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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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Dawn in the Lake City

First light over the lake

Long  before  the  sun  shows  itself  above  the  volcanoes,  the  city  is
already  awake.  It  is  four  in  the  morning,  perhaps  five,  and  in  the
adobe houses of Tenochtitlan families rise from their sleeping mats
with a movement that habit has made silent. There are no roosters
to  announce the  hour  —though the  turkeys,  restless  in  their  pens,
are  already  stirring—  only  the  trained  ear  of  generations  who
learned  to  read  the  night:  the  change  in  the  insects'  song,  the
different coolness of the air coming through the mat door, the first
tremor of light on the surface of Lake Texcoco.

The  city  that  wakes  is  a  city  on  the  water.  Tenochtitlan,  with  its
perhaps  two  hundred  thousand  inhabitants,  sleeps  on  islets  joined
by causeways and canals, and dawn finds it already in motion: the
first  canoes  glide  through the mist  with  a  dull  murmur  of  paddles,
carrying farmers toward the chinampas of the shores and fishermen
toward the deep zones of the lake. The water, at that hour, is a gray
mirror returning the sky without distortion, and each paddle stroke
draws concentric circles slow to fade. From the shore, an observer
would  see  the  city  emerge  from  the  haze  like  a  promise:  the
pyramids of the sacred precinct etched against the east, the smoke
of  the  first  cooking  fires  rising  in  straight  columns,  the  growing
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murmur of a day beginning.

But  the  Mexica  dawn  is  not  merely  a  natural  phenomenon:  it  is  a
religious act repeated every day, binding every inhabitant, from the
tlatoani  to  the  humblest  porter.  Because  the  sun,  for  the  Mexica,
does  not  rise  alone.  The  sun  needs  help.  Each  morning  Tonatiuh
—the  sun  in  his  warrior  aspect—  must  fight  his  battle  against  the
darkness  to  be  born  again  in  the  east,  and  men  are  obliged  to
accompany  him  with  prayer,  blood,  and  copal.  A  day  on  which
humanity  stopped greeting  the  sun would  be  a  day  the  sun might
not  return.  That  conviction  lends  solemnity  to  the  first  hours  of
every  day  in  Tenochtitlan,  turning  the  simple  act  of  waking  into  a
cosmic duty.

In every house, however humble, there is a corner reserved for the
household  gods:  small  clay  or  stone  figures,  images  of  the
ancestors, a brazier where copal burns. The mother of the family, or
the  father,  kneels  before  that  altar  before  the  light  is  full,  offers  a
few  drops  of  her  own  blood  —pricked  from  the  earlobe  or  tongue
with  a  maguey  thorn—,  lets  copal  resin  fall  onto  the  embers,  and
prays in a low voice. The white smoke rises in a spiral, perfumes the
whole  house,  and,  according  to  belief,  carries  men's  words  to  the
gods.  The  children,  still  half  asleep,  learn  from  the  time  they  can
stand  that  the  day  does  not  begin  with  hunger  or  work,  but  with
gratitude.  That  is  the  first  lesson  of  Mexica  life,  repeated  without
fail,  rain  or  shine,  in  wartime  or  peacetime.  As  the  copal  smoke
dissolves above the city's rooftops, it mingles with that of thousands
of households doing the same at the same hour: an invisible cloud
of  prayers  wrapping  Tenochtitlan  each  dawn,  reminding  every
inhabitant  —from child  to  elder— that  the  day  beginning  does  not
fully belong to them, but is a loan from the gods to be repaid with
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work, rectitude, and full gratitude.

The warrior prepares for the day

In  a  house  in  the  Moyotlan  district,  an  Eagle  warrior  wakes  before
his family. His name could be any of the thousands history did not
record: let us call him Cuauhtemoc in the literal sense of his name,
"descending  eagle,"  though  he  is  not  the  last  tlatoani  but  an
ordinary  man  of  about  thirty,  a  veteran  of  two  campaigns  against
the  peoples  of  Oaxaca.  His  house  is  better  than  the  average
farmer's —it has two rooms and a small patio— but it is no palace:
military rank has given him prestige and a plot of land, not luxury.

The  first  thing  he  does  is  wash.  Personal  hygiene  was  among  the
Mexica an almost religious virtue, and the Spanish chroniclers were
astonished  that  a  people  they  considered  barbaric  bathed  more
often  than  they  did.  The  warrior  rinses  his  face  and  hands  with
water his wife left ready the night before in a gourd bowl, cleans his
teeth —they knew the use of roots and powders for it— and combs
the long hair he wears, as a warrior, tied back with a band. Then he
goes  to  the  household  altar,  where  the  copal  his  wife  lit  already
burns,  and  offers  his  prayer  to  the  rising  sun:  a  few  words  in
Nahuatl asking strength for the day, protection for his family, and, if
war  calls,  a  worthy  death  leading  to  the  warriors'  heaven,  the
Tonatiuhichan,  where  he  will  accompany  the  sun  on  its  daily
journey.

His breakfast is frugal: a gourd of hot atole, thick and white, barely
sweetened with maguey honey, and a couple of the previous day's
tortillas  reheated on the griddle.  Warriors  ate  little  before  physical
activity,  and  gluttony  was  frowned  upon  in  a  man  of  arms.  As  he
eats,  he  mentally  reviews  his  obligations:  there  is  no  campaign
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today  —the  war  season,  tied  to  the  ritual  calendar  and  the  dry
months, has not yet begun— so the day will pass between training
in  the  Telpochcalli  courtyard  where  he  serves  as  assistant
instructor, inspecting his weapons, and, in the afternoon, his guard
shift on one of the causeways. Before leaving, he ties his maxtlatl,
throws  over  his  shoulders  the  cotton  tilma  denoting  his  rank,  and
takes his practice macuahuitl, wooden, without the obsidian blades.
His  wife  hands  him  an  itacate  —the  midday  provision:  tortillas,
beans, and dried chile wrapped in a cloth napkin— and he steps into
the street as the sun already gilds the temples.

In  the street,  neighbors  greet  him with  the respect  due a  veteran.
Children  watch  him  with  poorly  hidden  admiration:  in  this  society
the warrior is  the model of  manhood, and every boy in the district
dreams of the day he will capture his first prisoner and cut the lock
of hair the beardless wear long on the nape. The warrior walks with
measured  step  toward  the  ceremonial  center,  and  passing  before
the Great  Temple he pauses an instant,  as  everyone does,  to  bow
his  head.  The  pyramid,  with  its  twin  shrines  —Huitzilopochtli's  on
the right, Tlaloc's on the left— dominates the city like a permanent
reminder: everything Tenochtitlan is, it is by the will of the gods and
the blood that feeds them.

The priest feeds the sacred fire

While  the  warrior  breakfasts,  atop  the  pyramid  another  man  has
been  awake  for  hours.  The  priest  —a  tlamacazqui  of  middle  rank,
tonsured  with  the  characteristic  cut  leaving  a  long  lock  over  the
ear— did not  sleep at  home tonight:  he drew the night  watch,  the
guard  shift  before  the  sacred  fire  burning  without  interruption  in
Huitzilopochtli's  shrine.  Mexica  priests  lived  under  a  discipline  the
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chroniclers  described  with  amazement,  one  we  would  today  call
superhuman:  prolonged  fasts,  vigils,  blood  self-sacrifice  several
times  a  day,  rigorous  sexual  abstinence.  The  priest's  body  was  a
ritual instrument, and his purity a condition for the rites to work.

His  night  passed  between  the  brazier  and  the  stars.  From time  to
time he  fed  the  fire  with  wood  and  copal,  prayed  the  night  hours,
and pricked his ears to offer blood to the god. Now, with first light,
his  most  important  task:  greeting the sun at  the exact  moment  of
its  birth.  From  atop  the  pyramid  the  priest  beholds  the  same
spectacle as the farmer in his canoe, but with eyes trained to read it
as  a  sacred  text:  the  band  of  light  growing  over  Iztaccihuatl,  the
instant the solar disk detaches from the horizon, the change in the
lake's  color.  At  that  moment  he  raises  his  clay  censer  —a  long
handle  ending in  a  bowl  where copal  burns— and traces the ritual
gestures in the air while intoning the hymn to the rising sun. Below,
in  the  plaza,  other  priests  and  a  few  early  faithful  answer  the
prayer.  The  copal  smoke,  multiplied  by  dozens  of  braziers  across
the city,  rises toward the morning sky like a collective offering:  all
Tenochtitlan is praying at the same hour, and that synchrony is one
of the forces holding the empire together.

When the sun is high, the priest descends from the pyramid to rest.
A companion relieves him, and he heads to the calmecac adjoining
the  temple,  where  he  will  sleep  a  few  hours  before  his  afternoon
lesson  to  the  young  nobles:  today  the  tonalpohualli,  the  ritual
calendar of two hundred sixty days, which the boys must memorize
by thirteens.  The priest  removes his  ritual  vestments,  washes with
cold  water,  and  eats  his  frugal  ration:  fasting  tamales,  without
meat, and atole. His life is a permanent renunciation, but there is no
bitterness in his face: for him, each day the sun rises is a victory he
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helped win, and that is enough.

The farmer rows to his chinampa

At  the  same  hour  the  priest  greets  the  sun  from  the  pyramid,  a
farmer  —a  macehualli  of  the  southern  shore  calpulli—  pushes  his
canoe  into  the  canal  with  an  expert  stroke  of  the  paddle.  His  day
began  even  earlier  than  the  warrior's:  the  morning  cool  must  be
used for  heavy work,  and the chinampa waits.  The chinampa, that
"floating  garden"  that  so  astonished  Europeans,  does  not  really
float: it is an artificial plot built on the lakebed, bounded by stakes
and filled with nutrient-rich mud, where constant moisture allows up
to  three  harvests  a  year.  The  farmer  inherited  it  from  his  father,
who inherited it from his, and he works it with a knowledge no book
could contain: he reads the water level, knows every furrow, tells at
a glance whether a maize plant needs more sun or more shade.
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The  canoe  glides  among  other  canoes.  The  lake  at  this  hour  is  a
silent  highway:  hundreds  of  craft  carry  vegetables  to  the markets,
firewood  from  the  shore  forests,  stone  for  construction,  tribute
toward the state warehouses. The farmer greets acquaintances with
a gesture; some sing softly as they row, work songs lightening the
effort.  Reaching  his  chinampa,  he  ties  the  canoe  to  a  stake  and
disembarks with the itacate on his shoulder. His wife and two older
children  will  come  later,  when  the  sun  warms:  children  help  with
sowing and harvest from small, and girls learn beside their mother
the spinning and grinding.

The morning's work is weeding: on his knees between the furrows,
the  farmer  pulls  weeds  with  the  coa,  the  fire-hardened  planting
stick  that  is  the  universal  tool  of  the  Mesoamerican  farmer.  The
maize  stands  tall  already  —this  is  the  season  the  milpa  demands
constant  attention—  and  between  the  stalks  grow  twining  beans
and  trailing  squash:  the  sacred  triad  of  Mesoamerican  agriculture,
which  farmers  sow  together  because  they  protect  one  another.
Beans fix the nitrogen maize consumes, squash shades the soil and
preserves  moisture,  and  maize  offers  the  trellis  beans  climb.
Modern agronomists have confirmed what the Mexica farmer knew
through millennial tradition: it is a perfect system.

By midmorning the sun presses and the farmer sits in the shade of
an  ahuehuete  to  eat  his  itacate:  tortillas,  potted  beans,  roasted
green chile, a little salt. He drinks water from a gourd and rests his
eyes  on  the  lake,  where  canoes  still  come  and  go  like  bees.  He
thinks of next month's feast,  of the tribute debt nearly paid, of his
eldest son soon entering the Telpochcalli. His life is hard —physical
work gives no quarter— but not miserable: he eats every day, owns
his house, has land to work and a clear place in the world's order.
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When historians speak of Mexica imperial "oppression," they should
remember this man: he paid tribute, yes, but in exchange received
protection,  justice,  and  the  certainty  that  his  son  could,  if  brave,
become an Eagle warrior. Few peasants in sixteenth-century Europe
could say as much.

The city gets moving

By  eight  in  the  morning,  Tenochtitlan  is  in  full  activity.  The
causeways fill with porters —the tlameme— advancing in single file
with their  mecapals,  the fiber  straps holding the load on back and
forehead; artisans open their workshops: the potter kneads clay, the
featherworker  selects  quetzal  and  macaw  feathers  arrived  in  the
last pochteca caravan, the goldsmith lights his charcoal furnace. In
the  tlatoani's  palace,  officials  receive  messengers  from  the
provinces; in the courts, judges hear the day's cases; in the schools,
children take their places.

The women, risen with the men, govern the domestic morning: they
sweep  the  patio  with  straw  brooms  —cleanliness  was  obsessive,
and  a  dirty  house  was  a  public  shame—,  light  the  hearth,  set  the
nixtamal  on  the  fire,  and  begin  grinding  on  the  metate,  that
kneeling  labor  consuming  hours,  which  the  chronicles  describe  as
the characteristic sound of the Mexica morning: the rhythmic scrape
of  handstone  on  netherstone,  measured,  incessant,  like  the
heartbeat  of  the house.  Girls  help from age five or  six,  learning to
spin  with  the  malacate,  to  weave  on  the  backstrap  loom,  to  tell
good maize from bad. Women's education, as we shall see, was as
systematic as men's, though it unfolded in the home's sphere.

And  in  the  sacred  precinct,  the  temple  drums  announce  the  ritual
day has begun. Priests organize in shifts, singers tune their voices,

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 13



dancers  prepare.  The  entire  city  —warriors,  priests,  farmers,
artisans,  merchants,  women,  children—  moves  to  the  beat  of  an
order  no  one  questions  because  all  have  absorbed  it  from  the
cradle: each person has a place, each place a duty, and each duty,
however humble, sustains the cosmos. That is the lesson of dawn in
Tenochtitlan, and the one this book aims to unfold hour by hour: the
daily  life  of  a  people  who  turned  routine  into  ritual  and  ritual  into
civilization.

The Mexica house: adobe walls, family soul

The  Mexica  day  unfolded,  for  the  most  part,  inside  and  around  a
humble building deserving our attention: the house. The macehualli
dwelling was an adobe construction —sun-dried mud bricks— with a
roof  of  wooden beams covered  in  earth  and thatch,  single-storied,
organized  around  a  central  patio.  The  layout  was  functional  and
symbolic  at  once:  a  sleeping  room,  with  mats  rolled  by  day  and
spread  by  night;  the  kitchen,  with  the  three-stone  hearth  —the
tenamastles— and the griddle ever at hand; a small granary or troje
for  maize;  and  the  household  altar  in  the  most  respected  corner.
Nobles' houses —the tecpan— were larger, of stone and lime, with
several patios, gardens, even baths, but shared the same logic: life
faced inward,  toward  the  patio,  protected  from the  street  by  blind
walls.

The  patio  was  the  true  center  of  domestic  existence.  There  maize
was ground, weaving done, games played, conversation held, small
family  feasts  celebrated.  Houses  of  the  same  calpulli  tended  to
cluster  forming  kin  compounds,  with  communicating  patios  where
generations  coexisted:  grandparents,  parents,  children,
grandchildren,  uncles.  The  extended family  was  the  economic  and
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affective  unit:  together  they  sowed,  together  they  built,  together
they  cared  for  children  and  elders.  Individualism,  in  Tenochtitlan,
would  have  seemed  a  disease.  A  man  alone  was  an  incomplete
man; fullness lay in the kin network sustaining him and sustained by
him.

House  cleanliness  was,  like  everything  in  Mexica  life,  a  moral
matter.  Sweeping the patio at dawn was women's first  task,  and a
swept  house  was  an  honored  house:  the  gods,  they  said,  visited
clean homes and fled dirty ones. Packed-earth floors were watered
and swept daily;  refuse burned or buried; animals —turkeys,  dogs,
sometimes  a  tame  deer—  had  their  separate  pen.  Spaniards,
accustomed to the filthy streets of European cities, were astonished
at  Tenochtitlan's  cleanliness:  streets  swept  daily,  public  latrines,
night  lighting  —with  ocote  pine  torches—  making  causeways
passable.  Urban  hygiene  was  state  policy,  domestic  hygiene  a
cardinal virtue.

The temazcal: steam, health, and rebirth

Beside many houses —and every district had public baths— stood a
small  vaulted  construction  Spaniards  eyed  with  mingled  curiosity
and suspicion:  the temazcal,  the "steam bath."  It  was an adobe or
stone  chamber,  barely  high  enough  to  enter  stooping,  with  an
exterior  firebox  heating  the  walls  and  an  interior  where  water
thrown on  hot  stones  produced  steam.  The  bather  entered  naked,
lay  on  a  mat,  and  sweated  copiously  while  an  attendant  —or
himself—  gently  struck  him  with  medicinal  herb  branches  and
applied mud or  pulque to the skin.  After  the steam, the cold bath:
the  contrast  closed  pores  and  left  a  rebirth  sensation  the  Mexica
described with the same word used for childbirth.
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Because  the  temazcal  was  not  just  hygiene:  it  was  medicine  and
ritual. Midwives used it for deliveries —heat dilated, steam soothed,
and the temazcal  goddess Toci  also patronized births—; the "cold"
sick  —rheumatics,  catarrh  sufferers,  aching  muscles—  were  cured
with  steam  and  herb  sessions;  wounded  warriors  recovered  in  its
warmth;  and  those  who  had  suffered  fright  —"espanto,"  soul
sickness— were purified in its gloom. The temazcal was, in a sense,
a  return  to  the  womb:  entering  its  heated  darkness  was  dying  a
little and being born again, clean outside and in. Friars, scandalized
by  public  baths'  promiscuous  nudity,  tried  to  ban  them;  natives
defended  them  obstinately,  and  the  temazcal  survives  today  in
Nahua communities: five centuries of uninterrupted steam.

Those who rise early for work: porters and
pochtecas

While the city wakes, on its outskirts form the caravans that are the
empire's  blood:  the  tlameme  —professional  porters—  and  the
pochtecas  —long-distance  merchants—.  The  tlameme  were  the
pre-Hispanic era's trucks: with no beasts of burden —the horse did
not  exist  in  America—  and  no  utilitarian  wheel,  all  land  transport
went on human backs. A tlameme carried twenty to thirty kilos with
the  mecapal,  walked  whole  leagues,  slept  in  roadside  inns,  and
delivered  his  load  with  a  punctuality  imperial  administrators
meticulously  recorded.  It  was hard but  honored work,  with  its  own
patron  god  and  its  own  brotherhoods;  boys  unfit  for  war  or
priesthood found dignified sustenance in carrying.

The  pochtecas,  by  contrast,  were  the  aristocracy  of  the  road.
Organized  in  hereditary  guilds  headquartered  in  Tlatelolco  and
other  great  markets,  they  financed  commercial  expeditions  to
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distant  lands  —the  Gulf  coast,  Oaxaca,  Soconusco,  even  Central
America— returning with cacao, quetzal feathers, jade, gold, cotton,
and slaves. But they were not mere merchants: they were also the
tlatoani's  spies  and  ambassadors,  informants  on  subject  peoples'
condition,  explorers  of  routes.  They  traveled  disguised  as  humble
porters to avoid attention, spoke the tongues of lands they visited,
and  returned  with  intelligence  as  valuable  as  their  merchandise.
Their dawn departure —bundles well tied, offerings to Yacatecuhtli,
travelers' god, families' blessings— was a habitual spectacle of the
Tenochca  dawn:  a  file  of  road-seasoned  men,  bidding  farewell  for
months, carrying the empire's economy on their backs.

