needs  the  lord's  cooperation,  the  lord
needs the calpixque's goodwill.

This  routine  —repeated  every  80  days  across  38  provinces—  was
the  system's  human  fabric.  Behind  the  Matrícula's  elegant  figures
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were  thousands  of  such  days:  counting,  checking,  negotiating,
recording.  The  empire  ran  not  on  abstract  structures  but  on  these
daily  acts  of  administration  —performed  by  men  whose  names
history did not preserve but whose work it still uses.
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Chapter 5. Social and
Economic Impact: What

Tribute Built

Tribute  was  not  just  a  goods  flow:  it  was  a  force  shaping  Mexica
society as a whole. It concentrated wealth in the capital, created a
specialized  bureaucracy,  organized  thousands'  work,  originated
commercial exchange forms, and generated tensions that would, in
time,  contribute  to  the  empire's  fall.  This  chapter  examines  those
consequences:  what  tribute  built  and  what,  unintentionally,  it
destroyed.

Concentration in Tenochtitlan

The tribute system's most visible effect was wealth concentration in
Tenochtitlan. Year after year, cycle after cycle, 38 provinces' goods
flowed to the capital  and stayed: in palaces, temples, warehouses,
markets.  The  result  was  a  city  of  unprecedented  Mesoamerican
opulence, dazzling friends and strangers.

This  concentration  had  demographic  consequences.  Tenochtitlan
attracted  population:  artisans  seeking  royal  workshop  work,
merchants  attending  Tlatelolco's  great  tianguis,  provincial  nobles
wanting  closeness  to  power,  peasants  fleeing  their  towns'  tribute
burdens —paradoxically, the capital fed by tribute offered refuge to
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those escaping it. The city grew, and growing needed more tribute,
demanding more conquests or more pressure on existing provinces.
Another self-reinforcing cycle.

Concentration also had cultural consequences. Tenochtitlan became
a crucible where the empire's traditions converged: Mixtec artisans
worked  beside  Morelos  weavers,  coastal  merchants  sold  beside
highland  ones,  diverse  local  cult  priests  found  place  in  capital
religiosity.  Tribute  moved  not  only  goods  but  people,  techniques,
ideas, gods. The imperial capital was, in this sense, a Mesoamerican
synthesis.

But  concentration  had  a  cost:  inequality.  While  Tenochtitlan
adorned  itself  with  quetzal  feathers  and  Mixtec  gold,  many
provinces  lived  in  relative  poverty,  delivering  a  substantial
production  share  to  a  distant  capital.  This  asymmetry  was  not
invisible  to  contemporaries:  early  colonial  sources  record  tributary
towns'  resentment,  which  the  Spaniards  exploited  in  forging  the
alliances  that  would  defeat  the  Mexica.  Tribute  created
Tenochtitlan's greatness and, simultaneously, its enemies.

Pipiltin and Macehualtin: Tribute and Social
Classes

Mexica society divided into two great strata: the pipiltin —nobility—
and  the  macehualtin  —commoners.  The  tribute  system  affected
each  radically  differently,  and  that  difference  is  essential  to  the
empire's social dynamics.

The  macehualtin  paid  tribute.  Organized  in  calpullis
—neighborhoods  or  clans  with  communal  lands—  each  family
contributed  part  of  its  agricultural  production,  women's  woven
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textiles,  or  state-works labor.  The burden was heavy but  generally
calibrated  sustainably:  the  empire  needed  living,  productive
tributaries,  not  ruined  communities.  In  bad  harvest  years  or  with
extraordinary  tributes,  however,  the  burden  could  become
unbearable, causing hunger, debt, or flight.

The  pipiltin,  by  contrast,  paid  no  tribute:  they  received  it.  Nobility
lived  from  state-assigned  lands,  terrazguero  labor  —peasants
attached  to  their  lands—  and  above  all  imperial  tribute
redistribution.  Nobles  received  fine  mantles,  cacao,  feather
costumes, houses, servants: all directly or indirectly from provincial
tribute. Their wealth, prestige, and power depended on the system's
functioning.

This  division  created  class  solidarity  between  capital  nobility  and
provincial  elites:  both  lived  from  macehualtin  labor.  Subjugated
provinces'  local  lords  kept  titles  and  privileges  for  guaranteeing
tribute collection: the indispensable intermediaries between empire
and people. The system thus not only extracted provincial wealth: it
co-opted  provincial  elites,  making  them  junior  partners  in
domination.

Redistribution: The State That Gives Back

If  tribute were only extraction, the empire would not have lasted a
century.  Its  durability  is  largely  explained  by  redistribution:  the
Mexica  state  did  not  only  take  but  returned,  calculably  and
spectacularly.

Redistribution  mechanisms  were  many.  Most  visible  was  the
tlatoani's gift distribution: at great festivals, after military victories,
at  enthronement  ceremonies,  the ruler  distributed mantles,  cacao,
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warrior  costumes,  luxury  objects  among  nobility,  military  chiefs,
officials.  These  distributions  were  first-order  political  acts:
confirming  hierarchies,  rewarding  loyalties,  displaying  power's
generosity.

Another  mechanism  sustained  the  population  in  crises.  Royal
granaries,  full  of  tribute  maize,  functioned  as  strategic  reserve:  in
bad harvest, drought, or frost years, the state could distribute grain
among  the  people,  preventing  famines  and  riots.  This
collective-insurance  function  gave  tribute  legitimacy  beyond
coercion:  paying  tribute  also  contributed  to  a  common  fund
protecting all.

A  third  mechanism  financed  public  works  and  collective  rituals.
Temples  built  with  tribute  labor  and  materials  were  community
worship  spaces;  religious  festivals,  financed  with  collected  goods,
were  participatory  celebrations  reinforcing  collective  identity.
Tribute,  in this  dimension,  was not private burden but contribution
to common life.

Redistribution,  however,  was  not  egalitarian.  Main  beneficiaries
were  nobility,  army,  priesthood:  the  elites  sustaining  the  state.
Commoners  received  less,  more  sporadically.  This  unequal
distribution was a permanent social tension source, contained while
the system worked but potentially explosive when it failed.

The Calpixques: The Empire's Watchmen

No tribute system works without bureaucracy, and the Mexica's had
a name: the calpixques.  These officials  —their  title  roughly "house
guardians"  or  "custodians"—  were  tribute's  collectors,  inspectors,
administrators.  Their  figure  is  essential  to  understanding  how  an
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empire  without  alphabetic  writing,  money,  or  draft  animals
administered so vast a territory.

Calpixques divided into categories.  Provincial  calpixques resided in
tributary provinces' cabeceras, supervising local collection, verifying
delivered  quantities,  settling  inter-town  disputes,  reporting  to
Tenochtitlan.  They  were,  in  practice,  imperial  power's  permanent
representatives  in  the  periphery:  the  tlatoani's  eyes  and  hands  in
distant  lands.  Their  presence  reminded  subjugated  towns  the
empire watched, and their authority was considerable.

