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I. Ancient Mexico - Its Climate And Its Products -
Its Primitive Races - Aztec Empire

Ancient Mexico - Its Climate And Its Products - Its Primitive Races - Aztec Empire

THE country of the ancient Mexicans, or Aztecs as they were called, formed but a very small
part of the extensive territories comprehended in the modern republic of Mexico. Its
boundaries cannot be defined with certainty. They were much enlarged in the latter days of
the empire, when they may be considered as reaching from about the eighteenth degree north
to the twenty-first on the Atlantic; and from the fourteenth to the nineteenth, including a very
narrow strip, on the Pacific. In its greatest breadth, it could not exceed five degrees and a
half, dwindling, as it approached its south-eastern limits, to less than two. It covered,
probably, less than sixteen thousand square leagues. Yet, such is the remarkable formation of
this country, that though not more than twice as large as New England, it presented every
variety of climate, and was capable of yielding nearly every fruit found between the equator
and. the Arctic circle.

All along the Atlantic the country is bordered by a broad tract, called the tierra caliente, or
hot region, which has the usual high temperature of equinoctial lands. Parched and sandy
plains are intermingled with others of exuberant fertility, almost impervious from thickets of
aromatic shrubs and wild flowers, in the midst of which tower up trees of that magnificent
growth which is found only within the tropics. In this wilderness of sweets lurks the fatal
malaria, engendered, probably, by the decomposition of rank vegetable substances in a hot
and humid soil. The season of the bilious fever - vomito, as it is called - which scourges
these coasts, continues from the spring to the autumnal equinox, when it is checked by the
cold winds that descend from Hudson’s Bay. These winds in the winter season frequently
freshen into tempests, and, sweeping down the Atlantic coast and the winding Gulf of
Mexico, burst with the fury of a hurricane on its unprotected shores, and on the neighbouring
West India islands. Such are the mighty spells with which Nature has surrounded this land of
enchantment, as if to guard the golden treasures locked up within its bosom. The genius and
enterprise of man have proved more potent than her spells.

After passing some twenty leagues across this burning region, the traveller finds himself
rising into a purer atmosphere. His limbs recover their elasticity. He breathes more freely, for
his senses are not now oppressed by the sultry heats and intoxicating perfumes of the valley.
The aspect of nature, too, has changed, and his eye no longer revels among the gay variety of
colours with which the landscape was painted there. The vanilla, the indigo, and the
flowering cocoa-groves disappear as he advances. The sugar-cane and the glossy-leaved
banana still accompany him; and, when he has ascended about four thousand feet, he sees in
the unchanging verdure, and the rich foliage of the liquid-amber tree, that he has reached the
height where clouds and mists settle, in their passage from the Mexican Gulf. This is the
region of perpetual humidity; but he welcomes it with pleasure, as announcing his escape
from the influence of the deadly vomito. He has entered the tierra templada, or temperate
region, whose character resembles that of the temperate zone of the globe. The features of the
scenery become grand, and even terrible. His road sweeps along the base of mighty
mountains, once gleaming with volcanic fires, and still resplendent in their mantles of snow,
which serve as beacons to the mariner, for many a league at sea. All around he beholds traces
of their ancient combustion, as his road passes along vast tracts of lava, bristling in the
innumerable fantastic forms into which the fiery torrent has been thrown by the obstacles in



its career. Perhaps, at the same moment, as he casts his eye down some steep slope, or almost
unfathomable ravine, on the margin of the road, he sees their depths glowing with the rich
blooms and enamelled vegetation of the tropics. Such are the singular contrasts presented, at
the same time, to the senses, in this picturesque region!