The city's water: aqueducts and water carriers

A city of  two hundred thousand on a brackish lake has an obvious
problem: where does fresh water come from? The Mexica solved it
with  an  engineering  work  astonishing  Spaniards:  the  Chapultepec
aqueduct. From the sacred forest's springs at Chapultepec —several
kilometers  from  the  city—  two  masonry  channels  carried  fresh
water to Tenochtitlan, crossing the lake on an aqueduct bridge. The
system was double for a brilliant reason: while one channel served,
the  other  was  cleaned.  Water  reached  public  fountains  distributed
through  the  districts,  where  water  carriers  collected  it  in  jugs  for
houses,  and  where  women  carried  it  in  balances  chroniclers
admired.

Water  was not  just  drink:  it  was hygiene,  ritual,  identity.  The daily
bath  —at  home,  in  the  temazcal,  or  in  public  baths—  consumed
enormous  quantities,  and  the  city  supplied  it  without  rationing.
Nobles' gardens, chinampas, dyeing workshops all depended on the
aqueduct.  And  the  lake  itself,  though  mostly  brackish,  had
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freshwater zones where fishing went on and ahuautle was gathered
—the  "mosquito  caviar,"  an  edible,  nutritious  foam  of  eggs.  When
Cortes,  during  the  1521  siege,  cut  the  Chapultepec  aqueduct,  he
did not just deprive the city of water: he severed a vital artery, and
thirst  was  among  the  siege's  cruelest  weapons.  Hydraulic
engineering, in Tenochtitlan, was as strategic as walls in a European
city.

The night before: order after dusk

Our day began at dawn, but to understand it we should step back a
few hours: what was night like in Tenochtitlan? The city did not fully
sleep: there were serenos —night watchmen— patrolling causeways
with  torches,  keeping  order;  priests  awake  before  sacred  fires;
births  attended  by  temazcal  light;  at  festivals,  dances  lasting  till
small hours. But night was above all  a time of withdrawal: families
shut  in  early,  doors  barred  with  beams,  streets  left  to  watchmen,
the sick, and the gods.

Darkness held real dangers and supernatural ones. The real: thieves
—punished with death if repeat offenders—, fires —the great terror
of  an  adobe-and-thatch  city—,  lake  accidents.  The  supernatural:
night  was  Tezcatlipoca's  domain,  the  Smoking  Mirror's,  and  his
creatures' —the tzitzimime, specters threatening to devour the sun
during  eclipses—.  So  night  was  ritualized:  before  sleeping,  the
family prayed at the altar; children did not go out alone after dusk;
and  those  who  must  travel  by  night  carried  amulets  and  lit  copal.
Fear of darkness, in Tenochtitlan, was not naive superstition: it was
awareness of living in a fragile cosmos, where each day's light was
a victory night tried to reverse.

Yet  night  had  its  beauty:  the  highland  sky,  at  twenty-two hundred
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meters,  offers  stars  of  a  sharpness  modern  city  dwellers  have
forgotten. Priest-astronomers observed them from temple rooftops,
recording  Venus's  motion,  the  Moon's,  the  Pleiades'  —the
Tianquiztli,  "those  of  the  market,"  whose  position  marked  the
agricultural  calendar—.  Lovers  met  under  their  light  —with
morality's required discretion—; poets sang them; children counted
them before  sleep.  The  Mexica  night,  with  its  temple  bonfires  and
sky  stars,  was  the  solemn  reverse  of  the  laborious  day:  the  time
when the sleeping city dreamed of the gods.

The dawn crafts: the artisan quarter wakes

In the potters' district, the day begins with clay. The artisan —who
inherited  the  craft  from  his  father  and  will  teach  his  son—  rises
before the sun to knead the clay left resting overnight: he treads it
barefoot,  removes  stones,  mixes  in  temper  —fine  sand  or  ground
sherds— to  the  exact  consistency  his  hands  know better  than any
measure.  Then  he  sits  at  his  work  —not  the  European  kick  wheel,
but mold and hands— and begins raising vessels: pots for nixtamal,
griddles for tortillas, gourds for atole, braziers for copal. Each piece
bears  its  calpulli's  invisible  signature:  the  rim's  shape,  the  wall's
thickness,  the  burnished  design.  When  the  sun  stands  high,
yesterday's pieces are dry and kiln-ready; today's, in progress. The
potter  works  to  the  city's  demand's  rhythm:  a  Tenochtitlan  of  two
hundred thousand breaks  thousands of  vessels  daily,  and his  craft
will know no crisis.

A few streets away, the featherworker —the amanteca— opens his
workshop  with  near-liturgical  gestures.  His  raw  material  is  the
empire's  most  delicate  and  valuable:  emerald  quetzal  plumes,
red-and-yellow  macaw,  iridescent  hummingbird,  white  heron,
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arrived  in  pochteca  caravans  from  the  hot  lands.  The  amanteca
selects feathers one by one, sorts by color and size, and ties them
—never  glues,  ties—  with  finest  cotton  thread  onto  a  cloth  or
maguey  frame,  creating  mosaics  of  eye-defying  precision:  frets,
suns,  eagles,  serpents,  designs  seeming  painted  but  woven  in
feather. A ceremonial mantle could hold thousands of feathers and
months of work; a quetzal headdress, years. The amantecas were a
craft  elite,  exempt  from labor  tribute  and  palace-maintained:  their
art dressed the gods —sacred bundles adorned with their mosaics—
and  kings.  When  Spaniards  first  saw  a  quetzal  panache,  they
thought  it  fairy  work;  it  was  the  work  of  men  rising  early  to  knot
feathers.

And in the goldsmiths' quarter, the charcoal furnace already heats.
The  Mexica  goldsmith  worked  gold  by  lost-wax  casting:  modeling
the  piece  in  beeswax,  coating  it  in  clay,  melting  out  the  wax,
pouring liquid gold into the mold. He knew alloys —gold with copper
to harden it—, hammering, repousse, filigree. His pieces —lip plugs,
ear spools, nose rings, necklaces, bells— were not vain adornment:
they were rank insignia, offerings to gods, state treasures. Gold, for
the  Mexica,  was  "excrement  of  the  gods"  —teocuitlatl—,  a  sacred
matter before a wealth: hoarding it from greed would have seemed
as absurd as hoarding copal without burning it. The goldsmith, like
the featherworker,  worked for palace and temple,  and his morning
workshop —bellows' blow, molten metal's gleam, charcoal's smell—
was  among  the  characteristic  sounds  and  scents  of  the  Tenochca
dawn.

Early justice: the courts of the empire

While  artisans  work,  in  another  city  sector  opens  an  institution
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Europeans  did  not  expect  in  "barbarian"  lands:  the  courts.  Mexica
justice was a complex, hierarchical system, with professional judges
—the tecuhtlatoque—, formal procedures, testimony, appeals, and a
penal code painted in codices. Each calpulli had its lesser court for
neighborhood suits:  boundaries,  small  debts,  insults.  Each city had
its greater court, and in Tenochtitlan functioned the supreme court,
presided  by  the  cihuacoatl  —the  empire's  second—  with  twelve
judges of  highest  probity.  Sessions began early,  and the spectacle
was  solemn:  judges  seated  on  low mats  heard  parties,  questioned
witnesses, consulted painted annals, and sentenced the same day.
Mexica  justice  was  swift  —suits  did  not  drag  eternally—  and,
chroniclers  say,  remarkably  impartial:  the  judge  accepting  a  bribe
or  handing  an  unjust  sentence  was  removed  and  punished  with
exemplary severity.

The penal  code was  harsh,  befitting  a  society  valuing  order  above
all.  Homicide  meant  death,  even  accidental  —negligence  was  no
excuse—;  theft,  death  for  repeat  offenders  or  if  committed  in
market  or  temple;  adultery,  death  for  both  guilty;  youths'
drunkenness,  death  on  second  offense;  treason  and  rebellion,  the
most  infamous  death.  But  alongside  harshness  were  nuances
revealing  juridical  sophistication:  the  slave  reaching  the  tlatoani's
palace  went  free  —palace  ground  was  sacred—;  the  insolvent
debtor  went  not  to  prison  but  worked  for  his  creditor  till  the  debt
was  paid;  minors  and  elders  had  mitigating  factors;  and  appeal  to
the higher court existed. It was no perfect system —none is— but it
was  a  system:  with  known  laws,  professional  judges,  and  equality
before  the law for  noble  and commoner.  When Spaniards  imposed
their own justice, many natives found it more arbitrary than the one
they had lost.
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The palace wakes: the tlatoani's morning

And  in  the  city's  center,  the  tlatoani's  palace  wakes  with  its  own
ceremonial. The "palace" —the tecpan— was not one building but a
complex:  dozens  of  halls,  patios,  gardens,  warehouses,  courts,
schools, and quarters, housing the ruler, his family, wives, officials,
and guard.  Moctezuma Xocoyotzin,  the tlatoani  who would  receive
Cortes, rose before dawn, bathed —nobles bathed daily, sometimes
twice—,  prayed  before  his  particular  gods,  and  breakfasted
privately.  Then  the  audience  began:  empire  officials  —tribute
collectors,  judges,  captains,  ambassadors—  filed  before  him  to
report and receive orders. None could look him directly in the face
—etiquette  required  lowered  eyes—  nor  turn  their  back  retiring;
those  entering  his  presence  removed  sandals  and  wore  plain
mantles, in ritual humility.

The tlatoani's morning was the empire's morning: each decision —a
campaign, an appointment, a public work, a pardon— was taken in
those  morning  audiences,  counseled  by  elders  and  high  officials.
The  tlatoani  was  no  absolute  despot:  he  governed  with  a  council
—the tlatocan— of the four districts' lords, high priests, and military
chiefs, and grave decisions were consulted. His power was immense
but  ritualized:  he ate  alone,  slept  alone,  appeared in  public  with  a
ceremonial  making  him a  living  embodiment  of  the  State.  And  his
day, like the farmer's, began with prayer to the sun: the first of the
Mexica was also the first of devotees, because his legitimacy came
not  from  force  but  from  the  gods.  When  that  legitimacy  broke
—when  Moctezuma  hesitated  before  the  Spaniards—  the  whole
empire  trembled:  proof  that  in  Tenochtitlan  politics  and  religion
were one thing, and that the tlatoani's dawn was everyone's dawn.
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The painani: the empire's mail on foot

One  dawn  occupation  deserves  its  own  tribute:  the  painani  —"he
who  runs"—,  the  empire's  messenger.  Without  horses,  without
wheels,  without  rapid  alphabetic  writing,  the  Mexica  state  moved
orders and news at athlete speed: relays of trained runners covered
hundreds  of  kilometers  on  imperial  causeways,  transmitting
memorized messages —or painted portable codices— from post  to
post. An urgent message could travel from Tenochtitlan to the Gulf
coast  —four  hundred  kilometers—  in  two  days:  a  speed  European
horse  posts  did  not  surpass.  Painani  were  selected  among  the
Telpochcalli's swiftest youths, trained in long-distance running —the
national  sport  after  the  ball  game—,  fed  by  the  State,  honored  as
the tlatoani's servants.

Their  day  began  before  anyone's:  the  night  relay  arrived  at  dawn
with  the  night's  news  —troop  movements,  tributes  en  route,
provincial  rebellions—  and  the  day  painani  departed  with  the
tlatoani's orders toward the four directions. They ran with mecapal
adjusted,  light  sandals,  hair  tied,  carrying  the  messenger's  staff
—the  insignia  opening  their  way—  and  the  exact  message  in
memory:  one  changed  word  could  mean  war.  At  posts  —huts  at
intervals  with  water,  food,  a  fresh  relay—  they  delivered  the
message  with  precise  ritual:  repeating  it  word  for  word,  the  relay
memorizing  it,  the  first  resting.  The  system  was  so  reliable
Spaniards  adopted  it  during  the  Colony  —the  "foot  mail"  survived
into  the  nineteenth  century—:  another  Mexica  inheritance  official
history forgets to mention.

And alongside painani ran merchants with news, spies with reports,
pilgrims  with  vows:  the  empire's  causeways  were  its  information
highways,  Tenochtitlan its  nerve center.  Each morning the tlatoani
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knew  what  had  happened  yesterday  a  hundred  leagues  away:
cacao's price on the coast, a river's flooding, a conspiracy's rumor.
That  informational  speed  —invisible  in  museums,  decisive  in
history—  was  among  the  empire's  secret  weapons:  governing  is,
largely,  knowing  before  others,  and  the  Mexica  knew  everything
before anyone.

Days with names: the calendar in daily life

No  Mexica  consulted  the  calendar  from  curiosity:  he  consulted  it
from  necessity,  because  each  day  had  a  name,  each  name  a
destiny, and each destiny practical consequences. The tonalpohualli
—the  ritual  calendar  of  two  hundred  sixty  days,  combining  twenty
signs  and  thirteen  numbers—  ruled  life  as  the  horoscope  rules
modern superstition, but with a difference: for the Mexica it was not
superstition but sacred science. Birth on a "good" day —like Flower
day— augured  fortune;  birth  on  a  "bad"  one  —like  Serpent  day  in
certain thirteens— required compensating rites. Marrying, departing
on a journey, sowing, cutting hair, naming an official: all done on a
propitious  day,  consulted  with  the  tonalpouhqui  —the  "day
reader"—, the professional diviner interpreting the tonalamatl —the
book of destinies—.

Morning  was  consultation  time:  before  undertaking  any  important
matter,  the  Mexica  visited  the  diviner  or  consulted  his  own
knowledge  —many  adults  knew  the  calendar's  basics—.  The
tonalpouhqui  cast  maize  kernels  on  a  mat,  read  their  fall,  leafed
through  the  painted  book,  and  pronounced:  "today  is  good  for
sowing,  bad  for  traveling,"  "your  son  was  born  on  a  warrior's  day:
he will be brave," "the wedding must wait for the next thirteen." His
fees  —mantles,  cacao,  food—  made  him  a  respected  professional,
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and  his  influence  on  daily  life  was  enormous:  no  general  moved
troops  without  consulting  days,  no  pochteca  departed  without  his
calendrical  blessing.  Spaniards  called  it  witchcraft;  it  was  really  a
decision  system  under  uncertainty  —like  our  risk  analyses—  with
the difference that its variables were sacred.

And  the  calendar  marked  collective  rhythms  too:  each  thirteen
—each thirteen-day period— had its minor feast,  patron god, rites;
each twenty-day month, its major feast; each year, its bearer —the
sign  naming  it  and  giving  character:  Rabbit  years  were  abundant,
Flint  years  warlike—.  Living  in  Tenochtitlan  was  living  inside  the
calendar as fish live in water: unnoticed, but inescapable. Time, for
the  Mexica,  was  not  an  empty  line  filled  with  events:  it  was  a
texture  of  qualities  —good  and  bad  days,  propitious  and  ill-fated
years— and wisdom lay in navigating it. When an elder said "I know
my days," he spoke not of his agenda but of his destiny, read in the
painted book sages had perfected over millennia.

The causeway at dawn: traffic in the lake city

Tenochtitlan  had  no  streets  in  the  European  sense:  it  had
causeways  and  canals,  and  morning  traffic  was  an  amphibious
choreography.  The  three  great  causeways  —Tacuba  westward,
Tepeyac  northward,  Iztapalapa  southward—  filled  at  dawn  with
ordered flow: porters in single file down the center, pedestrians on
the  sides,  painani  relays  overtaking  all  in  their  reserved  lane.
Causeways  had  drawbridges  —wooden  beams  removed  at  night—
over transverse canals, and those bridges were traffic's bottlenecks:
watchmen  regulated  passage,  canoes  awaited  their  turn  to  cross
beneath,  morning  delays  were  daily  bread.  Spaniards,  during  the
siege,  learned  to  fear  those  bridges:  removed,  each  causeway
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became a mortal trap.

And  beneath  the  causeways,  the  other  traffic:  canoes'.  Thousands
of craft —all sizes, from one-man canoes to cargo trajineras— plied
the  canals  with  an  order  Europeans  compared  to  Venice's  streets.
There  were  coming-and-going  lanes,  loading  zones,  district
landings,  and  an  unwritten  but  obeyed  regulation:  loaded  canoes
had  right  of  way,  empty  ones  yielded,  rowers  sang  to  announce
arrival  at  blind  curves.  The  lake  was  the  highway,  the  canal  the
street, the canoe the vehicle: a public and private transport system
daily  moving  tons  of  food,  materials,  and  people  without  a  single
wheel. When Cortes cut the causeways and blocked canals with his
brigantines,  he  did  not  just  besiege  a  city:  he  paralyzed  a
circulatory organism, and the asphyxia was as mortal as swords.
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The Hearth and the Loom:
Food and Dress

Maize, mother of the people

If  one word had to explain Mexica civilization, it  would be "maize."
Not gold, not war, not temples: maize. The sacred grain —centli  in
Nahuatl— was food, small-scale currency, ritual offering, measure of
agricultural  time,  and  protagonist  of  the  founding  myth:  the  gods,
legend  tells,  modeled  present-day  men  from  maize  dough  after
earlier  attempts  —men of  mud,  men  of  wood— failed.  The  Mexica
did  not  just  eat  maize:  they  were  maize.  "We  are  maize  people,"
any  farmer  might  have  said,  stating  a  biological,  economic,  and
theological truth at once.

But maize, as it comes from the ear, does not nourish humans well.
Mesoamerican  peoples  discovered,  millennia  before  chemistry
explained  it,  the  process  making  maize  a  complete  food:
nixtamalization.  Each  night,  in  every  Tenochtitlan  house,  women
soaked  maize  kernels  in  lime  water  —the  calcium  hydroxide  from
calcined  limestone—  and  next  day  cooked  them  in  that  alkaline
water. The kernel's pericarp softened and detached, starch became
digestible,  and  above  all  niacin  was  released  —the  vitamin  whose
absence causes pellagra, the disease decimating peoples of the U.S.
South  and  Europe  when  they  adopted  maize  without
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nixtamalization. The Mexica did not know what niacin was, but knew
unlimed maize "does not sit well" and nixtamal nourishes. It is one
of  many  examples  of  empirical  science  hiding  under  routine's
appearance in Mexica daily life.

Cooked  nixtamal  was  ground  on  the  metate,  the  tripod  grinding
stone  that  was  the  house's  most  important  furniture  after  the
sleeping mat. Grinding was women's and girls' work, and hard work:
kneeling, moving the metlapilli —the handstone— back and forth for
hours,  until  a  fine,  homogeneous  dough  resulted.  Chronicles
estimate  a  woman  devoted  three  to  four  daily  hours  to  grinding,
and excavated female skeletons show that effort's marks on knees
and  spine.  But  seeing  only  suffering  would  be  a  mistake:  grinding
was also a female social space, where women conversed, sang, and
transmitted  household  knowledge  to  girls.  The  metate's  rhythmic
sound was, to the Mexica ear, the sound of security: while grinding
was heard in a house, that house would eat.