Capital  calpixques,  meanwhile,  administered  the  royal  warehouses
—the  petlacalli—  receiving,  counting,  distributing  tribute  goods.
They kept records, organized redistribution, accounted to high state
officials.  Their  work  was  meticulous,  demanding  pictographic
accounting mastery: in modern terms, the empire's auditors.

The  calpixques'  existence  reveals  the  tribute  system's
institutionalization  degree.  These  were  not  arbitrary  military  chief
exactions  but  regular  administration,  with  specialized  officials,
established  procedures,  verifiable  records.  This  bureaucratization
marks a complex state, distinguishing the Mexica Empire from mere
warrior  chiefdoms:  the  Mexica  did  not  only  conquer,  they
administered.

The  calpixques  were,  however,  also  an  abuse  source.  Colonial
sources record complaints against collectors demanding more than
due, skimming tribute,  mistreating tributaries.  These abuses —real
or  exaggerated  by  Indigenous  informants  speaking  to  Spaniards—
fed  provincial  resentment  against  Tenochtitlan.  Every  bureaucratic
system generates friction; the Mexica was no exception.
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The Petlacalli: The Empire's Warehouses

If  the  calpixques  were  the  officials,  the  petlacalli  —"mat  houses,"
the royal warehouses— were their instrument. These great depots,
in  Tenochtitlan  and  provincial  cabeceras,  received,  stored,  and
distributed tribute goods. Their organization physically mirrored the
system: each good type its  space,  each province its  register,  each
exit its authorization.

The  capital's  petlacalli  were  impressive:  sources  describe
warehouses full  of  folded mantles,  granaries brimming with maize,
cacao  deposits,  warrior-costume  arsenals.  They  were  the  empire's
strategic  reserve  and,  simultaneously,  its  showcase:  showing  full
warehouses  to  foreign  ambassadors  was  as  eloquent  a  power
demonstration as a military parade.

Petlacalli  administration demanded rigorous entry-exit  control,  and
pictographic  records  —the  Matrícula  exemplifying—  were  that
control's  tool.  Each  delivery  was  noted;  each  distribution  required
authorization.  The  system  was  corruption-vulnerable  —sources
suggest  it  existed—  but  its  very  existence  demonstrates  notable
state organization.

Tianguis, Barter, and Cacao as Money

Tribute  was  not  the  Mexica  world's  only  goods-circulation  form:  it
coexisted with  vibrant  trade in  the tianguis,  open-air  markets  held
in  cities.  Most  famous  was  Tlatelolco's,  Tenochtitlan's  twin  city,
whose market amazed Spaniards by size, order, variety. Everything
sold  there:  foods,  textiles,  ceramics,  tools,  slaves,  medicines,
jewels,  animals.  And  there,  beside  state  tribute,  the  people's  daily
economy functioned.
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Tianguis  used  no  coined  money,  but  recognized-value  exchange
media existed. Most important was the cacao bean: small, divisible,
transportable,  with  intrinsic  food  value  and  limited  supply  from
hot-land cultivation. Prices were expressed in cacao beans: a tamal
cost  so many beans,  a tomato so many,  a simple mantle so many
hundreds,  a  slave so many thousands.  Cacao was,  in  practice,  the
Mexica people's money.

Alongside cacao, other goods served as exchange media for larger
transactions:  cotton  mantles  —the  quachtli—,  feather  quills  full  of
gold dust, copper axes. And direct barter remained common: maize
for beans, ceramics for textiles, work for food. The Mexica economy
was really a mixed system where state tribute, merchant trade, and
direct exchange coexisted and complemented each other.

Tribute and market related closely. Much tianguis-circulating goods
came, directly or indirectly,  from tribute: mantles a noble received
as the tlatoani's gift might end sold in market; redistributed tribute
cacao  circulated  as  money;  royal  warehouse  surpluses  sold  in
abundance times.  The state did  not  control  trade —the pochtecas,
professional merchants, operated with considerable autonomy— but
tribute fed commercial circuits with constant goods flow.

The Pochtecas: Trade, Espionage, and Diplomacy

The  pochtecas  —professional  long-distance  merchants—  deserve
prominence  in  tribute  history,  as  its  indispensable  complement.
While  calpixques  extracted  by  imperial  law's  force,  pochtecas
obtained  by  trade  what  tribute  did  not  reach:  beyond-frontier
regions' products, exotic goods, strategic information.

Pochteca  caravans  traveled  routes  far  beyond  the  empire:  to
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Soconusco  and  Guatemala  southeast,  Pacific  coasts,  northern
towns.  They  carried  mantles,  ceramics,  tools,  slaves,  and  brought
quetzal feathers, jade, turquoise, cacao, gold, skins. Their trade was
private —operating at their  own risk— but the state protected and
used  them:  they  were  also  spies  and  diplomats,  informing  the
tlatoani about neighboring towns' riches, defenses, discontents.

Pochtecas  and  tribute  related  symbiotically.  Merchants  benefited
from imperial route security; the empire benefited from merchants'
goods  and  information.  In  frontier  regions,  pochteca  trade  often
preluded conquest: first merchants came, then spies, finally armies.
And after conquest, tribute replaced or complemented trade.

The  pochtecas  had  their  own  organization  —with  barrios,  gods,
rituals—  and  prestige:  great  merchants  were  nearly  noble,  their
caravans state expeditions in all  but  name. Their  existence proves
the  Mexica  economy  was  no  simple  exaction  system:  a  complex
ecosystem where tribute, trade, and exchange intertwined.

Women and Tribute: The Invisible Work

Behind every tribute mantle stood a weaving woman. Textile tribute
—the  system's  most  voluminous—  rested  on  women's  work,  yet
women are tribute history's great invisibles. This section makes the
invisible visible.

In the Mexica world, weaving was as central a female obligation as
agriculture  was  male.  Girls  learned  spinning  at  five  or  six;  young
women mastered the backstrap loom before marriage; adult women
wove daily among other duties. Some production clothed the family;
some —tribute's— clothed the empire.

Textile  tribute  was  thus  no  abstract  provincial  burden:  concrete
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burden  on  women's  time  and  bodies.  Each  delivered  mantle
represented weeks: spinning, dyeing, weaving, finishing. Multiply by
tribute's tens of thousands of annual mantles for an overwhelming
figure of state-mobilized female labor hours.

Women participated in tribute otherwise: preparing delivered foods,
tending gardens whose products were paid in tribute, hauling water
and  wood  for  state  services.  And  in  markets,  they  were  the  main
retail  merchants:  tianguis  vendors  —tortillas,  vegetables,
ceramics—  were  mostly  women.  The  tribute  economy,  seen  from
below, was largely a women's economy.