Still pressing upwards, the traveller mounts into other climates favourable to other kinds of
cultivation. The yellow maize, or Indian corn, as we usually call it, has continued to follow
him up from the lowest level; but he now first sees fields of wheat, and the other European
grains, brought into the country by the conquerors. Mingled with them he views the
plantations of the aloe or maguey (agave Americana), applied to such various and important
uses by the Aztecs. The oaks now acquire a sturdier growth, and the dark forests of pine
announce that he has entered the tierra fria, or cold region, the third and last of the great
natural terraces into which the country is divided. When he has climbed to the height of
between seven and eight thousand feet, the weary traveller sets his foot on the summit of the
Cordillera of the Andes - the colossal range that, after traversing South America and the
Isthmus of Darien, spreads out, as it enters Mexico, into that vast sheet of tableland which
maintains an elevation of more than six thousand feet, for the distance of nearly two hundred
leagues, until it gradually declines in the higher latitudes of the north.

Across this mountain rampart a chain of volcanic hills stretches, in a westerly direction, of
still more stupendous dimensions, forming, indeed, some of the highest land on the globe.
Their peaks, entering the limits of perpetual snow, diffuse a grateful coolness over the
elevated plateaus below; for these last, though termed “cold,” enjoy a climate, the mean
temperature of which is not lower than that of the central parts of Italy. The air is exceedingly
dry; the soil, though naturally good, is rarely clothed with the luxuriant vegetation of the
lower regions. It frequently, indeed, has a parched and barren aspect, owing partly to the
greater evaporation which takes place on these lofty plains, through the diminished pressure
of the atmosphere; and partly, no doubt, to the want of trees to shelter the soil from the fierce
influence of the summer sun. In the time of the Aztecs, the tableland was thickly covered
with larch, oak, cypress, and other forest trees, the extraordinary dimensions of some of
which, remaining to the present day, show that the curse of barrenness in later times is
chargeable more on man than on nature. Indeed the early Spaniards made as indiscriminate
war on the forests as did our Puritan ancestors, though with much less reason. After once
conquering the country, they had no lurking ambush to fear from the submissive semi-
civilised Indian, and were not, like our forefathers, obliged to keep watch and ward for a
century. This spoliation of the ground, however, is said to have been pleasing to their
imaginations, as it reminded them of the plains of their own Castile - the tableland of
Europe; where the nakedness of the landscape forms the burden of every traveller’s lament,
who visits that country.

Midway across the continent, somewhat nearer the Pacific than the Atlantic ocean, at an
elevation of nearly seven thousand five hundred feet, is the celebrated Valley of Mexico. It is
of an oval form, about sixty-seven leagues in circumference, and is encompassed by a
towering rampart of porphyritic rock, which nature seems to have provided, though
ineffectually, to protect it from invasion.

The soil, once carpeted with a beautiful verdure and thickly sprinkled with stately trees, is
often bare, and, in many places, white with the incrustation of salts, caused by the draining of
the waters. Five lakes are spread over the Valley, occupying one tenth of its surface. On the
opposite borders of the largest of these basins, much shrunk in its dimensions since the days
of the Aztecs, stood the cities of Mexico and Tezcuco, the capitals of the two most potent and
flourishing states of Anahuac, whose history, with that of the mysterious races that preceded



them in the country, exhibits some of the nearest approaches to civilisation to be met with
anciently on the North American continent.

Of these races the most conspicuous were the Toltecs. Advancing from a northerly direction,
but from what region is uncertain, they entered the territory of Anahuac, probably before the
close of the seventh century. Of course, little can be gleaned, with certainty, respecting a
people whose written records have perished, and who are known to us only through the
traditionary legends of the nations that succeeded them. By the general agreement of these,
however, the Toltecs were well instructed in agriculture, and many of the most useful
mechanic arts; were nice workers of metals; invented the complex arrangement of time
adopted by the Aztecs; and, in short, were the true fountains of the civilisation which
distinguished this part of the continent in later times. They established their capital at Tula,
north of the Mexican Valley, and the remains of extensive buildings were to be discerned
there at the time of the Conquest. The noble ruins of religious and other edifices, still to be
seen in various parts of New Spain, are referred to this people, whose name, Toltec, has
passed into a synonym for architect. Their shadowy history reminds us of those primitive
races, who preceded the ancient Egyptians in the march of civilisation; fragments of whose
monuments, as they are seen at this day, incorporated with the buildings of the Egyptians
themselves, give to these latter the appearance of almost modern constructions.