From  the  metate's  dough  were  born  maize  cuisine's  two
fundamental  forms:  the  tortilla  and  the  tamal.  The  tortilla
—tlaxcalli—  was  hand-patted  into  a  thin  disk  and  cooked  on  the
comal,  the  hot  clay  griddle,  in  seconds  per  side.  A  good  tortilla
maker could produce hundreds daily, and skill at making round, thin
tortillas  was  among  the  virtues  demanded  of  a  bride.  The  tamal
—tamalli— was the festive, portable version: dough filled with meat,
beans, chile, or fruit, wrapped in maize or banana leaf and steamed.
Tamales  were  the  food  of  feasts,  journeys,  warriors  on  campaign:
the itacate par excellence, nutritious, compact, durable.

Alongside  maize,  the  daily  diet  rested  on  its  inseparable
companions.  Beans  —etl—  supplied  the  protein  maize  lacks  in
sufficient  quantity;  chile —chilli— was not a condiment but a food,
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consumed in quantities astonishing Spaniards, supplying vitamin C;
squash  —ayotli—  was  eaten  in  stews,  its  toasted  seeds  a  popular
snack; tomato, green tomato, quelites —the edible greens growing
among  the  milpa—  and  seasonal  mushrooms  completed  a  varied
diet  modern  nutritionists  call  remarkably  balanced.  Meat  was
scarce: turkey —huexolotl—, domesticated since ancient times, was
reserved for feasts; the xoloitzcuintle dog was also raised for ritual
consumption;  and  hunting  —deer,  rabbit,  lake  ducks—  supplied
sporadic  protein.  Lake  fish,  by  contrast,  was  frequent  on  shore
dwellers'  tables:  charales,  juiles,  and  the  famous  axolotl,  food  and
medicine both.

Two  drinks  deserve  special  mention.  Atole  —atolli—,  the  maize
gruel cooked in water, was the universal breakfast and food of the
sick,  children,  and  elders;  it  came  plain,  sour,  honey-sweetened,
and  chronicles  list  dozens  of  varieties.  And  pulque  —octli—,  the
fermented  maguey  sap,  was  subject  to  one  of  the  ancient  world's
strictest legislations: forbidden to youths and common folk in daily
life,  allowed  only  to  elders  —who  could  get  drunk  unpunished—,
women in labor,  porters on great  tasks,  and at  appointed religious
feasts.  A  young  person's  public  drunkenness  was  punished  with
death on first repeat offense. The Mexica had understood, centuries
early,  what  modern  societies  still  debate:  that  alcohol  is  a  social
good if ritualized and a poison if unleashed.
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Chocolate, luxury of gods and nobles

If  maize  was  the  people's  food,  cacao  was  luxury  par  excellence.
Xocoatl  —"bitter  water"— resembled modern chocolate  in  nothing:
it  was  a  thick,  bitter  drink,  whisked  to  a  foam,  mixed  with  chile,
vanilla,  annatto,  or  honey,  served  cold  in  decorated  gourds.
Moctezuma,  according  to  Bernal  Diaz  del  Castillo,  drank  dozens  of
gourds daily, and his corps of chocolatiers was a palace institution.
But cacao was much more than an elite drink: its beans functioned
as money. A turkey cost a hundred cacao beans, a tamal just one,
and tributes from the hot lands —where cacao grew, for it does not
grow in the highlands— reached Tenochtitlan by thousands of loads.
Fake  beans  —filled  with  mud—  were  a  crime  prosecuted  in  the
tianguis,  showing  how  real  and  sophisticated  the  cacao  monetary
system was.
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Eating,  for  the  Mexica,  was  also  a  socially  loaded  act.  People  ate
twice  daily:  a  heavy  meal  midmorning  and  another  at  dusk;
between them, barely a snack. Men ate seated on low mats; women
served  standing  or  kneeling  —a  custom  Spaniards  read  as
submission,  really  etiquette:  she  who  serves  does  not  sit  at  the
table she tends—. Hands were washed before eating, mouths rinsed
after:  table hygiene was as strict  as the rest  of  life.  Excessive talk
during meals was ill-bred; eating standing, gluttonous; leaving food
on  the  plate,  ungrateful  to  the  gods.  The  huehuetlatolli  —those
elders' discourses we will meet in the final chapter— devoted whole
pages  to  table  conduct,  because  for  the  Mexica  table  manners
revealed character.

Feasts,  by  contrast,  suspended  frugality.  In  the  calendar's
twenty-day  months  —each  feast  had  its  ritual  banquet—,  at
weddings,  births,  and  military  victories,  houses  filled  with  stews
unthinkable  the  rest  of  the  year:  turkey  tamales,  thick
chile-and-seed  moles,  adobado  lake  fish,  hot-land  fruits  —mamey,
zapote, cherimoya— brought by pochtecas, and foamy chocolate for
honored guests. The host offering no abundance was shamed, and
banquet  generosity  was  prestige  as  important  as  valor  in  war.
Eating  well,  at  feast  time,  was  a  social  duty:  refusing  to  partake
would have insulted gods and men.

Dress as social language

If  food  revealed  virtue,  dress  revealed  rank.  In  Tenochtitlan,  one
glance told who was who: clothing was a visual code as precise as a
modern  uniform,  and  dressing  above  one's  station  was  not  bad
taste  but  a  crime.  Mexica  sumptuary  laws  —as  strict  as  any
European  monarchy's—  reserved  cotton,  precious  feathers,  gold,
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and  embroidery  for  nobility  and  distinguished  warriors;  the
macehualli daring cotton dress could be punished with death. It was
not legislative vanity: in a society without visible noble surnames or
identity documents, clothing was the document.

The  basic  male  wardrobe  had  three  pieces.  The  maxtlatl,
breechcloth:  a  long  cloth  band  passed  between  the  legs  and
knotted  at  the  waist,  ends  hanging  front  and  back.  The  tilmatli,
mantle or cloak: a cloth rectangle knotted over one shoulder, falling
to knees or ankles by rank —the longer, the nobler—. And the cactli,
fiber or leather sandals, which commoners wore only outdoors and
had to remove in temples. The farmer wore these three in maguey
fiber  —ixtle—,  coarse  and  undyed;  the  noble,  in  finest  cotton
—ichcatl—,  sometimes  delicate  as  silk,  embroidered  with  frets,
fringes,  geometric  designs  identifying  his  calpulli  or  military  rank.
Distinguished  warriors  added  the  quilted  cotton  armor  —the
ichcahuipilli—, able to stop arrows and light spears, and the military
orders  wore  the  famous  eagle  and  jaguar  suits,  made  with  true
feathers on cloth frames.

Female  dress  was  equally  codified.  The  Mexica  woman  wore  the
huipilli  —the  embroidered  blouse,  short-sleeved,  square-necked—,
the  cueitl  or  enredo  —the  long  skirt  wrapped  at  the  waist—,  and
over  both,  outdoors,  the  quechquemitl  —the  triangular  cape
covering  chest  and  back—.  A  girl  received  her  first  huipilli  in  a
ceremony at a few years old, and thenceforth her clothing told her
story:  huipilli  embroideries indicated her town, marital  status,  and,
at feasts, devotion to this or that goddess. Noblewomen wore cotton
huipiles  embroidered  with  feather  and  little  shells;  macehualtin,
plain ixtle or with simple frets dyed with cochineal grana or indigo.
Hair was another sign: married women wore it in two buns over the
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temples  —the  famous  "horns"  astonishing  Spaniards—,  maidens
loose  or  braided,  and  cutting  it  was  adulteresses'  punishment  and
mourning's sign.

Personal  adornment  completed  the  language.  Nobles  pierced  the
lower  lip  and  nasal  septum to  wear  gold,  jade,  or  amber  lip  plugs
and nose rings; used ear spools, bracelets, bead necklaces, and, on
great  occasions,  quetzal-feather  headdresses  reserved  for  the
highest  elite.  Grooming was impeccable:  daily  bath —or every two
days  minimum—,  hair  washed  with  amole's  saponary  root,  teeth
cleaned,  nails  cut.  Spaniards,  bathing  monthly  if  at  all,  recorded
their astonishment: in Tenochtitlan even porters smelled clean. And
it  was not empty vanity:  the cared-for body was an offering to the
gods, and dirt an offense. When a Mexica presented himself before
his  lord  or  his  god,  he  came  clean,  combed,  dressed  by  rank,
because the cosmos's order began with one's own body's order.
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The backstrap loom and the household economy

All  that  clothing  —noble's  and  farmer's,  feast's  and  everyday's—
came  from  a  humble,  brilliant  instrument:  the  backstrap  loom.
Unlike  the  European  fixed-frame  loom,  the  Mesoamerican  loom
tensioned  between  a  post  or  tree  and  the  weaver's  waist,  she
regulating  tension  with  her  own  body's  movement.  Seated  on  the
ground, back as counterweight, the Mexica woman wove cloths of a
perfection modern experts  still  admire:  tightest  weaves,  geometric
embroideries  of  mathematical  precision,  dyes  of  grana,  indigo,
purple snail, mineral ochres.

Weaving  was  no  pastime:  it  was  the  home's  second  industry  after
cooking, and an economic obligation. Each family owed tribute a set
number of mantles yearly, and their quality was inspected: a badly
woven mantle was returned, its maker shamed. Girls learned to spin
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at  five,  to  weave  at  eight  or  nine,  and  by  twelve  a  girl  had  to
produce an acceptable mantle. Mothers' huehuetlatolli to daughters
insisted  on  the  loom  as  virtue's  school:  the  diligent  weaver  was
chaste,  orderly,  hardworking;  the  lazy  one,  leaving  the  loom  idle,
would end in the bad life. The loom, in short, was for women what
the macuahuitl was for men: the instrument of social dignity.

And it was also independence's source. The woman weaving beyond
her house's need could sell surplus in the tianguis, and that money
was hers:  Mexica law recognized the married woman's  property  in
her goods,  including those acquired by her work.  We will  return to
this  in  the  marriage  chapter,  for  it  is  among  the  pleasantest
surprises Mexica society holds for the modern observer: in a world
we tend to imagine oppressive, women held economic rights many
European women of the time never dreamed of.

The tlatoani's banquet: cuisine as theater of
power

Bernal Diaz del Castillo, who dined in Moctezuma's palace as guest
—and spy— left a description of the imperial banquet still the most
vivid  window  onto  Mexica  haute  cuisine.  The  tlatoani  ate  alone,
seated  on  a  low  cushion  before  a  low  table  covered  with  white
cotton  cloths.  Before  him  unfolded  —Bernal  tells—  over  three
hundred  dishes,  though  he  sampled  barely  a  dozen:  turkey  stews,
venison,  lake  fish,  tamales  of  every  shape,  white  and  red  tortillas,
hot-land  and  cold-land  fruits.  Four  beautiful  women  served  him
silently;  the  steward  tasted  each  dish  first  —against  poison—;  and
at the back, jesters and musicians entertained without approaching
too  close.  When  Moctezuma  finished,  dishes  were  distributed
among  his  guard  and  courtiers:  eating  the  tlatoani's  leftovers  was
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an honor, not humiliation, for the king's food was blessed.

What  most  astonished  Spaniards  was  not  abundance  —European
courts  banqueted  too—  but  order  and  hygiene:  servants  washed
hands  before  touching  each  dish,  cloths  changed  several  times
during  the  meal,  none  spoke  loudly,  none  got  drunk  —pulque  was
banned  at  the  royal  table—.  And  the  chocolate:  at  meal's  end
servants  brought  gourds  of  foamy  xocoatl,  whisked  with  molinillo,
vanilla-perfumed,  and  Moctezuma  drank  one  after  another  while
conversing  with  his  captains.  Bernal  estimated  fifty  gourds;  the
exact  figure  matters  less  than  the  symbol:  chocolate  was  power's
drink,  majesty's  seal,  the  nectar  only  gods  and  kings  could  afford
daily.

But  the  tlatoani's  banquet  was  no  private  gluttony:  it  was  a  state
act.  Each  dish  reaching  the  royal  table  was  a  province's  tribute
—turkey from this town, cacao from that, fish from this shore— and
eating it reaffirmed the imperial pact: provinces feed the center, the
center  protects  the  provinces.  Foreign  guests  —ambassadors  of
allied or subject peoples— were regaled with banquets calculated to
impress:  cuisine as diplomacy,  flavor  as political  argument.  And at
great feasts the banquet extended to thousands: the tlatoani fed his
people  —the  poor,  elders,  warriors—  in  a  ritual  redistribution
modern economists  would call  "prestige economy" and the Mexica
simply called "what must be done." A king who did not feed was no
king: he was a miser, the Nahuatl tongue's worst insult.

The milpa and the chinampa: engineering
sustenance

Back  to  the  fields,  for  cuisine  begins  in  the  earth.  The  Mexica
agricultural  system  was  among  the  preindustrial  world's  most
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productive, resting on two pillars: the milpa and the chinampa. The
milpa  —the  rain-fed  field—  was  the  sacred  triad's  agriculture:
maize, beans, and squash sown together in the same furrow, in an
association  modern  agronomists  consider  a  sustainability  model.
Maize  offers  the  trellis;  beans  fix  atmospheric  nitrogen  in  soil;
squash  covers  earth,  preserves  moisture,  blocks  weeds.  Without
plow —the coa, planting stick, the only tool— without draft animals,
without  chemical  fertilizers,  the  milpa  yielded  harvests  feeding
whole families,  year after year,  without exhausting soil.  The secret
lay in fallow, rotation, fertilizer:  clearing ashes, manure, household
waste returned to earth in a closed cycle industrial agriculture took
centuries to rediscover.

The  chinampa  —the  "floating  garden"—  was  the  milpa  intensified:
rectangular  plots  built  on  the  lake,  bounded  by  interwoven
ahuehuete stakes, filled with nutrient-rich lakebed mud, with canals
between for irrigation and transport. In the chinampa there was no
dead  season:  constant  moisture  allowed  year-round  sowing  and
harvest,  up  to  three  annual  cycles,  with  per-hectare  yields
historians  estimate  above  Europe's  contemporary  agriculture.  The
Xochimilco  and  Chalco  chinampas  —the  lake's  southern  chinampa
zones—  were  Tenochtitlan's  granary:  each  morning  hundreds  of
canoes  loaded  with  fresh  vegetables  —tender  maize,  beans,  chile,
squash,  tomato,  flowers—  reached  the  city's  markets.  The  system
was  so  productive  that,  by  some estimates,  chinampas  could  feed
hundreds  of  thousands:  the  Tenochca  imperialism's  material  base
was  not  tribute  but  lake  mud  turned  into  food  by  work  and
ingenuity.

And  there  was  a  third  system,  less  famous  but  equally  ingenious:
hillside  terraces  —the  metepantles—,  stone  walls  holding  earth  on
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slopes,  with  irrigation  canals  carrying  spring  water.  And  a  fourth:
riverside  vega  irrigation  with  ditches  where  rivers  allowed.  The
Mexica  depended  on  no  single  system:  they  diversified,  as  they
diversified  crops  —besides  the  triad,  they  sowed  amaranth
—huauhtli—,  chia,  quelites,  maguey—  and  protein  sources
—hunting,  fishing,  insect  gathering:  jumiles,  maguey  worms,
chicatana  ants,  delicacies  contemporary  cuisine  rediscovers  as
"superfoods"—.  Tenochtitlan's  food  security  was  no  accident:  it
resulted  from  millennia  of  agricultural  experimentation,  deep
ecological  knowledge,  and  social  organization  able  to  mobilize
collective  labor  for  great  hydraulic  works.  When  Spaniards
destroyed the system —draining the lake, abandoning chinampas—
the  famines  following  were  no  divine  punishment:  they  were  the
consequence of breaking a perfect machine.

The kitchen as pharmacy: everyday herbalism

The  woman  grinding  maize  on  the  metate  was  also,  without
university  degree,  her  family's  physician:  Mexica  cuisine  was  a
pharmacy. Each food had medicinal virtues, known by tradition and
daily applied: hot atole for chest ailments; chile to "heat" the cooled
body;  epazote  for  intestinal  parasites;  chamomile  —which  the
Mexica  cultivated—  for  nerves;  mullein  for  cough;  aloe  for  burns.
And beside home remedies stood great professional herbalism: the
ticitl  —physicians—  knew  hundreds  of  plants,  their  doses,
preparations,  contraindications,  prescribing  them  with  criteria
modern botanists have validated in many cases.  The Cruz-Badiano
Codex —the 1552 Mexica herbal, written in Nahuatl and translated
to  Latin—  describes  dozens  of  remedies  current  pharmacology
recognizes as effective.
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Mexica  medicine  distinguished,  like  cuisine,  between  "cold"  and
"hot":  not  temperatures  but  qualities.  "Cold"  illnesses  —catarrhs,
rheumatism, weakness— were treated with "hot" remedies —chile,
temazcal, medicinal pulque—; "hot" ones —fevers, inflammations—
with  "cold"  remedies  —water,  fresh  herbs,  fasting—.  The  system,
though different from ours, was coherent and, above all, preventive:
balanced diet, daily bath, periodic temazcal, exercise, moderation in
eating  and  drinking  were  the  true  medicine,  the  ticitl  intervening
when  prevention  failed.  Surgeons  —treating  fractures  with  splints,
wounds  with  fiber  sutures,  hemorrhages  with  cauterization—  were
respected,  and  dentists  —cleaning,  filling,  even  inlaying  precious
stones in teeth— attended the elite. Health, in Tenochtitlan, was no
luxury: it was a civic duty, for the sick did not tribute, war, or grind.
Caring for the body was caring for the empire.

From maguey to mat: artisans of daily sustenance

Beyond luxury crafts —featherworker, goldsmith— the city lived on
a multitude of  humble artisans whose products filled daily  life:  the
petatero, weaving tule mats on which people slept, ate, prayed; the
mecapalero,  braiding  porters'  straps;  the  comalero,  specializing  in
clay griddles; the spoon maker, gourd maker, basket weaver. Each
craft  had  its  district,  divine  patron,  secrets  transmitted  father  to
son. And over them all, a tutelary plant: the maguey.

Maguey —metl— was for the Mexica what the pig is for the Chinese
or the cow for Hindus: a walking pantry. From its leaves came ixtle
fiber  —for  mantles,  mecapals,  nets,  sandals—;  from  its  heart,
aguamiel —for pulque—; from its thorns, needles and ritual spines;
from  its  roasted  leaves,  emergency  food;  from  its  sap,  remedies.
The  tlachiquero  —maguey  scraper—  walked  fields  at  dawn,  drew
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aguamiel  with  an  acocote  —an  elongated  gourd  as  pipette—  and
carried it to ferment in vats: in three days aguamiel became pulque,
the  sacred,  regulated  drink  we  know.  A  maguey  yielded  aguamiel
for  months,  and  a  family  with  a  maguey plot  had  fiber,  drink,  and
remedies  secured:  the  highlands'  most  generous  plant,
domesticated over millennia, silent sustainer of the lake civilization.

The sweet and the fruit: desserts of paradise

Mexica  cuisine  —so  sober  in  the  everyday—  had  its  sweetness
chapter: fruits and honey. Highland and tributary lands produced a
fruit  variety  Spaniards  did  not  know:  mamey  —red  pulp,
sweet-potato  flavor—,  black  zapote  —dark  as  chocolate—,
cherimoya  —"the  world's  most  delicious  fruit,"  chroniclers  would
say—,  guava,  tejocote,  tuna  —prickly-pear  fruit,  refreshing  and
ubiquitous—, capulin,  pitahaya.  Fruits  were eaten fresh,  in  season,
the natural dessert of meals: after tortillas and beans, a ripe mamey
was  the  perfect  ending.  Children  gathered  them in  fields,  vendors
offered them by heaps in tianguis, nobles received them as tribute
from  hot  lands,  where  variety  was  greater  still:  bananas,
pineapples, papayas, coconuts.