Recognizing  this  invisible  work  is  no  rhetorical  gesture:
historiographical  necessity.  Tenochtitlan's  splendor  —nobility's
mantles, warriors' costumes, temples' textiles— was literally woven
by female hands. Tribute had a gender, and it was female.

Tribute and Religion: Offerings, Gods, and
Sacrifices

Tribute  had  a  sacred  dimension  not  to  underestimate:  much
collected goods ended as offerings to gods.  Tenochtitlan's temples
—headed by the Templo Mayor— consumed enormous copal, amate
paper,  feathers,  jewels,  foods,  animals,  all  from  tribute.  Each
religious festival was, materially, a ritual burning of tribute wealth.

The Templo Mayor's buried offerings —excavated by archaeologists
in  recent  decades—  mutely  testify  to  this  circuit:  jade,  turquoise,
gold,  ceramic  objects,  animal  remains,  all  deposited  as  god  gifts.
Many  reached  Tenochtitlan  as  provincial  tribute  before  ending
under  temple  stones.  Tribute,  at  its  final  destination,  became
material prayer.
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Human  sacrifices  —the  Mexica  world's  best-known,  most
controversial  practice—  also  linked  to  tribute,  indirectly:  war
prisoners —from campaigns imposing or maintaining tribute— were
the  main  sacrificial  victims.  War  produced  tribute  and  captives;
tribute  sustained  war  and  captives  fed  gods.  An  integrated
theological-economic  system  where  violence,  extraction,  and
religion reinforced each other.

This  sacred  dimension  gave  tribute  legitimacy  beyond  military
coercion: paying tribute contributed to cosmic order's maintenance,
feeding  the  world-sustaining  gods.  Priests  preached  it,  rituals
staged  it,  towns  —though  resentful—  shared  the  justifying
worldview.  When  that  legitimacy  eroded  —by  abuses,  defeats,  a
rival religion's arrival— the system lost a crucial pillar.

The Demographic Catastrophe: The Tribute
World's End

Spanish  conquest  destroyed  not  only  the  Mexica  state  but  the
tribute system's demographic base. Smallpox, measles, typhus, and
other  European  disease  epidemics  —against  which  Indigenous
populations had no defenses— ravaged Mesoamerica in successive
sixteenth-century  waves.  Central  Mexico's  population  is  estimated
to have fallen 80–90% in the first colonial century: among history's
greatest demographic catastrophes.

This  cataclysm  directly  impacted  tribute:  without  tributaries  no
tribute. Provinces once delivering thousands of mantles could barely
gather hundreds; fields stood peasantless, looms weaverless, roads
porterless.  Colonial  authorities  —depending  on  Indigenous  tribute
for  financing— watched their  fiscal  base  evaporate  and responded
increasing pressure on survivors, worsening crisis in vicious circle.
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The  Spaniards  tried  adapting:  reducing  quotas,  allowing  money
payment,  reorganizing  jurisdictions.  Futile:  the  Mexica  tribute
system was  designed for  a  dense,  productive  population,  and that
population  no  longer  existed.  By  the  late  sixteenth  century,
pre-Hispanic  tribute  —as  system—  had  died,  replaced  by  exaction
mosaics over a decimated population.

The  demographic  catastrophe  is  tribute  history's  tragic  epilogue:
Mesoamerica's most efficient system was defeated not by a better
system but by microbes. Mantles, cacao, feathers still existed; what
vanished were the hands producing and backs transporting them. A
reminder of all human construction's fragility before nature's forces.

Tribute After Conquest: Continuity and Rupture

Tenochtitlan's  1521  fall  did  not  end  tribute:  it  transformed  it.  The
Spaniards,  as  seen  in  Chapter  2,  maintained  pre-Hispanic  tribute
infrastructure and adapted it to their ends. Provinces that had paid
tribute  to  Moctezuma  would  pay  it  to  the  Spanish  crown  or
encomenderos,  with  quotas  in  tasaciones  often  copying
—adjusted— the Matrícula's.

But logic changed radically. Pre-Hispanic tribute, with all harshness,
belonged  to  a  redistributive  system:  the  tlatoani  returned  part  in
gifts,  grain  reserves,  public  works.  Colonial  tribute,  by  contrast,
became  increasingly  exaction  without  counterpart:  encomenderos
accumulated  for  themselves,  the  crown  demanded  silver  for
European  wars,  Indigenous  towns  saw  surpluses  vanish  without
return.

Moreover, Spaniards introduced burdens unknown pre-Hispanically:
forced  mine  labor  —the  repartimiento—,  money  tributes  —forcing
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Indigenous  people  to  sell  products  for  reales—,  Church  exactions
—tithes, obvenciones. Total burden on Indigenous communities rose
drastically,  while  protection  mechanisms  —public  granaries,
redistribution— disappeared.

The  result  was  demographic  and  social  catastrophe:  epidemics,
mine  labor,  hunger,  community  disintegration  reduced  Indigenous
population  to  a  pre-Hispanic  fraction  within  decades.  The  tribute
system  that  sustained  an  empire  became  the  instrument  of  its
demographic destruction. One of Mexican history's bitterest ironies:
Mesoamerica's  most  efficient  administrative  machine,  placed  at
colonial exploitation's service, helped annihilate the population that
created it.

Tensions and Limits of the Tribute System

No  extraction  system  is  forever  stable,  and  Mexica  tribute  had
structural tensions worsening over time. First, quota rigidity versus
production variability:  provinces owed fixed quantities  even in  bad
harvest years,  sometimes causing local  famines.  Second, distance:
distant  provinces  bore  enormous  transport  costs  —all  on  human
backs—  and  imperial  supervision  weakened,  easing  calpixque
abuses and rebellion temptations.

Third  was  political:  tribute  reminded  subjugated  towns  every  80
days  of  their  vanquished  condition.  Each  delivery  was  a  ritual
humiliation,  and  local  elites  —keeping  titles  but  not  sovereignty—
nursed  muffled  resentment.  The  Mexica  knew  and  responded
combining terror and generosity: exemplary punishments for rebels,
strategic distributions for loyalists. But balance was precarious.

Fourth  was  growth:  as  Chapter  1  showed,  the  tribute  machine
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demanded  constant  expansion,  and  expansion  had  geographic,
logistic  limits.  By  1519 the  empire  had  reached roughly  maximum
viable  extent:  beyond  lay  Michoacán's  Tarascans  —formidable
enemies  who  had  resisted  Mexica  invasions—,  northern  deserts,
southeastern  Maya  jungles,  all  hard  to  conquer  and  costly  to
administer. The conquest-tribute-conquest cycle was jamming.