After a period of four centuries, the Toltecs, who had extended their sway over the remotest
borders of Anahuac, having been greatly reduced, it is said, by famine, pestilence, and
unsuccessful wars, disappeared from the land as silently and mysteriously as they had entered
it. A few of them still lingered behind, but much the greater number, probably, spread over
the region of Central America and the neighbouring isles; and the traveller now speculates on
the majestic ruins of Mitla and Palenque as possibly the work of this extraordinary people.

After the lapse of another hundred years, a numerous and rude tribe, called the Chichemecs,
entered the deserted country from the regions of the far North-west. They were speedily
followed by other races, of higher civilisation, perhaps of the same family with the Toltecs,
whose language they appear to have spoken. The most noted of these were the Aztecs, or
Mexicans, and the Acolhuans. The latter, better known in later times by the name of
Tezcucans, from their capital, Tezcuco, on the eastern border of the Mexican lake, were
peculiarly fitted, by their comparatively mild religion and manners, for receiving the tincture
of civilisation which could be derived from the few Toltecs that still remained in the country.
This, in their turn, they communicated to the barbarous Chichemees, a large portion of whom
became amalgamated with the new settlers as one nation.

Availing themselves of the strength derived, not only from the increase of numbers, but from
their own superior refinement, the Acolhuans gradually stretched their empire over the ruder
tribes in the north; while their capital was filled with a numerous population, busily employed
in many of the more useful and even elegant arts of a civilised community. In this palmy
state, they were suddenly assaulted by a warlike neighbour, the Tepanecs, their own kindred,
and inhabitants of the same valley as themselves. Their provinces were overrun, their armies
beaten, their king assassinated, and the flourishing city of Tezcuco became the prize of the
victor. From this abject condition the uncommon abilities of the young prince
Nezahualcoyotl, the rightful heir to the crown, backed by the efficient aid of his Mexican
allies, at length redeemed the state, and opened to it a new career of prosperity, even more
brilliant than the former.

The Mexicans, with whom our history is principally concerned, came also, as we have seen,
from the remote regions of the north - the populous hive of nations in the New World, as it
has been in the Old. They arrived on the borders of Anahuac towards the beginning of the



thirteenth century, some time after the occupation of the land by the kindred races. For a long
time they did not establish themselves in any permanent residence; but continued shifting
their quarters to different parts of the Mexican Valley, enduring all the casualties and
hardships of a migratory life. On one occasion, they were enslaved by a more powerful tribe;
but their ferocity soon made them formidable to their masters. After a series of wanderings
and adventures, which need not shrink from comparison with the most extravagant legends of
the heroic ages of antiquity, they at length halted on the south-western borders of the
principal lake, in the year 1325. They there beheld, perched on the stem of a prickly pear,
which shot out from the crevice of a rock that was washed by the waves, a royal eagle of
extraordinary size and beauty, with a serpent in his talons, and his broad wings open to the
rising sun. They hailed the auspicious omen, announced by an oracle as indicating the site of
their future city, and laid its foundations by sinking piles into the shallows; for the low
marshes were half buried under water. On these they erected their light fabrics of reeds and
rushes; and sought a precarious subsistence from fishing, and from the wild fowl which
frequented the waters, as well as from the cultivation of such simple vegetables as they could
raise on their floating gardens. The place was called Tenochtitlan, though only known to
Europeans by its other name of Mexico, derived from their war-god, Mexitli. The legend of
its foundation is still further commemorated by the device of the eagle and the cactus, which
form the arms of the modern Mexican republic. Such were the humble beginnings of the
Venice of the Western World.