And  honey:  the  Mexica  knew  no  European  bee,  but  kept  native
stingless  bees  —meliponas— producing  a  clear,  aromatic  honey  in
Yucatan's  and  hot  lands'  clay  hives.  Honey  sweetened  feast  atole,
sweet  tamales,  nobles'  chocolate  —when  its  bitterness  was  to  be
softened— and was an appreciated tribute. Beside bee honey stood
maguey  honey  —concentrated  aguamiel—,  humbler  but  equally
sweet.  Proper  sweets  —"treats"—  were  simple:  fruits  with  honey,
amaranth  with  honey  —alegria,  the  feasts'  ritual  sweet—,  sweet
tamales  of  the  twenty-day  months.  There  was  no  sugar  —cane
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would  arrive  with  Spaniards—  but  none  was  needed:  tropic  and
highland  nature  supplied  sweetness,  and  the  Mexica  palate
—schooled  in  cacao's  bitter  and  chile's  heat—  appreciated  it  as  a
gift, not a need. Sobriety, in sweetness too, was a virtue.

Cacao as currency: the grain economy

The cacao bean —so small,  so bitter— was the empire's banknote:
the currency measuring daily life. The system had impeccable logic:
cacao  was  not  produced  in  the  highlands  —it  needed  lowland
heat—, arrived as tribute from coastal provinces, and its supply was
nature-limited  —cacao  could  not  be  "printed"—  giving  it  stability.
Equivalences were known to all: one cacao bean bought a tamal or
large tomato; a hundred beans, a turkey; two hundred, an ordinary
cotton  mantle;  and  a  load  —twenty-four  thousand  beans—  was  a
fortune.  Prices  were  haggled  in  beans,  debts  settled  in  beans,
wages —where they existed— paid in beans and kind.

But  cacao  had  a  flaw  as  money:  it  could  be  faked.  Swindlers
emptied beans and refilled them with mud or ground shells, selling
them  mixed  with  good  ones.  The  crime  was  so  common  that
tianguis judges had specialized inspectors —cacao "tasters"— biting
beans  to  verify  authenticity,  and  the  caught  forger  was  punished
with death: counterfeiting money was treason against the State, for
the  State  guaranteed  the  system.  Pochtecas  —handling  wholesale
cacao— had their own verification methods: weight, sound, cut. And
there  were  larger  denominations:  for  big  transactions  cotton
mantles —the quachtli—, copper axes, and feather quills full of gold
dust  were  used.  The  Mexica  monetary  system  —no  minted  metal,
no  paper—  worked  with  an  efficacy  modern  economists  study
respectfully:  it  was  commodity  money  with  intrinsic  value  —cacao
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could  be  drunk— immunizing  it  against  confidence  crises  afflicting
fiat currencies.

Daily  life  revolved  around  this  grain  economy:  the  woman  selling
tortillas in the tianguis returned home with a handful of cacao; the
artisan  charged  in  cacao  and  paid  in  cacao;  provincial  tribute  was
counted  in  loads.  And  cacao  connected  table  to  State:  each  bean
drunk  in  Moctezuma's  palace  had  been  tributized  by  a  coastal
farmer, carried by a tlameme, recorded by a scribe, stored in royal
granaries. Drinking chocolate, for the Tenochca noble, was drinking
the empire: power's bitter flavor, measured in counted beans.

Two tables: the banquet and the itacate

To understand Mexica  food  one must  see  it  at  both  extremes:  the
noble's table and the porter's itacate. The noble ate —as we saw in
the  palace—  among  dozens  of  dishes:  turkey  and  venison  stews,
adobado lake fish, tamales of every shape, colored tortillas —white,
red,  blue—,  hot-land  fruits,  foamy  chocolate.  His  kitchen  was  a
workshop with dozens of servants, his ingredients arrived as tribute
from  the  whole  empire,  his  table  an  edible  map  of  his  domains:
each bite, a province. But even the noble ate with ritual moderation:
gluttony was a vice, excess a fault, and lords' huehuetlatolli warned
against  "eating  like  a  beast."  Abundance  was  displayed,  not
devoured: prestige lay in offering, not gobbling.

The porter —the tlameme on the road, the farmer in the milpa— ate
the  itacate:  cold  tortillas,  potted  beans,  dried  chile,  a  little  salt,
gourd  water.  Nothing  more.  Yet  modern  nutritionists  have
calculated  that  diet  —nixtamalized  maize,  beans,  chile—  provides
complete proteins, vitamins, energy enough for the hardest physical
work:  the  itacate  was  a  perfect  campaign  ration,  cheap,  portable,
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nutritious.  The  warrior  on  the  march,  the  messenger  on  relay,  the
merchant on caravan: all lived on the itacate, and all performed on
it.  Food  inequality  existed  —the  noble  ate  meat  daily,  the
commoner at feasts— but the base was common and solid: none in
Tenochtitlan  went  hungry  while  maize  stood  in  the  troje,  and  the
troje —public and private— was rarely empty.

Between the two tables stood a bridge: the feast. In the twenty-day
months,  at  weddings,  in  victories,  the  noble  opened  his  granaries
and the commoner tasted elite stews; the ritual banquet equalized
—for a day— the two tables, and that equalization was political: the
people  eating  the  king's  banquet  renew  loyalty,  and  the  king
feeding  renews  legitimacy.  Food,  in  Tenochtitlan,  was  not  just
nutrition:  it  was  the  language  writing  the  social  pact,  bite  by  bite,
feast by feast, generation by generation.

Headdress and hairstyle: the art of the head

If  dress  was  the  identity  document,  hairstyle  was  its  seal:  the
Mexica head spoke. Men wore long hair —cutting it was punishment
or mourning— gathered in ways indicating age and condition: boys,
with the long lock on the nape —the piochtli— until first capture or
adult life's entry; young warriors,  with the warrior's queue; priests,
with  the  tonsured  cut  and  long  lock  over  the  ear,  matted  with
self-sacrifice  blood  —a  look  horrifying  Spaniards,  a  sanctity
insignia—;  elders,  hair  in  a  severe  bun.  Each  cut  was  a  biography
chapter: looking at a man's head told whether boy or adult, warrior
or priest, married or widowed, mourning or feasting.

Women,  as  we  saw,  wore  the  two  buns  over  the  temples  when
married  —the  "horns"—,  the  maiden's  braid  before,  loose  hair  in
mourning  —tearing  it  a  grief  sign—  and  the  shaved  cut  as  the
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adulteress's  punishment.  But  female  hairstyle  was  also  an  art:
braids  interwoven  with  colored  ribbons,  buns  adorned  with  fresh
flowers  —floral  adornment  was  daily,  not  festive—  and  on  great
occasions  gold  diadems,  feathers,  little  shells  added.  Professional
hairdressers  —expert  elder  women—  attended  brides  and
noblewomen, and their craft was respected: good hairdressing was
a  domestic  virtue,  and  mothers  taught  daughters  each  occasion's
hairstyles as they taught recipes.

And over  hairstyle,  the  headdress:  identity's  crown.  Eagle  warriors
wore  the  eagle-head  helmet  —beak  open  over  the  forehead—;
Jaguars,  the  jaguar's;  nobles,  gold-and-turquoise  diadems;  the
tlatoani,  the  xiuhhuitzolli  —the  blue  turquoise  diadem,  supreme
insignia  of  power—  and  at  great  ceremonies,  the
quetzalapanecayotl  —quetzal-feather  headdresses—  legend  has
made  Mexico's  symbol.  Each  headdress  was  a  collective  artwork
—featherworker's, goldsmith's, weaver's— and a political manifesto:
wearing  it  declared  who  one  was  before  gods  and  men.  When
Moctezuma  received  Cortes  in  his  turquoise  diadem,  he  was  not
being  vain:  he  was  being  the  tlatoani,  he  who  speaks,  he  who
carries the empire's visible weight on his head.
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The Dual School: Calmecac
and Telpochcalli

Two roads for youth

At fifteen —sometimes earlier— every Mexica boy left the paternal
home  to  enter  a  school.  It  was  no  choice:  education  was
compulsory,  universal,  and  free,  three  adjectives  no  European
society  of  the  time  could  apply  to  its  own.  But  there  was  not  one
school but two, and the door crossed depended on birth: sons of the
pipiltin  —the  nobility—  entered  the  Calmecac,  the  "house  of  the
row" or "place of discipline"; sons of the macehualtin —the common
people— the Telpochcalli, the "house of the young." Two buildings,
two  pedagogies,  two  destinies:  priest,  judge,  ruler  on  one  side;
warrior, artisan, farmer on the other. And yet, as we shall see, both
schools  shared  one  code  of  values  —discipline,  sobriety,  service—
making  Mexica  youth,  in  chroniclers'  eyes,  the  best-raised  in  the
known world.

The duality was no whim: it reflected the whole society's structure.
The  Mexica  believed  each  person  was  born  with  a  destiny  —a
tonalli,  a  personal  "irradiance"  tied  to  the  birth  day  in  the  ritual
calendar—  and  education  should  cultivate  each  one's  own  nature,
not  uniform  it.  The  noble's  son  was  due  the  art  of  governing  and
serving  gods;  the  people's  son,  the  art  of  war  and  work.  But  the
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door  between worlds  was  not  fully  shut:  the  people's  boy  showing
exceptional  priesthood  talent  could  enter  the  Calmecac,  and  the
noble youth without warrior or religious vocation found his place in
administration. The system was rigid in form, flexible in exceptions,
like every functioning institution.

Girls,  for  their  part,  were  educated  at  home  —we  saw  the
metate-and-loom school— but institutions existed for them too: the
Cihuacalmecac,  adjoining  temples,  trained  young  noblewomen  as
priestesses,  and  the  Cuicacalli,  the  "house  of  song,"  taught  music
and  dance  to  boys  and  girls  of  all  stations.  Female  education,
though  domestic  at  base,  was  as  systematic  as  male:  parents
entrusted  daughters  to  elder  mistresses  teaching,  besides  labors,
religious  doctrine,  their  people's  history,  and  conduct  norms.  No
Mexica girl, however humble, grew up uninstructed.

The Calmecac: where one learns to speak well

The Calmecac was much more than a school: monastery, university,
and  seminary  at  once.  Located  beside  the  main  temples,  its
buildings housed young nobles from fifteen well into their twenties,
under  a  life  regime  chroniclers  compared  to  Europe's  austerest
monastic  orders.  Pupils  slept  on  mats  on  the  floor,  rose  before
dawn, fasted often, ritually bled themselves —pricking ears, tongue,
thighs  with  maguey  thorns—  and  spent  nights  awake  in  prayer.
Discipline  was  deliberately  hard:  the  future  priest  or  ruler  had  to
master his body before aspiring to govern men or deal with gods.

The  Calmecac  curriculum  was,  for  its  time,  encyclopedic.  The
tlamatinime  —"those  who  know,"  the  sages—  taught  youths
theology:  the  gods'  nature,  creation  myths,  rites'  meaning.  They
taught  history:  the  Mexica  people's  annals,  memorized  with
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pictographic  codices'  aid,  from  Aztlan's  departure  to  the  reigning
tlatoani's  campaigns.  They  taught  astronomy  and  calendars:  the
two-hundred-sixty-day  tonalpohualli  and
three-hundred-sixty-five-day  xiuhpohualli,  eclipse  calculation,
Venus's  motion —the most observed planet after  sun and moon—.
They  taught  rhetoric:  the  art  of  "speaking  well,"  pronouncing  the
flowery discourses public life demanded, for a noble who could not
speak  in  public  was  no  complete  noble.  And  they  taught
government:  laws,  tribute  administration,  the  art  of  judging,
diplomacy with subject peoples.

But  the  most  important  subject  figured  in  no  program:  character.
Calmecac  masters  —elder  priests  of  proven  virtue—  watched
disciples with total attention: how they ate, slept, spoke, behaved in
private.  Pride  was  punished  with  public  humiliation;  laziness,  with
extra work and fasting; sexual impurity, with punishments reaching
expulsion  —the  worst  shame  for  a  noble  family—.  Humility,
diligence,  piety,  by  contrast,  were  rewarded  with  growing
responsibilities:  the  exemplary  pupil  might  assist  great  priests  at
Great  Temple  ceremonies,  an  honor  marking  a  brilliant  career's
start.  The  Calmecac  produced  no  armchair  scholars:  it  produced
tempered  men,  able  to  fast  forty  days,  wake  whole  nights,  and
pronounce before thousands the discourse the occasion required.
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The Telpochcalli: house of the young

If  the  Calmecac  was  the  elite's  seminary,  the  Telpochcalli  was  the
people's  school  —and,  by  pupil  count,  the  empire's  most
important—.  Each  calpulli,  each  district,  had  its  own:  a  large
building with patio, collective dormitories, adjoining temple, run by
war  veterans  —the telpochtlatoque— and craft  masters.  There  the
people's  boys  entered  at  fifteen,  spending  youth  learning  the  two
arts society expected of them: war and work.

Military  training  was  the  Telpochcalli's  heart.  Youths  learned
weapons  handling  —spear,  bow,  sling,  wooden  practice
macuahuitl—,  combat  formations,  march  discipline,  the  art  of
capturing  prisoners  alive  —the  Mexica  warrior's  supreme  feat,  for
prisoners  fed  rites  and  prestige—.  But  training  was  not  only
technical:  it  was  moral.  Instructors  taught  boys  to  endure  hunger,
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cold,  pain,  fear;  subjected  them  to  endurance  tests  —carrying
firewood  for  leagues,  waking  whole  nights,  bathing  in  icy  water—
and  inculcated  the  warrior's  code:  never  retreat,  never  abandon
comrades, prefer glorious death to cowardly life. Punishments were
severe  and  physical:  the  disobedient  boy  was  beaten  with  rods,
pricked  with  thorns,  exposed  to  public  shame.  Harshness  had  a
stated  purpose:  an  army  of  coddled  youths  would  not  have
sustained an empire.

Alongside  war,  work.  Telpochcalli  pupils  cultivated  the  school's
milpas,  built  and repaired public buildings,  joined the State's great
works  —causeways,  aqueducts,  temples—  and  learned  a  craft:
pottery,  carpentry,  featherwork,  goldsmithing,  by  their  calpulli's
tradition. Leisure did not exist in the school's vocabulary: free time
went  to  community  service  or  self-improvement.  Yet  chroniclers
insist  youths  did  not  seem  oppressed:  the  Telpochcalli  was  also  a
brotherhood,  boys  sharing  dormitory,  hardships,  jokes,  leaving  it
with lifelong friendships. Discipline, when just and shared, does not
humiliate: it forges.

One  detail  reveals  the  institution's  spirit:  Telpochcalli  pupils,
however  humble,  ate  from  the  same  granaries  as  Calmecac's  at
feast times, and the most outstanding could be promoted to military
posts  equaling  nobles.  The  system  recognized  merit  where  found.
The  farmer's  son  capturing  four  prisoners  in  battle  rose  in  the
warrior  hierarchy,  received lands,  could sit  among captains.  It  was
no  modern  meritocracy  —birth  weighed  heavily—  but  neither  a
closed caste: war, great leveler, opened doors birth closed.
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Discipline and values: the stern face of
tenderness

To  the  modern  reader,  Mexica  education's  harshness  may  shock:
beaten  children,  youths  bleeding  themselves,  fasts  imposed  on
adolescents.  It  should  be  viewed  with  its  time's  eyes  —and
honestly—. The Mexica were not cruel for pleasure: they lived in a
world  where  collective  survival  depended  on  individual  fortitude,
where a bad harvest meant hunger, where war was permanent and
gods  demanded  sacrifice.  Raising  a  youth  in  softness  would  have
seemed,  to  them,  condemning  him  —and  his  people—.  Discipline
was a form of love: the demanding love of one preparing a child for
a hard world.

And discipline had its counterweight: an institutionalized tenderness
the  huehuetlatolli  express  with  moving  beauty.  Mexica  parents
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—father  and  mother  alike—  pronounced  before  their  children,  on
life's  great  occasions,  discourses  of  extraordinary  wisdom  and
delicacy:  speaking  of  humility,  respect  for  elders,  moderation  in
eating  and  speaking,  pride's  and  drunkenness's  danger,  work's
value.  "You  are  like  a  precious  stone,"  the  father  told  his  son  in
Sahagun's collected texts,  "like jade,  like a quetzal  feather:  do not
soil yourself, do not break." The mother told her daughter: "You are
your grandmother's image, her blood: live so she rejoices where she
is."  These  are  no  brutal  people's  words:  they  are  a  people's  who
loved their children with reflective intensity, aware each generation
is a fragile link in memory's chain.

This  system's  result  —harshness  and  tenderness,  discipline  and
discourse—  was,  by  all  accounts,  an  exemplary  youth.  Spanish
chroniclers,  with  no  motive  to  flatter  the  vanquished,  marveled  at
young  Mexicas'  honesty,  respect  for  elders,  continence,
industriousness.  "I  have  seen  nowhere  youth  so  well  raised,"  one
wrote, and the phrase, from a conqueror, is worth a treatise. Mexica
education worked: it produced citizens —warriors, priests, artisans,
mothers—  worthy  of  the  civilization  forming  them.  When  that
civilization fell,  it was not for lack of virtue in its youth, but for the
fatal conjunction of smallpox, steel, and native alliances Mexica war
had sown.

The Cuicacalli: school of song

The  third  school  deserves  its  own  section,  the  kindest  of  all:  the
Cuicacalli,  the  "house  of  song."  Unlike  Calmecac  and  Telpochcalli,
the Cuicacalli admitted youths of both sexes and all stations, and its
subject  was  music,  song,  and  dance.  Every  afternoon  at  sundown,
district  boys  and  girls  gathered  in  the  Cuicacalli  patio  to  learn
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sacred songs, ritual dances, instrument playing: the huehuetl —the
upright wooden drum—, the teponaztli —the slit drum—, clay flutes,
rattles.

The  Cuicacalli  was  no  cultural  ornament:  it  was  a  political
institution.  The  calendar's  great  feasts  demanded  choirs  of
hundreds  of  voices  and  choreographic-precision  dances,  and  a
district's  prestige  was  measured  by  its  singers'  quality.  But  it  was
also —perhaps above all— a school of joy. After the day's severity,
youths  found  in  song  a  space  of  sociability,  supervised  courtship,
shared  beauty.  Elders  attended  rehearsals,  corrected,  applauded;
children watched from the edges,  learning by ear what years later
they would sing. Music, for the Mexica, was no entertainment: it was
a prayer form, a way to "bloom" —as poets said— and a social glue.
A  people  singing  together,  they  thought,  does  not  crumble.  And
they  were  right:  when  all  else  fell,  song  survived  in  Nahua
communities to this day.