When  Hernán  Cortés  landed  in  1519,  he  found  a  powerful  but
strained  empire.  Gulf  Coast  Totonacs,  burdened  by  tribute,  first
allied  with  Spaniards;  Tlaxcalans,  never-subjugated  historic
enemies,  contributed  thousands  of  warriors  to  the  Spanish  cause.
Conquest  was  not  just  European  military  victory:  it  was  also  a
tribute system's collapse whose subjects had awaited decades for a
chance to stop paying. Tribute had built  the empire, and hatred of
tribute would help destroy it.

This  is  the  final  paradox  of  the  system  this  volume  examined:
Mesoamerican  history's  most  efficient  power-and-wealth
concentration  mechanism  also  generated  the  fractures  through
which  conquest  would  slip.  Understanding  tribute  is  not  only
understanding how the Mexica Empire worked:  understanding why
it fell. And that understanding, five centuries later, remains a lesson
on power's nature: every system sustained by taking without giving
enough ends up engendering its own gravediggers.

Tribute and the Fall: A Necessary Rereading

Tribute's  relationship  with  the  Mexica  Empire's  fall  deserves  final
reflection,  more  complex  than  usually  presented.  The  simplified
version:  tribute  generated  hatred,  hatred  generated  Cortés  allies,
allies enabled conquest. True but incomplete.
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What  tribute  generated  was  not  just  hatred  but  an  incentive
structure:  tributary  towns  had  rational  —not  just  emotional—
reasons  to  ally  with  Spaniards.  Tribute  was  a  heavy,  permanent
burden; Spaniards offered —or seemed to offer— liberation. Allying
with  Cortés  was,  for  many  towns,  strategic:  exchanging  a  known,
oppressive master for an unknown ally promising relief.

But  Spaniards  did  not  abolish  tribute:  they  kept  and  worsened  it.
Towns allying with Cortés to stop paying Moctezuma ended paying
encomenderos,  discovering  —too  late—  they  had  exchanged  one
yoke  for  a  worse  one.  Bitter  irony:  rebellion  against  tribute
produced greater tribute.

This  rereading  does  not  exculpate  the  Mexica  system
—oppressive—  but  nuances  conquest-as-liberation  narrative.
Indigenous  towns  were  not  liberated:  transferred  from  one
extractive system to another, losing along the way the old system's
protections —redistribution,  public  granaries.  The empire's  fall  was
not  tribute  oppression's  end  but  its  transformation  into  something
worse.

Was Tribute Fair? The Ethical Debate

Judging  a  five-century-old  system  by  modern  criteria  is  risky  but
inevitable: was Mexica tribute fair? The question admits nuance.

From  tributaries'  perspective,  the  answer  was  clearly  negative:
tribute  was  a  foreign  power's  imposition,  obtained  by  violence  or
threat,  extracting  substantial  production  without  consent.  No  town
chose to pay tribute: all were forced. In this sense, the system was
unjust by definition.

From  the  Mexica  state's  perspective,  the  answer  was  affirmative:
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tribute  was  peace's  price,  the  necessary  contribution  to  maintain
order,  temples,  public  granaries,  military  protection.  The  Mexica
saw  no  contradiction  between  exaction  and  justice:  the  world  was
naturally  hierarchical,  victors  commanded,  tribute  recognized  that
natural order.

From history's  perspective,  the  question  dissolves  into  context:  all
premodern states —Rome, China, Incas, Aztecs— rested on coercive
peasant-surplus extraction. Mexica tribute was no more unjust than
Roman taxes or medieval corvée; it was the Mesoamerican form of
a universal  practice.  Judging it  by modern criteria  is  anachronistic,
though understanding it with modern sensitivity is necessary.

The  ethical  debate,  ultimately,  is  not  about  the  past  but  present:
what  does  Mexica  tribute  tell  us  about  fiscal  justice  today?  The
lesson:  every  extractive  system  needs  legitimacy  —redistribution,
services,  protection—  for  stability,  and  extraction  without
counterpart  generates  the  fractures  destroying  the  extractor.  A
lesson all times' rulers would do well to remember.

Tribute Today: Echoes in Modern Taxation

Though  the  Mexica  tribute  system  vanished  centuries  ago,  its
echoes resonate  in  modern Mexican and world  taxation.  Every  tax
—VAT,  income  tax,  tariffs—  is  tribute's  conceptual  descendant:
state  exaction  on  economic  activity,  justified  by  public-service
financing needs and legitimized —when working— by redistribution.

Mexica  tribute's  tensions  have  modern  parallels:  quota  rigidity
versus income variability —like fixed taxes in crisis times; distance
between  collecting  center  and  producing  periphery  —like
capital-regions  relations;  collectors'  abuses  —all  times'  fiscal
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corruption; legitimizing extraction through visible services.

Even accounting echoes: the Matrícula de Tributos was, essentially,
a  taxpayer  registry,  a  pictographic  antecedent  of  modern  fiscal
records.  The  calpixques  were  their  time's  auditors;  the  petlacalli,
treasuries. Technology changed —amate to computer— but function
remains: recording who owes what, verifying payment, sanctioning
noncompliance.

Recognizing  these  echoes  is  no  intellectual  game:  understanding
taxation  is  no  modern  invention  but  a  millennial  practice  societies
refined  over  centuries.  Mexica  tribute  —with  virtues  and  vices—
belongs to that long history. And understanding it is understanding
ourselves:  for  we  remain,  like  five  centuries'  macehualtin,
contributors  to  a  state  that  extracts  and  —when  working  well—
redistributes.

The Imperial Banquet: Tribute on Moctezuma's
Table

No  scene  better  illustrates  food  tribute's  final  destination  than
Moctezuma's  table,  described  with  amazement  by  Spanish
conquerors.  Bernal  Díaz  del  Castillo  —whose  testimony  warrants
caution  but  not  dismissal—  describes  banquets  of  hundreds  of
dishes:  turkeys,  deer,  fish,  tamales  in  a  thousand  forms,  tropical
fruits, chocolate served in gold cups.

Each  dish  had  traveled  as  tribute:  highland  provinces'  maize,  hot
lands'  cacao,  provincial  farms'  turkeys,  coasts'  fruits,  lakes'  and
rivers'  fish.  The  palace  kitchen  —hundreds  of  cooks  working  day
and night— transformed raw tribute into imperial haute cuisine.

The  banquet  was  no  mere  gastronomic  pleasure:  a  political  act.
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Moctezuma  ate  alone,  behind  a  screen,  while  hundreds  of  nobles
waited in adjoining halls; then he distributed leftovers —which were
delicacies—  among  favorites.  Eating  from  the  tlatoani's  table  was
rank-confirming  honor;  exclusion  signaled  disgrace.  Tribute,
become banquet, transformed into edible hierarchy.