The girl in the home school: the Codex Mendoza
ages

The Codex Mendoza —that pictographic document commissioned by
the  viceroy  in  1541—  devotes  several  plates  to  a  theme  male
chroniclers usually overlooked: girls'  education,  year by year,  from
three to  fifteen.  The images are  moving in  precision:  at  three,  the
girl receives her mother's first counsels —"do not idle"— with half a
tortilla  ration;  at  four,  learns  to  spin  with  the  malacate;  at  five,
carries water in her little gourd; at six, gathers fallen maize grains;
at  seven,  spins  skillfully  already;  at  eight,  helps  grinding;  at  nine,
weaves on the small loom; at twelve, grinds nixtamal like an adult;
at  thirteen,  prepares  tortillas;  at  fourteen,  weaves  complete
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mantles; at fifteen, is ready for marriage. Each age has its task, its
ration —growing with years— and its punishment for disobedience:
at eight, maguey-thorn pricks; at nine, beatings; at ten, bindings; at
eleven,  burned  chile  smoke  over  the  eyes  —a terrible  punishment
horrifying us today, then considered necessary correction—.

What  stands  out  is  not  harshness  —shared  with  boys'  education—
but  systematicity:  the  Mexica  girl  received  complete  professional
training in domestic arts, with an age-graded curriculum as precise
as  the  Calmecac's.  And  not  just  labors:  mothers  taught  daughters
religious  doctrine  —prayers,  fasts,  offerings—,  family  history,
conduct  norms,  the  art  of  "speaking  well"  in  the  female  register
—flowery  discourse  had  its  domestic  version—.  At  fourteen  or
fifteen,  the  maiden  was  a  home  professional:  she  could  grind,
weave, cook, spin, raise, pray, behave. Her "dowry" was no money:
it  was  her  skill,  certified  by  her  mother  and  the  calpulli's  elder
women.  And  her  future  husband  knew  it:  asking  her  hand,  the
matchmaker praised not her beauty —which also counted— but her
round  tortillas  and  well-woven  mantles.  Marriage's  symbolic
economy rested on metate and loom.

Nobles' daughters, moreover, could enter the Cihuacalmecac —the
women's  calmecac—  adjoining  goddesses'  temples,  training  as
priestesses:  learning  sacred  songs,  rites,  offering  preparation,  fire
tending.  The  cihuatlamacazque  —priestesses—  were  virgins
consecrated to divine service, respected and feared, with authority
over  charges.  And  a  third  path  existed:  the  musically  talented  girl
entering  the  Cuicacalli  and  becoming  a  professional  singer,
enlivening feasts with her voice. Female education, in sum, had its
own  institutions,  honors,  careers:  not  the  male  system's  pale
reflection but a parallel, complete system.

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 53



Painted writing: the amoxtli and the tlacuilos

How was knowledge transmitted in a society without alphabet? With
pictographic  writing  —or,  more  exactly,  the  mixed
pictogram-ideogram-phonetic-sign  system  specialists  call  "Nahuatl
writing."  The  tlacuilos  —"those  who  write  by  painting"—  were  the
scribe-artists setting down on amate paper —pounded ficus bark—
or  deerskin  the  historical  annals,  tribute  records,  calendars,  maps,
religious  books.  Their  training,  in  the  Calmecac,  was  long  and
demanding:  mastering  drawing,  symbology,  historical  memory,
interpretation, for a codex was not "read" like an alphabetic book: it
was  "declaimed"  from  images,  the  reader  knowing  the
accompanying  oral  tradition.  The  codex  was  the  score;  the
tlamatini, the musician.

Books  —amoxtli—  were  kept  in  amoxcalli  —"houses  of  books"—,
libraries  adjoining  temples  and  palaces  holding  hundreds  of
screen-folded  volumes.  There  were  history  books  —the  xiuhamatl,
"year  annals"—;  tribute  books  —like  today's  Codex  Mendoza—;
calendar and augury books —the tonalamatl—; religious books with
each feast's rites;  and property and boundary maps. The conquest
destroyed  the  vast  majority:  friars  burned  whole  libraries  —Bishop
Zumarraga  and  colleagues  saw  the  devil's  work  in  codices—  and
only  those  natives  hid  or  those  copied  in  colonial  times  survived.
The loss is incalculable: imagine medieval Europe with only a dozen
manuscripts  left,  and  you  have  the  disaster's  measure.  Each
surviving  codex  —Mendoza,  Borgia,  Borbonicus,  Florentine—  is  a
miracle and monument.

But  writing  was  no  sages'  monopoly:  merchants  kept  painted
transaction  records,  judges  consulted  annals,  parents  taught
children  to  "read"  domestic  codices'  images.  And  an  ephemeral,
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popular writing existed: drawings in earth, marks on trees, knots in
cords  for  counting.  Mexica  culture  was  an  image-and-memory
culture,  where  knowledge  circulated  through  multiple  channels
—song,  discourse,  painting,  rite—  and  alphabet  absence  was  no
lack  but  a  difference:  another  road  to  the  same  end,  knowledge's
preservation  and  transmission.  When  friars  taught  the  Latin
alphabet to Nahua youths, they adopted it enthusiastically, using it
to  write  their  tongue  —thus  born  the  rich  colonial  Nahuatl
literature—: proof the problem was never capacity but opportunity.

The final exam: the flowery war and first capture

For  the  Telpochcalli  youth  —and  the  militarily  inclined  Calmecac
one— the final exam was no paper: it was war. And Mexica war had
a  peculiar  institution  deserving  explanation:  the  "flowery  war"
—xochiyaoyotl—. It was no conquest war but a ritual war arranged
between Tenochtitlan  and traditional  enemies  —notably  Tlaxcala—
with  the  stated  purpose  of  obtaining  sacrificial  prisoners.  Battles
were arranged beforehand, fought in open field with chivalric rules
—no  killing  at  distance  if  capture  was  possible—  and  prisoners
divided  by  merit.  Historians  debate  whether  the  flowery  war  was
truly ritual or permanent military pressure; it functioned as training
ground and prisoner  quarry,  and young warriors  awaited their  first
call with eagerness.

First  capture  was  the  definitive  male  rite  of  passage.  The  youth
managing to take an enemy alive —a feat demanding courage, skill,
luck—  returned  to  Tenochtitlan  transformed:  the  nape  lock  —the
piochtli,  the  beardless  mark—  was  cut,  first  insignia  received,  his
calpulli  feasted  him,  his  family  offered  a  banquet.  His  name  was
recorded,  rank  established  —one  capture,  two,  three,  four:  each
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level  its  privileges—  and  his  future  opened:  with  four  captures,  a
macehualli  could  enter  military  orders  and  rub  shoulders  with
nobles.  Capture,  in  short,  was  the  warrior's  university  degree:  the
document certifying manhood, worth, worldly place.

But not all  passed the exam, and the system foresaw it:  the youth
without  warrior  aptitude  found  his  way  in  crafts,  trade,  minor
priesthood, administration. Mexica society, so demanding in ideals,
was  pragmatic  in  realities:  it  needed  potters  as  much  as  warriors,
honoring  both  crafts.  Military  "failure"  was  no  public  shame
—except battlefield cowardice, unforgivable— but a redirection. And
the veteran returning war-maimed was not abandoned: he received
lands, pensions in kind, honors. The empire cared for its soldiers as
for  its  priests:  because  both,  in  their  way,  sustained  the  cosmos
with service.

The teachers: the art of teaching by example

Behind  each  school  stood  teachers,  and  Mexica  teachers  deserve
tribute:  they  were  civilization's  backbone.  The  Calmecac  master
—the  tlamatini—  was  a  sage  past  decades  of  discipline;  the
Telpochcalli's  —the  telpochtlato—  a  battle-seasoned  veteran;  the
home's  mistress  —the  mother—  a  domestic-arts  professional.  All
shared  a  pedagogical  principle  modernity  rediscovers  periodically:
teach  by  example,  not  sermon.  The  master  fasted  with  disciples,
kept  vigil  with  them,  worked  with  them,  bled  with  them.  His
authority  came  not  from  title  but  coherence:  the  youth  obeyed
seeing the elder do what he demanded.

Method  combined  intensive  memorization  —songs,  calendars,
annals  learned  by  heart,  with  rhythmic  repetition—  with  constant
practice  —weapons  mastered  using  them,  the  loom  weaving,
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discourse  pronouncing—.  Error  was  corrected  at  once,  with
punishment  if  from  negligence,  patient  explanation  if  from
ignorance:  masters  distinguished,  with  a  criterion  modern
pedagogues  would  envy,  between  moral  fault  and  technical
difficulty.  And  reward  existed:  the  outstanding  pupil  received
responsibilities, insignia, public mentions. Emulation —competing to
be  best—  was  the  system's  declared  motor:  youths  competed  in
study,  work,  war,  and  competition,  ritualized  and  supervised,
produced excellence without resentment.

The  result,  we  said,  astonished  conquerors:  a  disciplined,  honest,
hardworking,  pious  youth.  But  one  testimony  outweighs  all:  the
Nahua  elders'  own,  collected  by  Sahagun  after  the  conquest,
nostalgically  recalling  their  youth's  education:  "So  our  parents
raised  us,  so  masters  taught  us;  we  were  like  precious  stones
polished,  like quetzal  feathers  arranged."  The metaphor  is  perfect:
Mexica education aimed not to create something new but to polish
what  was  already  valuable  —the  child  as  rough  jade—  with
patience,  firmness,  love.  That  such  a  system  produced  the
generation defending Tenochtitlan to the end is no coincidence: it is
causality.

Portrait of a tlamatini: the sage in his day

Let  us  close  education's  chapter  with  a  portrait:  a  tlamatini  —"he
who knows"—, the sage, on an ordinary day. Call him as many were
called: a man of about fifty, Calmecac-trained, past all trials —fasts,
vigils,  exams—  now  teaching  astronomy  and  annals  to  young
nobles, advising the tlatoani on calendar matters, composing songs
for  feasts.  His  house  —modest,  by  the  temple—  is  full  of  codices:
annals  he  helped  paint,  tonalamatl  inherited  from  his  master,
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provincial maps. His day begins like everyone's —with prayer to the
sun— but his work is guarding memory.

Mornings  he  teaches:  before  disciples  —a  dozen  young  nobles
seated  on  mats— he  unfolds  a  codex  and  reads  images:  "Here,  in
the  year  2-Rabbit,  our  fathers  left  Aztlan;  here  they  crossed  the
river;  here  the  eagle  settled  on  the  nopal."  Youths  repeat,
memorize, ask; the master corrects, expands, moralizes: history, for
the  tlamatini,  is  no  dead  record  but  living  lesson  —each  past  fact
illuminates a present duty—. Afternoons he observes the sky: from
the  temple  rooftop,  recording  Venus's  position  —the  planet
heralding war and rain— noting days,  calculating feasts.  Nights he
composes:  by  torchlight,  painting  a  new song  in  his  private  codex
—verses on life's brevity, metaphysical doubt, flowers' beauty— for
the tlamatini is not just scholar: poet, philosopher, creator.

His  prestige  is  immense,  his  power  nil:  he  commands  no  troops,
collects  no  tribute,  judges  no  suits.  His  authority  is  moral  and
intellectual:  the  tlatoani  consults  him,  priests  respect  him,  youths
venerate him.  And his  awareness of  his  work's  fragility  is  total:  he
knows  codices  can  burn,  songs  be  forgotten,  memory  is  a  fire  to
feed  daily  —like  the  temple's  fire—.  So  he  teaches  urgently,
passionately,  certain  each  disciple  is  an  ark:  if  he  dies
untransmitted,  a  whole  world  dies  with  him.  When  friars  burned
libraries,  they  killed  many  tlamatinime  with  grief  —literally,
chronicles  say:  some  died  of  sorrow—;  but  survivors  taught  their
children to write Nahuatl in Latin letters, and memory —stubborn as
maize— found another furrow to sprout in. This book, five centuries
later, is one of its shoots.

The craft school: guild apprenticeship
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Neither Calmecac nor Telpochcalli exhausted Mexica education: the
third  path  remained,  the  crafts'.  The  potter's,  featherworker's,
goldsmith's,  stonecutter's  son  did  not  attend  the  district  school  to
learn his father's craft: he learned it at home, in the workshop, from
childhood,  in  a  hereditary  guild  apprenticeship  as  rigorous  as
school.  The  system  was  simple  and  effective:  the  boy  observed,
helped,  imitated,  practiced;  the  father  corrected,  demanded,
rewarded; and at fifteen the youth was a competent journeyman, at
twenty a potential master. Craft secrets —the clay's exact mix, the
feather's  perfect  knot,  the  kiln's  temperature—  were  not  written:
transmitted hand to hand, eye to eye, in an unbroken generational
chain.

Each craft  had its  calpulli  —its  district—,  patron  god,  feasts,  rules.
The  amantecas  —featherworkers—  venerated  Coyotlinahual;
goldsmiths,  Xipe  Totec  in  his  artificer  aspect;  potters,  goddess
Chicomecoatl.  Guild  feasts  were  district  events:  processions  with
patron  images,  collective  banquets,  exhibitions  of  finest  pieces,
initiations  of  new  journeymen.  And  guilds  had  ethics:  not  stealing
others' designs, not selling defective pieces, not teaching secrets to
strangers, aiding the sick comrade, caring for the craft's widows. An
unwritten  but  iron  code,  watched  by  guild  elders  more  jealously
than any court: guild expulsion was professional death.

Guild  apprenticeship  produced  an  excellence  museums  attest:
Mexica  ceramics  —delicate,  symmetrical,  polychrome—;  goldwork
—of a fineness European founders admired—; featherwork —unique
in  the  world—;  lapidary  —jade  carved  with  a  precision  seeming
impossible without metal—. And it produced, moreover, identity: the
artisan  was  no  anonymous  worker  but  a  brotherhood  member,
secret  bearer,  recognized artist.  His  signature —his  calpulli's  style,
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his  hand's  mark— traveled  with  his  pieces  empire-wide,  the  finest
reaching the tlatoani's palace and temples. The youth choosing —or
inheriting—  the  craft  was  no  war  failure:  he  was  an  art's
professional,  with  an  honored  place  in  the  world's  order  and,
sometimes, more prestige than a captain.

The memory exam: songs as books

How was knowledge preserved without printing press and with few
books?  With  memory  —trained  like  a  muscle—  and  song  —its
vehicle—. The Calmecac youth memorized hundreds of songs: sung
annals  —the people's  history in  verse—, hymns to gods,  calendars
in couplet, huehuetlatolli in rhythmic prose. Technique was musical
repetition: the master sang, disciples repeated, again and again, till
the song was engraved —literally— in the voice's muscle memory. A
tlamatini  could  recite  from  memory  his  people's  complete  history
—centuries  of  annals—,  both  calendars  with  all  combinations,
dozens of sacred songs: a walking library, a server never switching
off.

Song-as-memory  had  advantages  over  writing:  it  did  not  burn
—though  the  singer  died,  he  had  taught  others—;  was  not  lost  in
translation  —sung  Nahuatl  was  exact  Nahuatl—;  and  was
collectively  verified  —if  a  singer  erred,  the  chorus  corrected—.
Feasts  were  public  exams:  the  young  singer  presenting  himself
before  people  and  gods  proved  mastery,  and  error  was  a  shame
remembered  years.  So  songs  were  conservative  in  form  —no
improvising  on  the  sacred—  and  innovative  in  creation  —each
generation  composing  new  songs  for  new  feats—.  Mexica  oral
tradition was no fossil: a living organism, growing with each victory,
feast, poet.
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And  when  friars  came  with  the  alphabet,  the  tlamatinime  did
something  extraordinary:  they  dictated  their  songs  to  be  written.
The  Cantares  Mexicanos  —the  manuscript  preserving  the  largest
Nahuatl  poetry collection— results from that unlikely collaboration:
elders  singing,  youths  writing  in  Latin  letters,  friars  not  fully
understanding what they copied. Thanks to them, Nezahualcoyotl's
and  anonymous  poets'  voice  reaches  us  intact  —or  nearly—  five
centuries  later:  sung  memory  turned  ink,  cheating  the  fire  that
burned  codices.  Each  time  we  read  "do  we  truly  live  rooted  on
earth?",  we  hear  a  man  dead  five  hundred  years  yet  still  singing:
memory's definitive victory over oblivion.
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Marriage and Women

Watched courtship and the proposal

In  Tenochtitlan,  marriage  was  no  private  affair:  it  was  a  contract
between families, an alliance between calpullis, a sacrament before
the gods. Youths did not freely choose partners —romantic love, in
the  modern  sense,  was  not  marriage's  foundation—  but  neither
were they passive victims: the system combined paternal authority
with the betrothed's consent and a mediator network watching over
the  union's  convenience.  The  result  was  a  stable  institution
—divorce existed but  was rare— and,  by the evidence,  reasonably
happy: parents' huehuetlatolli to newlyweds speak of marriage with
unfakeable warmth.

Everything  began with  observation.  Parents  of  a  marriageable  boy
—around twenty, after finishing Telpochcalli or Calmecac training—
identified  a  suitable  maiden:  of  good  family,  industrious,  spotless
reputation,  convenient  age  —girls  married  between  fifteen  and
eighteen—.  But  before  any  formal  step,  diviners  were  consulted:
tonalpouhque  read  in  the  ritual  calendar  whether  the  two  youths'
destinies were compatible.  A bad forecast could cancel  the project
unborn:  marrying against  the tonalamatl  was tempting misfortune,
and  no  sensible  family  did  it.  Astrology,  here,  worked  as  a  social
filter preventing unequal or untimely unions.
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Past  the  consultation,  the  cihuatlanqui  entered  —the matchmaker,
literally  "she  who  requests  women"—,  a  respectable  elder  woman
whose  profession  was  mediating  marriages.  The  matchmaker
visited  the  maiden's  parents  and  stated  the  request  in  flowery
discourse,  full  of  metaphors:  speaking  of  the  boy  as  a  "precious
stone"  seeking  its  setting,  the  maiden  as  a  "quetzal  feather"
deserving  worthy  destiny.  Her  parents,  by  etiquette,  rejected  the
first request: accepting at once would have seemed haste or need.
The matchmaker returned a second time,  sometimes a third,  each
more insistently,  with more valuable gifts —mantles, cacao, food—
until the parents, "vanquished by persistence," accepted. The initial
refusal ritual was no hypocrisy: it tested the suitor's seriousness and
gave the bride the value of difficulty.

With the request accepted,  the date was set —always a propitious
calendar  day—  and  preparations  began.  The  groom's  family  bore
most  expenses:  banquet,  gifts,  firewood  and  copal  for  rites.  The
bride's family prepared the trousseau: huipiles embroidered by the
maiden  herself,  mantles,  mats,  kitchen  utensils.  During  preceding
days,  the  bride  received  from  mother  and  aunts  the  betrothed's
huehuetlatolli: counsel for married life —obedience to husband, yes,
but  also  dignity,  household  management,  child  care,  fidelity  as
pride—  which  the  maiden  heard  through  tears,  knowing  next  day
she would forever leave the paternal house.

The ceremony: tying the mantles

On  the  wedding  day,  the  groom's  house  filled  with  guests  from
early.  The  bride  arrived  at  dusk,  carried  on  a  litter  or  walking
beneath  a  covering  mantle  —ritual  modesty  required  her  face
hidden— accompanied  by  kin  and  the  elder  women  who  prepared
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her:  bathed,  hair  dressed  in  married  buns,  finest  huipilli  worn.
Entering the house, she sat beside the groom on a new mat, before
the domestic hearth —the home's symbolic heart— and then came
the  ceremony's  central  gesture:  the  cihuatlanqui  took  the  groom's
tilma and bride's huipilli and knotted them together, literally binding
the couple. That knot —"marriage" in its most physical sense— was
the sacrament: from that moment, before gods and men, they were
husband and wife.

Offerings and discourses followed. Both families' elders pronounced
huehuetlatolli  for  the  newlyweds:  speaking  of  patience,  shared
work,  mutual  respect,  childrearing  as  the  union's  supreme  end.
Copal was offered to household gods, pulque poured in their honor
—one of  the occasions the drink was permitted— and the banquet
served:  tamales,  turkey  stews,  chocolate  for  principals.  The  feast
lasted  into  night,  with  Cuicacalli  songs  and  youth  dances.  But  the
couple did not consummate that night: custom required four days of
fasting  and  abstinence,  the  pair  remaining  together  but  chaste,
praying and offering copal. On the fourth night, they consummated
the union. The number four —the cosmos's four directions, the four
previous suns— sealed marriage with the universe's signature.

The  four  initial  chastity  days  were  no  whim:  they  expressed  the
Mexica  idea  that  marriage  was,  before  pleasure,  a  sacred  duty.
Pleasure  would  come  later,  blessed  by  prior  continence.  And  the
duty  was  clear:  form  a  home,  have  children,  sustain  the  calpulli.
Sterility  was  a  misfortune  attributed  to  divine  design  that  could
justify  —though  not  automatically—  the  man's  seeking  another
union. Children, by contrast, were the supreme blessing: each birth
celebrated with rites, the child's destiny consulted, kin's banquet. A
childless marriage was a fruitless tree: respectable, but incomplete.
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Noble polygamy and popular monogamy

Mexica  marriage's  general  norm  was  monogamy:  one  man,  one
woman,  one  home.  The  vast  macehualtin  majority  lived  thus,  and
conjugal  fidelity  was  demanded  of  both  sexes  with  a  severity
seeming  draconian  today:  adultery  was  punished  with  death
—strangulation  or  stoning—  without  sex  distinction.  Law  made  no
romantic exceptions: the husband caught with another woman died
like  the  unfaithful  wife.  Judges  applied  the  norm  rigorously,  and
adultery  cases  reaching  courts  ended  almost  always  in  execution.
The  punishment's  harshness  reveals  the  protected  good's
importance:  home stability  was a  State  matter,  for  from the home
came the empire's soldiers, workers, taxpayers.

But  nobility  lived  under  other  rules.  The  tlatoani,  great  lords,  high
officials  practiced  polygamy:  besides  the  principal  wife  —the

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 65



cihuatecuhtli,  "lady,"  with  whom  the  knot  ceremony  had  been
celebrated— they had secondary wives and concubines, sometimes
dozens. Moctezuma, chroniclers say, had hundreds of women in his
palace,  though  the  figure  includes  servants  and  ladies-in-waiting
besides  wives.  Noble  polygamy  was  no  libertinism:  it  was  politics.
Each  secondary  wife  was  an  alliance  with  a  subject  people  or
powerful  lineage;  each son,  another  bond in  the empire's  net.  The
principal  wife,  however,  kept  undisputed  rank:  her  sons  were
legitimate heirs,  and she governed the palace harem with queenly
authority.

Between  popular  monogamy  and  noble  polygamy  lay  an
intermediate space: recognized concubinage. A people's man could,
with  his  principal  wife's  knowledge,  take  a  second  woman  if  he
could maintain her —though law discouraged and opinion censured
it—. These unions'  children were legitimate for inheritance, though
of  lesser  rank  than  the  principal  wife's.  And  at  society's  margins
existed ritual  and secular  prostitution:  the ahuianime —"the merry
women"—  living  by  gallantry,  participating  in  certain  religious
feasts.  Society  tolerated  but  marked  them:  a  girl  neglecting  the
loom and over-perfuming received her  mother's  supreme warning:
"you'll end like an ahuiani." The insult reveals the ideal: the decent
woman was the worker, the chaste, the mother.

Divorce existed and was legal, though socially costly. Either spouse
could  petition  judges,  alleging  mistreatment,  sterility,  grave
incompatibility, or abandonment. If the judge granted it, goods were
divided  —each  kept  their  own,  common  acquisitions  split—  sons
stayed  with  the  father,  daughters  with  the  mother,  and  both  were
free  to  remarry  —though  law  forbade,  with  implacable  logic,  the
divorced reconciling afterward: what was undone stayed undone—.
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Divorce's  very  existence,  with  guarantees  for  both  parties,  says
much  about  a  society  official  history  paints  as  monolithic:  there
were escape valves, accessible justice, second chances.

The Mexica woman: an unexpected status

And  we  reach  the  great  surprise  Mexica  society  holds  for  the
modern  visitor:  women's  condition.  Accustomed  to  imagining
pre-Hispanic  societies  as  oppressive  patriarchies,  scholars  have
found  a  far  more  nuanced  picture  —and,  in  several  aspects,  more
advanced  than  contemporary  Europe's—.  The  Mexica  woman  was
no  second-class  citizen:  she  was  a  full  juridical  person,  with
property,  trade,  divorce  rights;  she  could  be  priestess,  physician,
merchant,  teacher;  and  her  work  —loom,  kitchen,  childrearing—
was socially honored, not despised. The famous "submission" of the
kneeling  serving  woman  was  etiquette,  not  slavery:  the  same
etiquette  obliging  men  not  to  sit  before  fathers-in-law  nor  speak
before elders unpermitted.

Women's  economic  rights  are  the  most  solid  datum.  The  married
woman  kept  property  in  goods  brought  to  marriage  —trousseau,
inherited lands— and acquired exclusive property in what her work
produced:  surplus  woven  mantles,  tianguis-sold  products,  trade
profits.  She  could  inherit  and  bequeath,  buy  and  sell,  lend  and
borrow. Early colonial documents —indigenous women's testaments
dictated before notaries— show widows administering considerable
fortunes,  distributing  lands  among  children,  founding  chaplaincies.
They  were  no  exceptions:  they  continued  a  pre-Hispanic  right  the
Colony,  paradoxically,  partly  respected  because  property  stability
suited it.

Women also had public presence. The pochtecas —great merchants'
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wives and daughters— joined long-distance trade; tianguis vendors
were  as  visible  an  institution  as  the  stalls  themselves;  the
tlamatlquiticitl  —midwives—  enjoyed  enormous  prestige,  for
childbirth was a battle and the midwife a warrior: the woman dead
in childbirth received military honors, burial  with the same rites as
the war-fallen, and her soul was believed to accompany the sun on
its  evening  journey,  the  same  honor  as  warriors.  The
cihuatlamacazque  —priestesses—  served  in  goddesses'  temples,
kept  sacred  fires,  educated  young  noblewomen,  joined  great
ceremonies.  And  home  and  Cuicacalli  mistresses  literally  formed
the next generation.

Was  it,  then,  an  egalitarian  society?  No:  claiming  so  would  be
anachronistic.  Supreme political  power —tlatoani,  cihuacoatl,  great
judges— was reserved for males; war, the main social-ascent path,
was  male;  and  women's  double  shift  —home  plus  loom  plus
tianguis—  was  a  real  burden.  But  compared  with  European
contemporaries  —who  could  not  inherit  fiefs,  trade  without
guardians,  divorce,  or  be  priests  of  anything—  the  Mexica  woman
enjoyed surprising  autonomy.  Historians  today  speak  of  a  "flexible
patriarchy"  or  "hierarchical  complementarity":  men  governed  the
public,  women  the  domestic,  and  the  domestic  —house,  loom,
kitchen,  children—  was  no  despised  corner  but  the  world's
recognized  foundation.  When  a  Mexica  mother  told  her  daughter
"you  are  the  home's  heart,"  she  was  not  consoling  her:  she
described a social truth all accepted.
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Old age: life's triumph

The  Mexica  life  cycle  crowned  in  old  age,  and  old  age  was  a
triumph. In an era without antibiotics or surgery, reaching sixty was
a  feat  society  rewarded  with  growing  honors:  elders  —the
huehuetque—  were  the  calpulli's  born  counselors,  minor  suits'
judges, memory's guardians, huehuetlatolli pronouncers. They were
dispensed from heavy work, permitted what youths were forbidden
—pulque,  rest,  the  long  word—  and  heard  with  a  veneration
chroniclers compared to Rome's for its senators.

The  elder  woman —the  ilama— was  a  particularly  powerful  figure:
midwife  emerita,  matchmaker,  maiden  mistress,  healer,
daughters-in-law's counselor. Her word could decide a marriage, her
blessing  seal  a  business,  her  curse  was  feared.  The  ilamatlatoani
—"elder  queens,"  tlatoanis'  mothers  or  grandmothers—  came  to
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govern as regents in minorities, their authority undisputed. Female
old  age,  far  from  decline,  was  promotion:  freed  from  childrearing
and obligatory  loom,  the elder  woman accessed a  public  influence
sphere the young one lacked.

Dying  old,  surrounded  by  children  and  grandchildren,  after
pronouncing  the  farewell  huehuetlatolli,  was  the  Mexica  life  ideal
—as glorious,  in its  way,  as dying in war or  childbirth—. The dying
gathered  family,  distributed  counsel  and  goods,  confessed  before
the  priest  —yes,  a  ritual  confession  existed,  though  of  different
sense  than  the  Christian—  and  departed  for  Mictlan,  the
underworld, certain of having fulfilled. Elders' funerals were memory
feasts:  copal  burned,  songs  sung,  domestic  feats  recalled  with  the
same pride as military ones. Because for the Mexica, as this chapter
has  shown,  daily  life  was  a  feat:  sustaining  a  home,  weaving
tribute's  mantles,  raising  healthy  children,  growing  old,  was
participating in the gods' work with calloused hands and song-filled
heart.

Birth: the first huehuetlatolli

Every Mexica life began with a discourse —and a midwife—. When a
woman  felt  labor  pains,  the  tlamatlquiticitl  was  called,  the
professional midwife, an elder of proven experience whose prestige
was  immense:  childbirth  was  a  battle,  and  she  its  captain.  The
midwife  installed  the  laboring  woman  in  the  temazcal  —steam
eased  delivery—  prayed  to  Toci,  births'  goddess,  prepared  herbs
—cihuapatli,  "woman's  medicine,"  to  stimulate  contractions—  and
directed  the  task  with  absolute  authority:  husband  and  males
waited  outside,  praying.  If  labor  complicated,  the  midwife  took
drastic  decisions  —including,  in  extreme  cases,  embryotomy  to
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save the mother— with a  surgical  criterion European physicians of
the time did not surpass.

Born the child, ritual began: the midwife washed it, presented it to
the  universe's  four  directions,  gave  it  water  to  taste  —life's
symbol—  and  pronounced  its  existence's  first  huehuetlatolli,
addressing the newborn as a warrior  reaching the battlefield:  "You
have  come  to  the  world,  the  place  of  fatigue,  the  place  of  pain;
fight,  suffer,  deserve."  Then  the  tonalpohualli  was  consulted:  the
birth day determined the child's destiny —its tonalli— and diviners
interpreted  whether  warrior,  artisan,  priest,  or  merchant  it  would
be,  fortunate  or  ill-fated,  which  days  propitious.  The  name  was
chosen  accordingly:  the  day's  name  —like  famous  calendrical
names—  an  ancestor's,  or  one  expressing  a  wish  —"Shield,"
"Flower,"  "Serpent."  The  baptism  —the  "lifting  of  the  child"—  was
celebrated  days  later  with  a  family  banquet,  and  the  child  was
incorporated into the calpulli: officially, already a Mexica.

Raising was the mother's task, but with the whole extended family's
participation:  grandmothers,  aunts,  elder  sisters  formed  a  care
network  no  child  experienced  as  absence.  Nursing  lasted  two  or
three  years  —a  practice  spacing  pregnancies  and  strengthening
children—;  weaning  was  celebrated  with  a  small  rite;  and  from
walking  age,  the  child  joined  home  life:  carrying  errands,  tending
animals,  learning  by  watching.  Parents  avoided  —in  theory—
excessive coddling: the huehuetlatolli warned against softness, and
the crybaby received early  correction.  But  Codex Mendoza images
also  show  tenderness:  fathers  carrying  children,  mothers
embracing, grandparents playing. Mexica discipline, we saw, had its
counterweight  of  love,  and  childhood  —though  brief,  for  tasks
began at three— was a protected, celebrated, sung childhood.
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Death: the last journey to Mictlan

And  every  Mexica  life  ended  with  a  journey:  the  soul's  to  Mictlan,
the underworld. The Mexica death conception was complex and, in
its  way,  consoling:  the  deceased's  fate  depended  not  on  moral
conduct  —there  was  no  final  judgment—  but  on  death's  form.
Warriors  fallen in  battle  and women dead in childbirth went to the
sun's  heaven  —Tonatiuhichan—  to  accompany  the  star  on  its
journey;  the  drowned,  lightning-struck,  and  certain  ailments'
sufferers  went  to  Tlalocan,  Tlaloc's  watery  paradise;  dead  children
went  to  Chichihuacuauhco,  the  nursing-tree  place,  where  they
suckled its branches awaiting another chance; and all  others —the
vast  majority—  undertook  the  journey  to  Mictlan,  Mictlantecuhtli's
realm, Lord of the Dead.

The Mictlan journey lasted four years and crossed nine underworld
levels: the rushing river crossed with a dog's help —hence burying
the dead with a xoloitzcuintle— the place where mountains clashed,
the  obsidian  hill,  the  freezing-wind  place,  the  banners  place,  the
place where arrows rained,  the beasts'  place,  the place of  no exit,
till  arriving  before  the  Lord  and  Lady  of  Death,  who  granted
definitive rest. The funeral prepared the deceased for this crossing:
dressed  in  finest  clothes,  provided  with  offerings  —food,  water,
mantles—  given  amulets  and  instructions  —the  funerary
huehuetlatolli— for the road. Nobles were cremated —fire freed the
soul— ashes kept in urns; commoners buried beneath house floors
or in patios, to remain near their own.

Mourning  was  a  public,  prolonged  ritual:  kin  cut  hair,  dressed  in
mourning, fasted, abstained from bathing for days —visible grief as
proof of pain—. Funerary banquets were held at eighty days, a year,
two  years,  four  —coinciding  with  the  soul's  journey  stages—.  And
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remembrance  endured:  ancestors  remained  present  on  the
domestic altar, offered copal at feasts, consulted in grave decisions.
Death,  for  the  Mexica,  was  no  rupture  but  transformation:  the
deceased  remained  a  family  member,  only  on  another  plane.  This
continuity  —living  and  dead  sharing  the  home—  is  among  Mexica
culture's  liveliest  inheritances:  the contemporary  Day of  the Dead,
with offerings and altars, directly descends from those funerals, and
its serene joy before death comes from far away.

The hearth: the domestic temple

We have mentioned the domestic altar several times; it deserves its
own  development:  for  Mexica  religion  was  lived  not  only  in  great
pyramids but —above all— at home. Each household had its sacred
corner:  images  of  protector  gods  —usually  clay,  made  by  district
potters—  ancestor  bundles,  the  copal  brazier,  daily  offerings
—tortillas,  flowers,  blood  drops—.  The  family  mother  was  this
miniature  temple's  priestess:  she  lit  copal  at  dawn,  offered  food's
first fruits, prayed for her own. Her religious authority at home was
undisputed:  no  male  —not  even  the  tlatoani  in  his  palace—
neglected domestic cult, but the woman sustained it day by day.

The  home's  principal  god  was  Huehueteotl  —the  "old  god,"  fire
god—  depicted  as  a  wrinkled  elder  bearing  a  brazier  on  his  back.
The hearth fire was no mere utensil: a present divinity, the house's
warm heart, family life's witness. Extinguishing the hearth —except
in  the  New  Fire  ceremony—  was  unthinkable;  letting  it  die  by
neglect,  a  grave  fault;  and  each  cycle's  new fire  was  carried  from
temple to home in a procession turning each house into a cosmos
chapel.  Beside  Huehueteotl  stood  each  family's  particular  gods
—the  craft's  patron,  the  calpulli's  protector,  divinized  ancestors—
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and, in many houses, an image of the mother goddess —Tonantzin
or Chicomecoatl— protectress of women and harvests.

Domestic  feasts  punctuated  the  family  year:  birth,  the  child's
presentation,  work's  first  communion  —when  the  boy  ground  his
first nixtamal or girl wove her first mantle— marriage, funerals, the
dead's anniversaries. Each had its rite, banquet, huehuetlatolli. And
each day had micro-rites: prayer on waking, offering before eating,
prayer on retiring, copal on appointed dates. Domestic religion was
Mexica piety's true school: the child learned to pray seeing mother
pray,  not  hearing  temple  sermons.  When  friars  sought  to
evangelize, they soon understood they must conquer the domestic
altar  —and  it  was  the  hardest  fortress—:  five  centuries  later,  in
many  Nahua  houses,  the  Catholic  image  shares  the  sacred  corner
with practices from Huehueteotl's hearth.

Heart's lawsuits: family justice

Marriage,  like  every  human  institution,  produced  conflicts,  and
Mexica  society  had  mechanisms  to  resolve  them.  Conjugal  suits
—mistreatment,  abandonment,  adultery,  property  disputes—  went
first before calpulli elders, who mediated with moral authority: their
sentence was not legal  but obeyed, for defying elders was defying
community.  If  mediation  failed,  the  case  passed  to  court:  judges
heard  both  parties,  admitted  witnesses,  sentenced  with  the
system's characteristic speed.

A husband's  mistreatment of  his  wife  was legal  divorce cause:  the
beaten  woman  could  denounce  her  husband,  and  if  abuse  was
proven,  the  judge  dissolved  the  marriage  and  punished  the
aggressor  —with  lashes,  property  loss,  public  shame—.  It  was  no
theoretical right: colonial documents show indigenous women suing
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husbands  before  Spanish  courts  —heirs,  in  this,  of  pre-Hispanic
practice— and winning. The man's home abandonment had similar
consequences:  the  abandoned  woman  recovered  freedom  and
goods. And adultery —we saw— was punished with death, but with
procedural guarantees: witnesses required, defense admitted, false
accusation  punished  with  the  same penalty  as  the  imputed  crime.
Severity,  once  more,  came  with  procedure:  Mexica  justice  was  no
lynching but trial.

Divorcees'  children  —or  those  of  death-broken  marriages—  were
not  left  helpless:  the  extended  family  absorbed  them,  uncles  and
grandparents  assumed  raising,  the  calpulli  watched  over  orphans.
In Tenochtitlan no abandoned child existed at fate's mercy: the kin
network was a social safety net, its efficacy shaming more than one
modern  State.  Widows  —especially  warriors'—  received  State
pensions: the empire cared for the families of those who died for it,
in  a  veterans'  policy  Romans would  have recognized as  their  own.
Mexica  family  justice,  in  sum,  protected  the  vulnerable  —woman,
child,  elder—  with  a  pragmatism  belying  the  brutal-society
stereotype:  harshness  lay  in  the  penal  code,  but  tenderness  in
family law.