The Spaniards were fascinated by this opulence but also used it as
proof  of  Moctezuma's  "tyranny":  how  could  one  man  eat  so  much
while  his  people  hungered?  The  question  was  rhetorical  and
malicious  —European  kings  were  no  more  moderate— but  reveals
cultural misunderstanding: Europeans saw waste where Mexica saw
ritual  redistribution.  The  imperial  banquet  was,  in  its  way,  a
tribute-sharing form: participants —nobles, warriors, priests— were
the state's supports, and feeding them was feeding it.

When Tenochtitlan fell and the palace was sacked, Spaniards found
warehouses  full:  tribute  kept  arriving  until  the  end.  Moctezuma's
table  —the  system's  symbol  at  apogee—  became  war  booty.
Banquets ended; hunger —of siege, of defeat— began. Tribute had
fed the empire; its interruption would starve it before swords did.

Tenochtitlan Without Tribute: The 1521 Collapse

The siege of Tenochtitlan —May to August 1521— was, among other
things,  a  brutal  experiment:  what  happens  to  a  tribute  city  when
tribute is interrupted? The answer: hunger, disease, death.

Cortés  understood from the start:  taking Tenochtitlan  required not
storming  but  isolating  it.  His  brigantines  controlled  the  lake;  his
Indigenous  allies  —Tlaxcalans,  Totonacs,  lakeside  towns  joining—
cut  causeways  and  blocked  supplies.  Tribute  caravans  stopped
arriving;  chinampas —inside the encirclement— could not feed the
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population; royal granaries emptied.

Sources describe the final months' horror: people eating roots, bark,
insects;  corpses  piled  in  streets;  diseases  —smallpox,  hunger,
dysentery—  decimating  defenders.  Cuauhtemoc,  the  last  tlatoani,
resisted to the end, but resisted with a starving city. On August 13,
1521, Tenochtitlan fell.

The  lesson  is  clear  and  terrible:  the  tribute  system  was  the  city's
condition  of  possibility.  Tenochtitlan  —200,000  or  300,000
inhabitants—  was  a  logistic  miracle  working  only  while  tribute
flowed. Flow interrupted, the city collapsed in months. The definitive
—and  cruelest—  proof  of  this  volume's  thesis:  tribute  was  no
imperial  ornament  but  its  circulatory  system.  Flow  cut,  the  body
died.

The Spaniards, taking the starving city, inherited a broken system:
the provinces —many allied with them— expected tribute's end, but
conquerors maintained it.  The final irony: those who destroyed the
tribute  system by  interrupting  its  flows  were  the  same who  would
resurrect it for their benefit. Tenochtitlan without tribute died; New
Spain with —colonial— tribute was born on its ruins.

Tribute's Memory in Modern Art

The  Mexica  tribute  system  —vanished  five  centuries—  lives  on  in
Mexico's  art  and  visual  culture.  Twentieth-century  muralists
—Rivera,  Orozco,  Siqueiros—  depicted  pre-Hispanic  world  scenes
where tribute appears as oppression-and-greatness symbol: porters
with tumplines, calpixques recording, people delivering goods.

Diego  Rivera,  in  his  National  Palace  murals,  devoted  entire  panels
to  pre-Hispanic  economy:  tianguis,  tributes,  collective  work.  His
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vision  —idealized,  nationalist—  presented  tribute  as  part  of  a  just
social  order,  before  colonial  corruption.  A  political  reading  of  the
past serving the revolutionary present.

In popular culture, tribute appears in historical soap operas, novels,
comics,  video  games:  always  as  Mexica  power's  emblem,
sometimes oppressive, sometimes splendid. The Indigenous porter's
image —the tlameme— has become a resistance-and-suffering icon,
reclaimed by indigenist movements.

Museums  —the  National  Museum  of  Anthropology  first—  exhibit
Matrícula and Codex Mendoza reproductions, explaining the tribute
system  to  the  public.  Each  visitor  contemplating  those  pages
participates —unknowingly— in memory transmission: tribute keeps
being taught, thought, meant.

This  cultural  survival  is  the  system's  most  intangible,  most  real
legacy:  not  in  institutions  —vanished—  but  collective  imagination.
Mexicans keep telling tribute's story because it speaks of who they
were,  are,  and  want  to  be.  And  while  it  keeps  being  told,  tribute
—as memory— will not have fully died.

Tribute and Independence: The Definitive End

Indigenous  tribute  —the  pre-Hispanic  system's  transformed  heir—
survived three colonial  centuries but not Independence. Insurgents
—Hidalgo first— decreed its abolition as revolutionary program: the
Grito  de  Dolores  included  ending  tributes  and  burdens  oppressing
Indigenous people.

Formal  abolition  came  with  consummated  Independence  in  1821:
the  new  Mexican  state  —liberal  in  principles—  eliminated
Indigenous  personal  tribute,  replacing  it  with  a  "modern"  fiscal
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system  of  general  taxes.  In  theory,  progress:  Indigenous  people
ceased  being  tributaries  —special-status  subjects—  to  become
citizens —equal before law.

In practice, transition was ambiguous: new taxes —alcabalas, direct
contributions—  often  proved  as  onerous  as  old  tribute,  and
Indigenous  communities  —stripped  of  communal  lands  by  liberal
laws— fared worse than under late colonialism. Formal equality did
not translate into material justice.

But symbolically, tribute's abolition marked a five-century era's end:
from  first  Mexica  exactions  to  last  colonial  payments,  tribute  had
been power's way of extracting towns' wealth. Its end —at least in
name—  closed  the  cycle  this  volume  examined.  Modern  taxes
—tribute's  secular  descendants—  remained,  but  the  word  itself
—with  its  submission-and-vassalage  load—  passed  into  history.  It
was, in its way, liberation: late, imperfect, but real.

Children of Tribute: Education and the Calpulli

The  tribute  system  shaped  even  childhood:  Mexica  children's
education  prepared  them  —differently  by  gender  and  class—  for
their future place in the tribute order.

Commoner boys attended the telpochcalli —the "house of youth"—
where  they  learned  agriculture,  crafts,  and  above  all  warfare:  the
skills that would make them tributaries and, if lucky, warriors. Their
education  was  practical  and  collective:  working  the  calpulli's
communal  lands,  participating  in  labor  drafts,  training  with
weapons. Every lesson pointed toward the same destiny: producing
for the calpulli, fighting for the empire, paying tribute.

Commoner  girls  learned  at  home:  spinning,  weaving,  cooking,
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child-rearing —the skills behind textile tribute. Their education was
no less rigorous: a woman who could not weave could not fulfill her
household's  tribute  quota,  endangering  the  family's  standing.  The
backstrap  loom  was  as  much  an  educational  instrument  as  an
economic one.