Kinship politics: mothers-in-law, daughters-in-law,
comadres

Mexica marriage united not two people but two families, and those
families' coexistence was an art —sometimes a war— deserving its
chapter.  The  daughter-in-law  —the  newlywed—  entered  the
husband's house —residence was patrilocal: the wife moved in with
the  husband's  family—  finding  herself  under  her  mother-in-law's
authority:  an  elder  who  had  governed  that  home decades  and  did
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not  plan  to  yield  command  unsupervised.  The
mother-in-law/daughter-in-law  relation  was,  as  in  all  cultures,  a
minefield  of  expectations:  the  mother-in-law  expected  a
hardworking,  obedient,  fertile  daughter-in-law;  the  daughter-in-law
expected  a  just,  non-meddling  mother-in-law.  Mothers'
huehuetlatolli to marriageable daughters devoted whole paragraphs
to this: "Honor your mother-in-law as your mother, obey her, do not
answer  back,  learn  from  her;  but  keep  your  dignity,  do  not  let
yourself be humiliated." Popular wisdom —all peoples'— condensed
counsel in unwritten but spoken sayings.

But the mother-in-law was no systematic tyrant:  in most cases,  an
ally. She taught the daughter-in-law home secrets —family recipes,
the  husband's  tastes,  domestic  rites—;  defended  her  before  the
husband  if  he  was  unjust  —the  mother  held  moral  authority  over
the  son—;  cared  for  grandchildren  while  the  daughter-in-law
worked;  and,  with  years,  transferred  house  government  in  a
negotiated,  ceremonious  succession.  The  daughter-in-law  passing
the  test  —years  of  learning  and  patience—  became  the  home's
lady,  and  the  mother-in-law  the  venerated  elder  governing  from
respect,  not  command.  Conflict  existed  —documents  show  suits,
complaints,  elder  mediations—  but  the  system  was  designed  to
resolve  it:  the  extended  family  was  a  permanent  reconciliation
court,  and  divorce  for  "mother-in-law  incompatibility"  was  rare
because community did not allow it without exhausting mediation.

And  beside  blood  family  stood  chosen  family:  compadrazgo.
Baptism godparents —of the "child's lifting"— marriage godparents,
oath  "brothers":  a  ritual  kin  network  doubling  blood's,  working  as
social  insurance.  The  compadre  helped  in  sowing,  lent  in  need,
mediated  suits,  sponsored  the  godchild's  children:  a  kin  without
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blood but with duties.  The comadres —compadres'  wives— formed
a  mutual-aid  female  fellowship:  helping  in  births,  illnesses,  feasts,
lending utensils, telling secrets. Kinship politics, in Tenochtitlan, was
no social-life ornament: it was social life itself, the mesh sustaining
each  individual,  making  loneliness  unthinkable.  A  Mexica  without
kin  —without  parents,  mother-in-law,  compadres—  was  a  pitiable
anomaly: human fullness, for them, was measured in bonds.

Love in the empire's time: courtship and passion

Mexica  marriage  was  a  contract  between  families  —we  saw—  but
believing  love  did  not  exist  would  be  a  mistake:  it  existed,  and
poetry  sings  it  with  a  passion  needing  no  translation.  Nahua  love
songs  —preserved  in  colonial  manuscripts—  speak  of  desire,
waiting, meeting, loss, with images of delicate sensuality: "like the
cacao  flower,  so  is  my love  for  you,"  "I  seek  you  among flowers,  I
call  you  with  my  song."  Youths  fell  in  love  —in  the  Cuicacalli,  the
tianguis,  at  feasts—  looked,  smiled,  sent  messages  through
go-between  elder  women  —who  existed,  as  everywhere—  and
sometimes  love  preceded  contract:  parents,  informed  by  the
matchmaker of youths' inclination, considered it in negotiating. The
system was not blind to the heart: it was prudent with it.

Courtship had rules and spaces: the Cuicacalli —where youths sang
together  under  masters'  eyes—  feasts  —where  dances  allowed
ritual contact— the tianguis —where meetings were casual, glances
free—. Love gifts —flowers, feathers, amaranth sweets— circulated
discreetly, and love letters existed as songs: the youth composed a
cuicatl  for  his  beloved  and  had  it  sung  at  the  feast,  and  she  —if
accepting—  answered  with  another.  It  was  a  public,  poetic
courtship,  community-supervised but genuine in feeling.  And when
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love was impossible —by rank inequality, family opposition— poetry
mourned  it:  lost-love  songs  rank  among  the  Nahuatl  repertoire's
most  beautiful,  their  melancholy  —"like  smoke  my  love
dissipates"— universal.

And conjugal  love —born after  the mantles'  knot— was celebrated
as  affection's  highest  form:  elders'  huehuetlatolli  to  newlyweds
speak  of  mutual  affection  as  duty  and  bliss  —"love  each  other,
respect  each  other,  be  one"—  and  years  of  coexistence  turned
contract  into  companionship.  Documents  show  decades-long
marriages, widowers never remarrying from loyalty, wives following
husbands' fate to death. Romantic love —the thunderbolt— was the
beginning; built love —the everyday kind— the goal. And in this, as
in  so  much,  the  Mexica  were  not  so  different  from us:  the  human
heart,  in Tenochtitlan as anywhere, beat with the same hopes and
fears, asking the same: to be loved.
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Games, Song, and Feast

The ball game: the cosmos on a court

In  Tenochtitlan's  sacred  precinct,  beside  the  Great  Temple,  stood
the tlachtli  —the ball  court— and its  presence by the main temple
was no accident: the game was a ritual as serious as any sacrifice,
and its court a universe model. The building had a capital-"I" shape:
two elongated lateral platforms flanking a central alley, with a stone
ring  set  high  on  each  side  wall.  The  ball  —ulli—,  of  solid  rubber,
weighed several kilos and bounced with fearsome violence; players
struck  it  with  hip,  thighs,  forearms  —never  hands  or  feet—
protected with knee pads, padded belts, leather gloves. Putting the
ball through the ring —a vertical target barely half a meter— was a
rarest feat deciding the match instantly and, chronicles say, giving
the lucky one the right to strip spectators of their mantles.

But what was played on that court was far more than sport. The ball
represented the sun on its journey; the alley, the sky's road; the two
teams,  the  cosmos's  contending  forces  —light  and  darkness,  day
and night, life and death—. Each match was a myth reactualization:
light's triumph over darkness, repeated to guarantee cosmic order's
maintenance.  Hence  great  matches  were  held  at  calendar  feasts,
with  the  tlatoani  and  court  attending,  fabulous  betting  —mantles,
slaves,  jewels,  even freedom itself  were wagered— and a religious
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solemnity turning players into officiants. The winning team's captain
was a hero; the loser's, some sources say, could be sacrificed in the
gods' honor —though modern historians debate whether the loser's
sacrifice  was  the  norm or  chroniclers'  exaggeration,  and  prudence
counsels against asserting it as established fact—.

The ball game was no Mexica invention: a millennial Mesoamerican
inheritance,  played since  Olmec times,  with  monumental  courts  at
Teotihuacan,  Xochicalco,  Chichen  Itza.  The  Mexica  adopted  it,
regulated it,  loaded it  with their  own solar theology, but respected
its antiquity: playing ball was connecting with three thousand years
of  tradition.  And  it  was  no  elite  spectacle:  districts  had  popular
courts  where  youths  played  for  fun  and  small  bets,  children
improvised matches in patios with rag balls. Like soccer in our days,
the ball game was both national rite and street pastime: the sacred
and playful, once more, hand in hand.

Beside  the  ball  game  existed  other  ritual  and  recreational  games.
Patolli  —a  board  game  with  bean  dice,  similar  in  mechanics  to
modern  ludo—  was  nobles'  and  commoners'  passion:  played  on  a
cross-shaped  board,  bet  heavily,  dedicated  to  god  Macuilxochitl,
games'  patron.  Moctezuma,  chroniclers  say,  was  an  inveterate
player, his court spending whole afternoons at the board. The dice
—marked beans— decided fortunes, and the game, like everything
in Mexica life, had its religious dimension: winning was being in the
gods' grace; losing with dignity, a virtue.
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Flower and song: Nahuatl poetry

If the ball game was the Mexica people's ritual body, poetry was its
soul.  The  Nahua  called  poetry  "in  xochitl  in  cuicatl"  —"flower  and
song"—  a  metaphor  enclosing  their  whole  art  philosophy:  the
flower,  because  beauty  is  ephemeral  and  must  be  cut  in  its
moment;  the  song,  because  rhythmic  word  is  thought's  highest
form. For the tlamatinime, the sages, poetry was no ornament: the
only path to brush truth in a world where everything —"do we speak
anything  true  here?"  a  poet  asked—  is  transitory.  The  famous
Nahuatl  question  —"are  flowers  carried  to  death's  realm?"—  is  no
decorative lament: pure metaphysics,  a people's interrogation who
thought  in  images  because  images,  they  believed,  say  more  than
concepts.

The  Nahuatl  poetry  preserved  —gathered  by  sixteenth-century
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friars in manuscripts like the Cantares Mexicanos and Romances de
los senores de la Nueva España— is of  a depth placing its  authors
among  universal  great  lyricists.  Nezahualcoyotl,  the  poet-king  of
Texcoco  —ally  and  kinsman  of  the  Mexica,  tutelary  figure  of  all
Nahuatl culture— wrote verses still breathtaking five centuries later:
"I,  Nezahualcoyotl,  ask  it:  do  we  truly  live  rooted  on  earth?  Not
forever on earth: only a little here." Another anonymous poet sings:
"Like a painting, we shall be erased; like a flower, we shall wither."
And  another:  "Where  shall  we  go  where  death  does  not  exist?"
These are no "primitive" people's poems: a people's who had faced
existence's enigma and chosen to answer with beauty.

Poetry  was  composed  to  be  sung  and  danced,  not  silently  read.
Songs  —cuicatl—  were  performed  at  feasts,  palaces,  Cuicacallis,
with  drum and flute  accompaniment,  their  execution  a  demanding
art:  the  singer  had  to  master  voice,  rhythm,  dance,  memory,  for
poems  transmitted  orally,  and  a  forgotten  singer  was  a  burned
library.  Genres  existed:  warrior  songs,  exalting  valor  and  flowery
death;  spring  songs,  celebrating  flowers  and  brief  life;  melancholy
songs  —"orphanhood  songs"—  meditating  death;  and  historical
songs, narrating kings' feats, required to be exact, for they were the
people's  official  memory.  The  poet  —the  cuicapicqui,  "he  who
creates  songs"—  was  a  respected  figure,  halfway  artist,  halfway
priest: his word, they said, "made bloom" those hearing it.
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The huehuetlatolli: the elders' word

But the Nahuatl word's most characteristic form was not the poem
but the discourse: the huehuetlatolli,  "the elders'  word" —or,  more
literally,  "the  old  ones'  sayings."  The  huehuetlatolli  were  formal
addresses,  of  careful  rhetorical  structure  and  flowery  language,
pronounced  on  all  life's  great  occasions:  birth,  school  entry,
marriage, office taking, the dying's farewell.  Parents directed them
to  children,  elders  to  youths,  lords  to  successors.  They  were,  in
essence, the Mexica people's moral university: everything a Mexica
had  to  know  about  how  to  live  —humility,  work,  moderation,
respect,  piety—  was  coded  in  these  discourses,  which  children
heard from the cradle and memorized unawares.

The  missionary  Bernardino  de  Sahagun,  collecting  dozens  of
huehuetlatolli  from Nahua elders'  mouths in the sixteenth century,
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was  amazed  at  their  moral  elevation:  "In  no  nation,"  he  wrote,
"have  I  heard  doctrine  more  profitable  nor  more  conformable  to
natural  law."  And  he  had  reason  for  amazement.  Hear  the  father
speaking  to  his  son:  "See  you  do  not  grow  proud,  do  not  hold
yourself  better  than  others;  pride  is  like  smoke,  rising  and
dissolving." Hear the mother speaking to her daughter: "Do not gad
about,  do  not  laugh  purposelessly,  do  not  gaze  curiously  at
passersby;  the honest  maiden is  like the precious stone,  not  to be
fingered." Hear the lord speaking to the young warrior: "Do not get
drunk on victory,  do not despise the vanquished; the true brave is
gentle with his own, fierce only with the enemy." Can a civilization
producing  these  words  be  called  barbaric?  The  question  answers
itself.

The  huehuetlatolli  also  reveal  the  Mexicas'  human  ideal:  the
"mature man," the "owner of a face and a heart" —in ixtli in yollotl—
the whole person, coherent, wise. The entire education —Calmecac,
Telpochcalli,  home—  aimed  to  form  that  face  and  heart:  not  the
bloodthirsty  warrior  nor  fanatic  priest,  but  the  complete  human,
self-mastered,  useful  to  his  people,  at  peace  with  gods.  The  same
ideal  Greeks  called  kalokagathia  and  Romans  humanitas:  human
perfection  as  virtue-and-culture  synthesis.  That  a  Texcoco  lake
people  reached  the  same  goal  by  their  own  road  says  something
profound  about  the  human  adventure's  unity  —and  about  the
injustice of calling them savage—.

The calendar's feasts: eighteen months of
celebration

Mexica  festive  life  was  ruled  by  the  xiuhpohualli,  the
three-hundred-sixty-five-day  solar  calendar,  divided  into  eighteen
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twenty-day  "months"  —the  veintenas—  plus  five  baleful  days
considered ill-fated. Each twenty-day month had its feast, dedicated
to one or several gods, with its own rites, dances, songs, offerings,
and —let us not forget— banquet. The Mexica year was, in practice,
a  feast  succession:  every  twenty  days  routine  suspended  and  the
whole city dressed in celebration. No European society of  the time
had so many official feasts, none lived them so intensely.

Touring  the  veintenas  is  touring  the  Mexica  people's  soul.
Atlcahualo,  first  month,  honored  water  gods  with  child  offerings
—the  Mexica  religion's  most  controversial  rite,  historians
interpreting as extreme plea before drought— and the year's songs'
debut. Tlacaxipehualiztli,  "the flaying of men," honored Xipe Totec,
the  flayed  spring  god:  warriors  wore  sacrificed  ones'  skins  as
vegetal rebirth symbol —the seed breaking its husk— and the year's
most spectacular war games and dances were held. Tozoztontli was
the sowing feast, with first-flower offerings; Huey Tozoztli, the great,
honored tender maize with field processions. Toxcatl,  most solemn
feast,  was  dedicated  to  Tezcatlipoca:  for  a  whole  year,  a  perfect
youth —the most beautiful, virtuous captive— had lived as the god's
embodiment,  treated  as  a  prince,  and  at  the  feast  climbed  the
temple to  be sacrificed,  in  a  rite  chroniclers  described with horror,
historians  reading  as  the  extreme  expression  of  the
dying-and-reborn god idea.

Etzalcualiztli  honored Tlaloc with bean tamales;  Tecuilhuitontli,  the
tender-maize  goddess,  with  maiden  dances;  Huey  Tecuilhuitl,  the
ripe-maize great feast, with food distribution to the poor —a public
charity  institution no European State had—; Tlaxochimaco was the
flowers  feast,  when  the  city  carpeted  in  petals;  Xocotl  Huetzi,  the
tree felled in fire god's honor; Ochpaniztli, the sweeping, dedicated
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to mother earth, with midwives' and healers' great dance; Teotleco
was the gods' arrival, when all divinities were believed to return to
the  city;  Tepeilhuitl  honored  mountains;  Quecholli,  hunting,  with
ritual  arrow  making;  Panquetzaliztli,  most  glorious,  celebrated
Huitzilopochtli with the great warrior procession and paper banners;
Atemoztli  begged  rains  with  night  rites;  Tititl  was  old  goddess
Ilamatecuhtli's  feast;  and  Izcalli,  last  month,  closed  the  year  with
children's  ritual  stretching  —to  make  them  grow—  and  domestic
fires' renewal.

Each feast mobilized the whole city: priests prepared rites, districts
rehearsed  dances  in  the  Cuicacalli,  women  cooked  ceremonial
tamales,  artisans  made  offerings,  pochtecas  brought  hot-land
ingredients.  And  each  feast  had  its  public:  thousands  in  plazas,
causeways,  rooftops,  singing,  dancing,  eating,  drinking  the
permitted  pulque.  Feasts  were  the  empire's  cement:  in  them,  the
chinampa  farmer  and  palace  noble  joined  the  same  rite,  ate  the
same banquet,  sang the same song.  Religion,  in  Tenochtitlan,  was
no private or clerical affair: the permanent national feast, the total
spectacle where society represented itself and recognized itself.

The  five  nemontemi  days  —the  "waste  days"—  ending  the  year
deserve  mention:  five  nameless  days,  outside  the  calendar,
considered dangerous and ill-fated, during which all work, quarrels,
travel  were  avoided.  People  stayed  home,  fasted,  prayed:
suspended time between one year and another, the abyss humanity
tiptoed through. And every fifty-two years —when tonalpohualli and
xiuhpohualli coincided again— the New Fire ceremony: all empire's
fires extinguished, crockery broken, fasting in darkness, and on Star
Hill's  summit  priests  kindled,  on  a  sacrificed  one's  chest,  the  new
flame  runners  carried  to  each  temple,  district,  home.  It  was  the
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world's end and restart, celebrated with a sacred terror chroniclers
could  not  describe  unshuddering:  if  the  fire  did  not  catch,  they
believed,  the  sun  would  rise  no  more  and  darkness's  monsters
would  devour  humanity.  The  fire  always  caught  —until  1507,  the
last  time  before  the  conquest—  and  each  time  Tenochtitlan  rose
from ashes like its own myth's phoenix.

The tianguis: the exchange feast

And every five days —daily, in Tlatelolco's great market— the trade
feast: the tianguis. Tlatelolco's market, Tenochtitlan's northern twin,
was  by  conquistadors'  account  the  world's  largest:  Bernal  Diaz
estimated sixty thousand people on a market day, and though the
figure  is  approximate,  descriptions  agree  in  amazement.  An
immense  arcaded  plaza,  guild-organized:  each  merchandise  its
street  —the  cacao  sellers',  the  mantles',  the  gold's,  the  slaves'—
each craft its inspector, each transaction its judge. For the tianguis
was no chaos:  a  precision-bureaucratic  regulated institution.  There
were  market  judges  instantly  resolving  suits,  inspectors  verifying
weights and measures, constables pursuing defrauders. Stealing in
the tianguis or selling with false measures was punished with death
on  the  spot:  the  market  was  an  exchange  temple,  profaning  it
sacrilege.

What  sold  in  Tlatelolco  was  the  whole  empire  in  miniature:  maize,
beans,  chile,  squash,  tomatoes,  hot-land  and  cold-land  fruits;
turkeys, dogs, rabbits, fresh and dried lake fish; salt from saltworks,
lime,  stone,  wood;  cotton  and  ixtle  mantles,  embroidered  huipiles,
sandals;  ceramics  of  all  peoples,  basketry,  mats;  gold  in  dust  and
jewels, silver, copper, jade, turquoise, rock crystal; quetzal, macaw,
heron  feathers;  cacao  by  loads,  vanilla,  annatto;  pulque,  atole,
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tamales, hot stews; medicines, herbs, amulets; slaves for domestic
service;  and  even  —chronicles  say—  barbers,  steam  baths,  public
kitchens. The pochtecas —great merchants— had their own district,
gods, courts: a trade aristocracy financing distant-land expeditions,
serving the State as spies and ambassadors. The tianguis was their
cathedral.

But  the  tianguis  was  also  —and  for  this  book  above  all—  a  feast.
Going to market was not just buying: strolling, looking, conversing,
courting,  eating  snacks,  hearing  criers,  admiring  distant  lands'
novelties. Women went in groups, with children, making the market
a  social  outing;  youths  met  under  elder  women's  indulgent  eyes;
outsiders  —Oaxacan,  coastal,  Michoacan  merchants—  told  their
lands'  news.  Barter  —cacao  for  mantles,  maize  for  ceramics—
mixed with ritual  haggling, that theater of offers and counteroffers
which  is  universal.  And  at  dusk,  when  judges  declared  the  market
ended,  the  crowd  dispersed  over  causeways  and  canals  carrying
home not just purchases but the day's stories. The tianguis was the
Mexica people's  newspaper,  promenade,  plaza,  feast:  the empire's
most  democratic  institution,  where  porter  and  noble  bought  the
same chile.
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The instruments: the feast's heartbeat

No  Mexica  feast  was  silent:  music  was  its  soul,  instruments  its
voices. Most solemn was the huehuetl —the upright wooden drum—
a hollowed trunk up to  a  meter  tall,  taut  skin  on the upper  mouth
struck with hands.  Its  sound —deep,  profound,  resonant— was the
gods'  voice:  marking  sacred  dances'  rhythm,  announcing
ceremonies  from  temple  tops,  accompanying  warrior  songs.  The
Great  Temple's  great  huehuetls  —some  over  two  meters—  were
heard citywide,  their  night  beat  raising Spaniards'  gooseflesh,  who
unjustly  associated it  with the demonic.  It  was really  the opposite:
the  cosmos's  heartbeat,  the  pulse  ordering  feast  as  heart  orders
body.

Beside  the  huehuetl,  the  teponaztli  —the  slit  drum—:  a  hollowed
horizontal trunk, two tongues carved on top producing two distinct
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tones  struck  with  wooden  mallets.  Higher-pitched,  more  versatile
than the huehuetl,  the teponaztli  was narrative songs' and popular
dances'  instrument;  Cuicacalli  masters  virtuosically  mastered  it,
drawing astonishing rhythmic variety from its two notes. Ceremonial
teponaztlis  —carved  with  god  effigies,  painted  colors—  were
artworks  besides  instruments,  some  surviving  in  museums  as
pre-Hispanic lutherie testimony.

And the flute-and-rattle family: clay flutes —three, four, five holes—
animal-shaped ocarinas, whistles, conch trumpets —the atecocolli—
whose  deep  marine  sound  announced  most  solemn  rites;  gourd
rattles  with  seeds  —ayacachtli—  copper  bells,  dancers'  ankle
rattles.  The  Mexica  orchestra  knew  no  European  harmony  —its
music  was  melodic  and  rhythmic—  but  knew  timbre,  rhythm,
dynamics with a sophistication modern musicologists admire: songs
alternated  solos  and  choruses,  quickened  and  halted,  whispered
and  thundered.  And  musicians  —the  tlapitzque—  were  respected
professionals,  Cuicacalli-trained,  exempt  from  other  services:  their
art  was  religious  service,  their  instrument  a  sacred  object  kept  in
the temple.

Dance: praying with the body

If  music  was  the  feast's  soul,  dance  was  its  body  —and  a  body
praying—. Mexica dance —netotiliztli— was no spectacle to watch: a
collective prayer in motion, participating in cosmic order with feet,
hands,  torso.  Dancers  —hundreds,  sometimes  thousands—  moved
in  concentric  circles  or  serpentine  files,  to  the  huehuetl's  rhythm,
singing  cuicatl,  dressed  in  ceremonial  costumes  —feathers,  body
paints,  ankle  rattles—.  Each  dance  had  meaning:  warriors'
celebrated  victory;  maidens',  fertility;  elders',  wisdom;  priests',

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 90



mystery.  Dancing  badly  —losing  step,  singing  off-key—  was  no
aesthetic  error:  a  ritual  fault,  for  dance's  perfection  reflected  the
cosmos's perfection.

The  veintenas'  great  dances  were  city-mobilizing  events:  districts
competed in choreographic precision, costumes prepared for weeks,
songs  rehearsed  in  the  Cuicacalli.  Spaniards  —who  witnessed
before banning them— left admiring descriptions of their order and
beauty:  "they  dance  with  such  concert,"  one  wrote,  "that  no  foot
strays  from  another."  And  dances  existed  for  each  occasion:
temple's  solemn,  plaza's  joyful,  battlefield's  warlike  —the
pre-combat  dance,  to  infuse  courage—  funerary,  nuptial.  The
Mexica  body,  trained  from  childhood  in  the  Cuicacalli,  was  an
expression  instrument  as  educated  as  its  voice:  it  knew  when  to
move and when to  still,  when to  leap and when to  bow.  Dance,  in
Tenochtitlan, was bodily literacy: reading rhythm and writing it with
feet.

Special mention deserves the voladores' dance —the "flying pole"—
which  Mexica  shared  with  Gulf  peoples:  four  flyers  tied  by  feet  to
ropes wound atop a thirty-meter  mast,  spinning in  air  while  a  fifth
musician  played  flute  on  top.  Thirteen  turns  per  flyer  —fifty-two
total,  the  calendrical  cycle's  years—:  the  dance  was  a  calendar  in
motion,  a  spinning  prayer.  Spaniards  banned  it  as  "diabolical";
Totonacs secretly preserved it, and today it is World Heritage: proof
Mesoamerican ritual dance was —and is— among the world's great
arts.

Feast pulque: sacred drunkenness

We saw pulque severely regulated in daily life; but at feasts the ban
lifted —partially— and ritual drunkenness had its sacred place. The
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pulque  gods  —the  centzon  totochtin,  the  "four  hundred  rabbits,"
each  patron  of  a  drunkenness  form—  presided  feasts  where  octli
flowed  with  ceremonial  moderation:  elders  drank  first  —their  age
privilege—  then  married  adults  —with  measure—  never  youths
—except  newlyweds  at  their  feast,  and  watched—.  Festive
drunkenness was no loss of control: a ritual state, communion with
maguey  gods,  with  rules:  no  fighting,  no  public  vomiting,  no
disrespect,  retiring  to  sleep  when  the  body  asked.  He  who  got
"badly"  drunk  —with  scandal—  was  punished  though  it  was  feast:
the sacred was no excuse for coarseness.

Festive  pulque  also  had  social  dimension:  calendar  feasts  were
occasions  when  accumulated  tensions  —work,  discipline,
obedience— released in laughter, song, dance. Anthropologists call
this  "ritual  escape  valve":  the  most  disciplined  societies  need  the
most  intense  feasts,  and  the  hyper-disciplined  Mexica  had  them.
The elder yearly sobriety's model could at feast sing spicy couplets;
the modest maiden dance boldly; the fierce warrior weep laughing.
The  feast,  with  measured  pulque,  was  the  space  where  the  social
mask  loosened  without  breaking:  a  psychosociological  wisdom
puritan societies —those banning feast— pay for with neurosis.

And there was a more mysterious drunkenness: sacred mushrooms'
—teonanacatl,  "flesh of the gods"— and other entheogenic plants',
reserved  for  most  secret  rites  —priests'  vigils,  divinatory
consultations,  pochtecas'  pre-departure  ceremonies—.  The  Mexica
knew  altered  consciousness  states  and  used  them  religiously,  not
recreationally:  the  inner  journey  was  a  knowledge  instrument,  not
pastime.  Friars,  horrified,  called  it  witchcraft;  modern  historians
study it as a spiritual technology comparable to yoga or meditation:
another  chapter  of  a  culture's  sophistication  legend  tried  reducing
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to blood and stone.

Children's games: the small feast

And  while  adults  feasted  in  plazas,  children  had  their  own  feasts:
play.  The  Mexica  child  —though  working  from age  three— played,
and  played  much:  with  rag  balls,  clay  dolls,  tops,  stone  marbles,
paper kites in wind season. Archaeologists have found pre-Hispanic
toys aplenty —rattles, wheeled clay animals, articulated figurines—
belying  the  Mexica  child's  image  as  an  iron-disciplined  miniature
adult:  there  was  time  to  play,  and  play  was  recognized  as
necessary. Parents made toys, grandparents told stories —myths in
children's  version—  and  elder  siblings  taught  little  ones  district
games.

Games  had,  like  everything,  their  formative  dimension:  children
played at war —with small bows and mat shields— hunting, market
—with fake cacao money— house —with tiny clay dishes—. Playing,
they  learned  adult  roles  without  exam  pressure:  the  miniature
warrior,  miniature  weaver,  miniature  merchant.  And  there  were
purely  playful  games:  hide-and-seek,  races,  hopscotch  painted  on
earth, feast swings. Chroniclers describe Mexica children as cheerful
and  noisy  —"they  shout  like  all  the  world's  children,"  one  wrote,
with  an  involuntary  tenderness  humanizing  him—:  proof  discipline
had not killed childhood but framed it.

Play's small feast links to the calendar's great feast: the boy today
playing  war  will  tomorrow  be  the  warrior  dancing  in
Tlacaxipehualiztli;  the girl  today weaving for her doll  tomorrow the
tribute weaver. Play, in Tenochtitlan, was life's rehearsal —and life,
as this book has shown, was a permanent feast rehearsal—. Let us
close,  then,  the  circle  where  we  opened  it:  with  dawn.  For  each
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morning, when copal rises from domestic altars and the sun is born
over  the  lake,  Tenochtitlan  celebrates  its  oldest,  most  daily  feast:
the  feast  of  continuing  to  exist,  grinding  maize,  weaving  mantles,
teaching  children,  singing  songs.  The  Mexica  day  —this  day  we
have  traveled  hour  by  hour—  was  no  routine:  a  celebration.  And
celebrating it, five centuries later, with rigor and respect, is the best
way to honor those who lived it.

The king's funeral: the most solemn feast

If  daily  life  was  a  celebration,  a  tlatoani's  death  was  the  most
solemn celebration of all: the royal funeral. When the ruler died —in
battle,  of  illness,  of  old  age—  the  whole  city  entered  official
mourning:  temple  fires  extinguished  —as  in  the  New  Fire,  but  for
grief—  markets  suspended,  feasts  banned,  priests  announcing  the
news  to  the  four  directions  with  the  huehuetl's  grave  beat.  The
tlatoani's  body  was  washed,  dressed  in  supreme  insignia
—turquoise  diadem,  royal  mantle,  jewels—  and  laid  out  in  the
palace  for  days,  while  lords,  priests,  captains,  allied  peoples'
ambassadors  filed  past:  each  pronouncing  his  funerary
huehuetlatolli, the deceased's ritual eulogy.

The  funeral  proper  was  a  monumental  cremation:  in  the  temple
plaza  rose  a  pyre  of  aromatic  wood  —pine,  copal,  flowers—  on
which  the  body  was  laid  with  offerings:  weapons,  mantles,  jewels,
food  for  the  journey,  and  —some  sources  say—  the  sacrificed  to
accompany him beyond:  court  servants,  dwarfs,  hunchbacks,  even
a  wife  or  two,  though  historians  debate  this  practice's  real
frequency and warn against chroniclers' exaggerations. Fire was lit
at dusk, and the whole city watched the smoke column carrying the
tlatoani toward the warriors' sky —for the king, though dying in bed,
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was a warrior—. Ashes were gathered in a stone urn and deposited
in the temple, beside predecessors': the dynasty, literally, guarded
by its dead.

But the funeral did not end with cremation: the interregnum began,
Mexica  political  life's  most  delicate  period.  The  tlatocan  —the
council—  met  to  elect  the  successor:  the  eldest  son  did  not
automatically inherit; the ablest was chosen among the deceased's
brothers,  nephews,  sons  —usually  a  proven  warrior  and  man  of
counsel—. The election was announced with feasts, the new tlatoani
presented to gods and people,  his  first  act  confirming officials  and
forgiving  back  tributes  —an  initial  magnanimity  gesture—.  The
king's  funeral  was  thus  two  feasts  in  one:  the  departed's  farewell
and  the  arrival's  welcome,  the  State's  death  and  resurrection  in  a
single  rite.  And  the  people  joined  both:  mourning  the  dead,
acclaiming  the  living,  knowing  —with  ancient  peoples'  wisdom—
that  the  king  is  mortal  but  kingship  not,  and  the  true  feast  is
continuity.

The New Fire year: the feast of feasts

We save  for  last  the  supreme feast:  the  New Fire  ceremony  —the
Xiuhmolpilli,  "the  binding  of  the  years"—  renewing  the  cosmos
every fifty-two years. When the two-hundred-sixty-day tonalpohualli
and three-hundred-sixty-five-day xiuhpohualli coincided again —like
two  gear  wheels  aligning—  the  whole  empire  held  its  breath:  a
cycle's  end  and,  perhaps,  the  world's  end.  Preparations  lasted
months:  all  fires  extinguished  —temples',  palaces',  homes'—
crockery  and  domestic  statues  broken,  fasting,  extraordinary
penances. The cycle's last night, the city lay dark —not one flame—
and the population climbed rooftops to gaze toward Star Hill  —the
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Huixachtecatl— where priests would perform the rite.

On  the  summit,  before  high  priests  and  lords,  the  chosen  captive
—the  bravest  prisoner—  was  laid  on  the  sacrificial  stone.  Priests
watched  the  Pleiades  —the  Tianquiztli—:  when  they  crossed  the
zenith,  the moment came. The fire priest  —with the mamalhuaztli,
the wooden drill— rubbed till  flame kindled on the sacrificed one's
opened  chest,  and  the  crowd's  roar  —thousands  of  throats  on
rooftops,  causeways,  hills—  greeted  the  new  fire's  birth.  Runners
—the swiftest painani— took the flame in torches and ran cityward:
first  to  the  Great  Temple,  then  each  temple,  district,  home.  In
minutes Tenochtitlan shone again: thousands of new fires, fifty-two
years  of  life  guaranteed.  The  following  banquet  —the  cycle's
greatest— lasted  days:  the  world  had been saved once  more,  and
must be celebrated.

The last New Fire ceremony before the conquest was held in 1507
—the year  2-Reed— with  Moctezuma on the throne,  the empire  at
its  apogee.  None  imagined  it  would  be  the  last:  that  twelve  years
later Spaniards would come, that in 1521 the city would burn, that
the cycle would not renew. But the new fire —like maize, like song—
found  a  way  to  survive:  in  Nahua  communities  the  ceremony
transformed,  hid,  mingled  with  Christian  feast,  its  memory
enduring.  Each  time  a  people  lights  its  new  fire  —literal  or
metaphorical—  the  fifty-two  years  bind  again:  the  cosmos,  once
more,  recommences.  And  this  book  —this  journey  through  an
extraordinary people's daily life— would be, in its way, a torch lit on
Star  Hill:  a  small  flame  carrying  memory's  fire  to  whoever  will
receive it.

Laughter: jesters, wordplay, and humor
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Let us close with what no portrait of Mexica solemnity should forget:
laughter. The Mexica —so disciplined, so ritual— were also a people
of  quick  humor,  heavy  jokes,  collective  laughter.  The  tlatoani's
palace  had  its  jesters  —those  making  the  king  laugh  with  mimes,
jokes,  imitations—  and  their  office  was  respected:  making  the
powerful  laugh  without  offending  is  a  diplomatic  art,  and  Mexica
jesters mastered it. At feasts, the "old men" —dancers disguised as
hunchbacked elders— made the crowd laugh with feigned falls and
comic  complaints;  in  the  tianguis,  criers  competed  in  wit;  in  the
Cuicacalli,  youths  invented  satirical  couplets  about  masters  —with
due respect, but inevitable mischief—.

Verbal humor was a national sport: the albur —the double-meaning
wordplay— has pre-Hispanic roots, and the Nahua were masters of
ingenious  equivocation.  The  huehuetlatolli  —so  solemn—  contain
passages of fine irony: the father warning his son against pride does
it  with  smile-provoking  metaphors  —"do  not  be  like  the  turkey,
strutting  and  ending  in  the  pot."  And  popular  tales  —the  clever
rabbit's, the mocked coyote's— made children and adults laugh with
the  same  tricks  Aesop  used  in  Greece:  humor,  like  poetry,  is
universal, and the Mexica cultivated it with the same care as maize.

Laughter,  in  Tenochtitlan,  was  no  disrespect:  a  valve,  a  tribute,  a
knowledge  form.  Laughing  at  the  powerful  —within  decorum's
limits—  reminded  him  he  was  human;  laughing  at  oneself  was
humility's  most  effective  lesson;  laughing  together  the  strongest
glue.  Spaniards  —so  given  to  solemnity—  were  surprised  at  the
vanquished's  joy:  "they  laugh  at  everything,"  one  wrote,  not
understanding  laughter  was  a  survival  strategy  —the  same
oppressed peoples always used—. And when all  fell  —city,  empire,
gods—  laughter  remained:  contemporary  Mexican  humor  —the
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albur,  mischief,  laughter  before  death—  directly  inherits  that
Tenochca  laughter.  The  people  who  laugh  do  not  fully  die:  they
transform, adapt, survive. And surviving, they conquer.

Epilogue of the day: the night bonfires

Night  falls  on  Tenochtitlan.  The  sun  —that  sun  the  city  greeted  at
dawn  with  copal  and  prayers—  has  sunk  behind  the  western
volcanoes, and temple priests have lit the night bonfires burning till
dawn:  light  points  in  darkness,  like  stars  fallen  on  the  pyramid.  In
houses,  families  dine  the  day's  second  meal  —tortillas,  beans,
atole—  elders  tell  children  stories,  mothers  lull  little  ones.  In  the
Cuicacalli,  youths rehearse the next feast's songs; in patios, lovers
stroll under the moon. The city, waking in prayer, sleeps in prayer:
before  retiring,  each  family  offers  a  last  prayer  at  the  domestic
altar, quenches the hearth, lies on the mat.

Tomorrow,  all  recommences:  the  dawn's  copal,  the  paddle  on  the
lake,  the  metate,  the  loom,  the  school,  the  market,  the  song.  The
Mexica  day  was  a  circle,  not  a  line:  each  day  repeating  the  last,
anticipating  the  next,  in  a  wheel  the  Mexica  believed  turning
forever. They did not know —could not know— that wheel had few
years  left:  that  in  1519  bearded  men  would  come  from  the  east,
that in 1521 the city would burn. But that is another story, another
volume of this series'. This volume's ends here, with the city asleep
under  stars,  the  lake  calm,  the  sacred  fire  watching  from  the
pyramid's height.

And  ends  with  a  certainty:  the  Mexica  were  not  the  nightmare
people  the  black  legend  painted  —a  bloodthirsty  horde  amid
sacrifices  and  wars—.  They  were  a  people  rising  before  dawn  to
greet the sun, educating children with discourses of moving beauty,
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weaving  perfect  mantles  and  perfect  poems,  trading  honestly,
feasting joyfully, honoring elders, loving children. A people, in short,
profoundly  human:  capable  of  the  sublime  and  terrible,  like  all
peoples, but owners of a daily life —this book has aimed to show—
that  was  a  civilization's  work.  May  their  memory,  rescued  from
oblivion with rigor and respect, keep illuminating, like dawn's copal,
Mexico's identity.
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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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