Noble  children  attended  the  calmécac,  learning  governance,
religion,  writing,  astronomy:  the  skills  to  command  the  tribute
system  rather  than  feed  it.  Their  education  taught  them  to  see
tribute from above —as administrators, not contributors.

This  educational  divide  reproduced  the  social  order:  each  child
learned  the  skills  —and  internalized  the  values—  of  their  future
tribute  role.  The  system  thus  perpetuated  itself  not  only  through
coercion  but  through  culture:  children  grew  up  understanding
tribute  as  the  natural  order  of  things.  It  took  conquest  —and  the
system's violent destruction— to break that understanding.
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The Tribute System in Comparative Perspective

The  Mexica  tribute  system  was  not  unique  in  world  history:  every
agrarian  empire  —Rome,  Han  China,  the  Incas,  the  Ottomans—
extracted  peasant  surpluses  through coercive  taxation.  Comparing
the Mexica system with its peers illuminates both its commonalities
and its distinctive features.

Like  Rome,  the  Mexica  Empire  extracted  in  kind  and  labor  from
conquered  provinces,  maintained  registries  of  obligations,  and
stationed  officials  in  tributary  territories.  Like  Han  China,  it
combined centralized bureaucracy with local  elite co-optation.  Like
the  Incas  —its  closest  American  parallel— it  moved  goods  without
money  or  draft  animals,  relying  on  human  porters  and  state
warehouses. These are the universal features of premodern imperial
extraction:  the  problems  were  the  same  everywhere,  and  the
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solutions converged.

The  Mexica  system's  distinctive  features,  however,  deserve  note.
First,  its  accounting:  the  pictographic  system  of  the  Matrícula  and
Mendoza  has  no  exact  parallel  —a  fully  functional  fiscal
administration  without  alphabetic  writing.  Second,  its  periodicity:
the  80-day  cycle,  tied  to  the  ritual  calendar,  integrated  taxation
with  religion  more  tightly  than  most  empires.  Third,  its  textile
emphasis:  no  other  empire  extracted  cloth  on  the  Mexica  scale,
reflecting  Mesoamerica's  unique  textile  economy.  Fourth,  its
fragility:  built  in  under  a  century,  the  system  lacked  the  deep
institutional  roots  of  Rome or  China  —a youth  that  partly  explains
its rapid collapse.

Comparison  also  corrects  moral  judgments.  By  premodern
standards,  Mexica  tribute  was  neither  exceptionally  cruel  nor
exceptionally mild: it was a typical imperial exaction, comparable to
Roman  provincial  taxes  or  medieval  feudal  dues.  Its  victims
experienced  it  as  oppression  —as  all  tribute-payers  did
everywhere— but its administrators saw it as order —as all imperial
officials  did.  The  system's  ethical  evaluation  depends  on  the
observer's position, then as now.

The  comparative  perspective's  final  lesson  is  about  imperial  life
cycles:  all  tribute  empires  face  the  same  dilemmas  —extraction
versus  legitimacy,  expansion  versus  consolidation,  center  versus
periphery—  and  all  eventually  fail  to  resolve  them.  The  Mexica
Empire's century was, by imperial standards, brief; its achievement,
building so complex a system so fast, remarkable; its fall, when the
dilemmas  became  unmanageable,  typical.  In  the  long  history  of
empires,  the  Mexica  are  not  an  exotic  exception  but  a  textbook
case —written, uniquely, in pictures.
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Tribute in the Classroom: Teaching the Empire

How  should  the  Mexica  tribute  system  be  taught  today?  This
volume's  final  section  is  a  reflection  on  pedagogy  —for  the
teachers, parents, and students who will use this book.

Tribute  is  an  ideal  topic  for  teaching  critical  thinking:  it  resists
simple judgments. Students who begin seeing it as pure oppression
discover  its  redistributive  functions;  those  who  romanticize  it  as
efficient administration confront its human costs. The topic teaches
that  history's  realities  are  complex  —and  that  understanding
complexity is thinking's first step.

The  Codex  Mendoza's  tribute  pages  are  superb  teaching  tools:
visual,  quantitative, concrete. Students can count mantles, identify
goods, locate provinces on maps, calculate annual totals. The codex
turns  abstract  "imperial  economy"  into  countable  things  —a
pedagogical gift from the sixteenth century.

Tribute also connects past to present: every student lives in a taxed
society.  Comparing  Mexica  tribute  with  modern  taxation  —what  is
taken, what is returned, who decides— makes both intelligible. The
question  "was  tribute  fair?"  becomes  "is  taxation  fair?"  —and  the
classroom becomes a laboratory of citizenship.

Finally,  tribute teaches respect:  for the tlacuilos who recorded, the
weavers  who  wove,  the  porters  who  carried,  the  calpixques  who
counted.  Behind  the  system's  abstractions  were  people  —skilled,
disciplined,  human.  Teaching  tribute  is  teaching  that  civilization  is
built by hands, and that every hand deserves memory.

This  volume  ends  where  education  begins:  with  an  invitation  to
keep  asking.  The  tribute  system  —dead  five  centuries—  still  has
questions to teach us, if we learn to read its pages.
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The Language of Tribute: Nahuatl Words That
Survived

The tribute system left a linguistic legacy: dozens of Nahuatl words
—many  tied  to  tribute  goods  and  administration—  survive  in
Mexican Spanish and, through it, in world languages. Each is a small
monument to the world this volume describes.

Tianguis  —the  market—  comes  from  tianquiztli:  the  institution
where  tribute  goods  circulated  beside  private  trade.  Tamal  —from
tamalli—  was  the  staple  food  tribute  delivered  by  the  million.
Chocolate  —from  xocolatl—  was  the  luxury  drink  whose  beans
served  as  money.  Tomate,  aguacate,  chile,  elote:  the  tribute
catalog's foods, now global.

Administrative  words  survived  too:  calpixque  is  still  understood  in
Mexico;  petlacalli  —the  warehouse—  gave  its  name  to  modern
storage  concepts;  coatequitl  —communal  labor—  survives  in  rural
Mexico's  faena traditions.  Even tribute  itself  —tributo— carries  the
memory,  though the word is  Spanish:  the institution it  named was
Mexica before it was colonial.

These  survivals  are  not  curiosities:  they  prove  the  tribute  world's
deep  roots  in  Mexican  life.  The  foods  Mexicans  eat,  the  markets
they  shop  in,  the  words  they  use  —all  carry  the  empire's  imprint.
Tribute ended five centuries ago; its  vocabulary did not.  Language
is  history's  most  democratic  archive:  it  preserves  what  institutions
forget.  Every  time  a  Mexican  says  "tianguis"  or  "chocolate,"  the
tribute system —unwittingly, briefly— lives again.

Epilogue: The Ledger Never Closes

This  volume  has  followed  tribute  from  its  Tepanec  origins  to  its
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abolition  in  independent  Mexico:  five  centuries  of  extraction,
redistribution,  resistance,  and  memory.  The  ledger  —the
Matrícula's,  the  Mendoza's,  the  tasaciones'—  never  truly  closes:
each generation reopens it with new questions.

For  the  Mexica,  tribute  was  the  empire's  axis:  the  mechanism
converting  conquest  into  wealth,  wealth  into  power,  power  into
more conquest. For the Spanish, it was an inheritance to exploit: the
administrative machine they seized and turned against its creators.
For  independent  Mexico,  it  was  a  past  to  overcome:  the  colonial
burden the new nation abolished in the name of citizenship.

For  us,  tribute  is  a  mirror:  it  shows  how  states  extract  and  why
peoples comply or resist; how bureaucracy can be both efficient and
oppressive; how wealth concentrates and what concentration costs.
The questions the Mexica faced —how much may power take, what
must it return, when does extraction become unbearable— are our
questions too.

The Codex Mendoza's painters could not have imagined their work
surviving  five  centuries,  crossing  oceans,  outliving  empires,  and
ending  as  a  digital  dataset.  They  painted  to  record  an  empire's
wealth;  they  created,  unknowingly,  one  of  humanity's  great
administrative  documents.  Their  ledger  is  still  open.  It  is  ours  to
keep reading.

Tribute and the Senses: Smell, Sound, and Color

History  is  usually  told  in  abstractions  —systems,  structures,
quantities— but tribute was also a sensory experience. Recovering
its  smells,  sounds,  and  colors  brings  the  system  to  life  in  ways
numbers cannot.
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Smell  first:  a  tribute  caravan  on  the  road  smelled  of  dust,  sweat,
and  the  goods  themselves  —dried  chili's  sharpness,  cacao's  deep
richness,  copal's  piney  smoke  from  braziers  carried  for  protection
rites. The Tenochtitlan warehouses smelled of stored maize —sweet
and  musty—  of  dyed  cotton,  of  feathers'  faint  animal  scent.  The
palace  storerooms  added  perfume:  vanilla,  aromatic  herbs,  the
flowers renewed daily. Smell marked hierarchy: the closer to power,
the sweeter the air.

Sound: the caravan's rhythm —porters'  footsteps, tumpline creaks,
guards' calls, the conch-shell trumpet at departure and arrival. The
market's  roar  where  tribute  goods  were  sold  or  redistributed:
vendors'  cries,  bargaining,  the  murmur  of  thousands.  The  palace's
quieter  sounds:  scribes'  brushes,  officials'  murmured  counts,  the
rustle  of  unfolded  mantles  being  inspected.  Each  space  had  its
acoustic signature.

Color: the tribute world was vivid —the turquoise and gold of luxury
goods,  the  white  cotton  mountains  in  warehouses,  the  red  of
cochineal-dyed  mantles,  the  green  of  quetzal  feathers,  the  brown
earth  tones  of  grain.  The  Codex  Mendoza's  painters  captured  this
chromatic  richness:  their  pages are not  dull  administrative records
but explosions of color. They knew what modern readers sometimes
forget: power dressed in color, and tribute was power made visible.

Recovering  the  senses  matters  because  it  restores  tribute's
humanity:  behind  the  system  were  bodies  that  smelled,  ears  that
heard, eyes that saw color. The tlameme felt his tumpline's weight;
the weaver saw her  mantle's  pattern emerge;  the calpixque heard
the  count  confirmed.  Tribute  was  not  an  abstraction:  it  was  lived,
sensed,  embodied.  History  that  forgets  the  senses  forgets  the
people.
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The Archive's Future: What Remains to Learn

For  all  we  know  about  Mexica  tribute  —and  this  volume  has
presented  a  great  deal—  fundamental  questions  remain  open,
awaiting future research.

We still do not know the tribute system's exact origins: when did the
80-day  cycle  begin,  how  did  the  38-province  structure  crystallize,
what  did  the  earliest  quotas  look  like?  The  sources  describe  the
system at its apogee, not its formation. Archaeology —excavations
in provincial centers, analyses of warehouse remains— may one day
fill these gaps.

We  still  do  not  fully  understand  the  local  level:  how  did  towns
distribute  quotas  among  households,  how  did  they  negotiate  with
calpixques,  what  happened  to  those  who  could  not  pay?  The  lost
provincial  registers  would  answer  these  questions;  without  them,
we reconstruct from fragments.

We  still  debate  the  numbers:  how  much  did  each  province  really
pay,  what  share  of  production  did  tribute  represent,  how  many
people did the system sustain? The Matrícula's figures are our best
evidence,  but  converting  pictographic  quantities  into  economic
history requires assumptions scholars continue to refine.

And  we  still  have  not  fully  integrated  the  Indigenous  perspective:
our  sources  —even  the  codices—  passed  through  colonial  filters.
Recovering how tributaries themselves understood their obligations,
beyond resentment and compliance, remains a challenge.

These  open  questions  are  not  failures  but  invitations.  The  tribute
system's  study  —begun  by  sixteenth-century  friars,  continued  by
generations  of  scholars—  is  unfinished.  New  excavations,  new
readings,  new  technologies  will  keep  refining  the  picture.  This
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volume offers the state of knowledge in 2026; future volumes —by
future hands— will know more. That is as it should be: history is not
a closed ledger but an open account.
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Conclusion. The Axis That
Moved the Empire

Closing  this  volume,  return  to  its  opening  image:  tribute  as  the
imperial  body's  circulatory  system.  We  have  traveled  its  arteries
—the 38 provinces—, its heart —Tenochtitlan and warehouses—, its
blood  —mantles,  cacao,  maize,  feathers—  and  its  control  organs
—calpixques,  Matrícula,  Codex  Mendoza.  The  emerging  picture:  a
complex, efficient organism —and, like every organism, mortal.

The  system's  efficiency  must  not  make  us  forget  its  human  cost:
behind  each  figure  was  work  —weavers',  peasants',  porters'— and
behind  each  delivery  coercion  —war's  threat,  defeat's  weight.
Tribute  was  an  administrative  feat  and,  simultaneously,  a
domination machinery. Both are true; neither cancels the other.

Nor  must  the  empire's  fall  make  us  despise  its  achievement:  for
nearly  a  century,  the  tribute  system  sustained  the  continent's
largest city, financed splendid art and architecture, fed hundreds of
thousands, and recorded operations with precision still astonishing.
That  it  finally  collapsed does  not  make it  failure:  makes  it  human.
All empires fall; few leave so clear an account of their functioning.

The  reader  reaching  this  point  now  knows  the  imperial  economy's
axis: what each province paid, who collected, how it traveled, where
stored,  what  for.  But  above  all  —we  hope—  understands  that
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economy is not history's backdrop but its engine: the battles, kings,
and  temples  filling  this  series'  other  volumes  were  only  possible
because, every 80 days, tribute caravans reached Tenochtitlan.

Ancestral  Legacy's  next  volume will  take  us  to  another  Mexica  life
aspect.  But  tribute  —silent,  constant,  omnipresent—  will  keep
beating  beneath  each  page:  because  it  was,  as  this  book's  title
says, the imperial economy's axis.

And a final reflection for today's Mexican reader: tribute is not just
ancient history. Each time we pay a tax, each time we demand the
state account for our resources' use, each time we debate whether
the fiscal burden is fair or excessive, we relive —in modern forms—
the questions the Mexica faced five centuries ago: how much should
power  extract?  How  should  it  redistribute?  What  happens  when
extraction  outruns  legitimacy?  Answers  change  with  times,  but
questions remain. Knowing Mexica tribute is also knowing ourselves
as  taxpayers  and  citizens.  That  is,  perhaps,  this  volume's  most
living legacy.

This volume —Ancestral Legacy's seventh— joins the previous ones
to compose, piece by piece, a civilization's portrait. Earlier volumes
narrated  origins,  the  city,  gods,  the  state;  this  one  narrated  the
economy sustaining them all. Coming volumes will explore daily life,
science,  war,  codices,  conquest,  legacy.  Each  stands  alone,  but
together  they  form  what  this  series  proposed  from  the  start:  a
complete,  rigorous,  respectful  history  of  the  Mexica  people,  told
from their own logic for the generations inheriting their name.

Tribute  —the  silent  axis  that  moved  armies,  filled  warehouses,
clothed  nobles,  and  fed  a  capital  of  hundreds  of  thousands—
deserves  remembrance  not  as  museum  curiosity  but  as  the  real
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machinery that made everything else possible: without those porter
caravans,  without  those  mantles  woven  by  anonymous  hands,
without those grains precisely counted by the tlacuilos, there would
have  been  no  Templo  Mayor,  no  palaces,  no  codices.  This  volume
sought to restore its central place in Mexica history, and to remind
today's  reader  that  the  questions  it  raised  —about  power,
extraction, and justice— are still ours to answer.

And  so  the  seventh  volume  of  Ancestral  Legacy  closes:  not  with
battles  or  kings,  but  with  the  quiet  machinery  that  made  them
possible. The reader who began this book seeing tribute as a dry list
of  goods  now  knows  it  as  a  living  system  —counted  in  pictures,
carried  on  backs,  woven  by  women,  administered  by  patient
officials, and remembered in the language we still  speak. May that
knowledge endure as long as the questions it answers.

The  axis  held  for  a  century;  its  memory,  we  hope,  will  hold  far
longer — studied, taught, and honored.
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Glossary of Nahuatl Terms

Aztlán  —  "Place  of  herons"  or  "place  of  whiteness."  Mythical
homeland of the Mexica.

Calmécac — School of the nobility, where priests, rulers, and judges
were trained.

Calpixque — Official in charge of tribute collection in the provinces.

Calpulli  —  Clan  or  ward;  the  basic  unit  of  social  and  territorial
organization.

Chinampa  —  Agricultural  platform  built  on  the  lake;  "floating
garden."

Cihuacóatl — "Serpent Woman." Second-in-command of the empire,
in charge of internal administration.

Codex (plural:  codices) — Pictographic manuscript on amate paper
or deerskin.

Cuauhtli — Eagle; the military order of the eagle warriors.

Huehuetlatolli  —  "Discourses  of  the  elders."  Moral  maxims  and
philosophical reflections.

Huitzilopochtli  —  Patron  god  of  the  Mexica;  the  sun  in  its  warrior
aspect.

Macehualtin  —  The  common  people;  the  agricultural  and  artisan
base of society.
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Mexica — The name the so-called "Aztecs" gave themselves.

Mictlan — The underworld, place of the dead.

Nahuatl  —  Language  of  the  Mexica,  still  spoken  by  over  a  million
people.

Ocelotl — Jaguar; the military order of the jaguar warriors.

Ometeotl — "Dual God." The supreme creator principle, abstract in
nature.

Pipiltin — The hereditary nobility.

Pochteca  —  Professional  long-distance  merchant;  also  spy  and
ambassador.

Quetzalcóatl — "Feathered Serpent." God of wisdom, wind, and life.

Telpochcalli  — School  of  the common people,  where warriors were
trained.

Tezcatlipoca — "Smoking Mirror." God of night, magic, and destiny.

Tianguis — Marketplace.

Tlacotin  —  Slave;  a  status  neither  hereditary  nor  necessarily
permanent.

Tlaloc — God of rain and water.

Tlamatinime  —  "Those  who  know."  Sages  guarding  memory  and
knowledge.

Tlatoani — "He who speaks." The supreme ruler.

Tonalpohualli — Ritual calendar of 260 days.

Triple  Alliance  —  Pact  of  Tenochtitlan,  Texcoco,  and  Tlacopan
(1428), the empire's foundation.
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Xiuhpohualli — Solar calendar of 365 days.
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Timeline

1110  (tradition)  —  Departure  from  Aztlán;  the  Mexica  pilgrimage
begins.

1325  —  Founding  of  Mexico-Tenochtitlan  on  the  islet  in  Lake
Texcoco.

1376 — Acamapichtli, first tlatoani of Tenochtitlan.

1428 — Defeat of Azcapotzalco and formation of the Triple Alliance
(Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlacopan).

1440–1469  —  Reign  of  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina;  expansion  of  the
empire.

1450–1454  —  The  great  famine;  the  Flower  Wars  become
institutionalized.

1486–1502  —  Reign  of  Ahuitzotl;  the  empire  reaches  its  greatest
extent.

1502–1520 — Reign of Moctezuma Xocoyotzin.

1519 — Hernán Cortés lands at Veracruz; alliance with Tlaxcala.

1519 — The Spaniards enter Tenochtitlan (November 8).

1520  —  La  Noche  Triste,  the  Night  of  Sorrows  (June  30);  death  of
Moctezuma.

1521 — Fall of Tenochtitlan (August 13); end of the Mexica empire.
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1521–1821 — The viceregal era; Nahuatl becomes the lingua franca
of New Spain.

1821  —  Independence  of  Mexico;  the  eagle  of  the  founding  myth
inspires the national coat of arms.

1910–1920  —  The  Mexican  Revolution;  the  Indigenous  past  is
revalued.

1978 — A chance discovery launches the Templo Mayor Project.

1978–2026  —  Excavations  of  the  Templo  Mayor  in  the  heart  of
Mexico City.

Today  —  Over  1.5  million  Nahuatl  speakers;  the  chinampas  of
Xochimilco still in production.
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