The forlorn condition of the new settlers was made still worse by domestic feuds. A part of
the citizens seceded from the main body, and formed a separate community on the
neighbouring marshes. Thus divided, it was long before they could aspire to the acquisition of
territory on the main land. They gradually increased, however, in numbers, and strengthened
themselves yet more by various improvements in their polity and military discipline, while
they established a reputation for courage as well as cruelty in war, which made their name
terrible throughout the Valley. In the early part of the fifteenth century, nearly a hundred
years from the foundation of the city, an event took place which created an entire revolution
in the circumstances, and, to some extent, in the character of the Aztecs. This was the
subversion of the Tezcucan monarchy by the Tepanecs, already noticed. When the oppressive
conduct of the victors had at length aroused a spirit of resistance, its prince, Nezahualcoyotl,
succeeded, after incredible perils and escapes, in mustering such a force, as, with the aid of
the Mexicans, placed him on a level with his enemies. In two successive battles these were
defeated with great slaughter, their chief slain, and their territory, by one of those sudden
reverses which characterise the wars of petty states, passed into the hands of the conquerors.
It was awarded to Mexico, in return for its important services.

Then was formed that remarkable league, which, indeed, has no parallel in history. It was
agreed between the states of Mexico, Tezcuco, and the neighbouring little kingdom of
Tlacopan, that they should mutually support each other in their wars, offensive and defensive,
and that, in the distribution of the spoil, one fifth should be assigned to Tlacopan, and the
remainder be divided, in what proportions is uncertain, between the other powers. The
Tezcucan writers claim an equal share for their nation with the Aztecs. But this does not seem
to be warranted by the immense increase of territory subsequently appropriated by the latter.
And we may account for any advantage conceded to them by the treaty, on the supposition,
that however inferior they may have been originally, they were, at the time of making it, in a
more prosperous condition than their allies, broken and dispirited by long oppression. What is
more extraordinary than the treaty itself, however, is the fidelity with which it was
maintained. During a century of uninterrupted warfare that ensued, no instance occurred



where the parties quarrelled over the division of the spoil, which so often makes shipwreck of
similar confederacies among civilised states.

The allies for some time found sufficient occupation for their arms in their own valley; but
they soon overleaped its rocky ramparts, and by the middle of the fifteenth century, under the
first Montezuma, had spread down the sides of the tableland to the borders of the Gulf of
Mexico. Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, gave evidence of the public prosperity. Its frail
tenements were supplanted by solid structures of stone and lime. Its population rapidly
increased. Its old feuds were healed. The citizens who had seceded were again brought under
a common government with the body, and the quarter they occupied was permanently
connected with the parent city; the dimensions of which, covering the same ground, were
much larger than those of the modern capital.

Fortunately, the throne was filled by a succession of able princes, who knew how to profit by
their enlarged resources and by the martial enthusiasm of the nation. Year after year saw
them return, loaded with the spoils of conquered cities, and with throngs of devoted captives,
to their capital. No state was able long to resist the accumulated strength of the confederates.
At the beginning of the sixteenth century, just before the arrival of the Spaniard, the Aztec
dominion reached across the continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific; and, under the bold
and bloody Ahuitzotl, its arms had been carried far over the limits already noticed as defining
its permanent territory, into the farthest corners of Guatemala and Nicaragua. This extent of
empire, however limited in comparison with that of many other states, is truly wonderful,
considering it as the acquisition of a people whose whole population and resources had so
recently been comprised within the walls of their own petty city; and considering, moreover,
that the conquered territory was thickly settled by various races, bred to arms like the
Mexicans, and little inferior to them in social organisation. The history of the Aztecs suggests
some strong points of resemblance to that of the ancient Romans, not only in their military
successes, but in the policy which led to them.



I1. Succession To The Crown - Aztec Nobility -
Judicial System - Laws And Revenues...

Succession To The Crown - Aztec Nobility - Judicial System - Laws And Revenues -
Military Institutions

THE form of government differed in the different states of Anahuac. With the Aztecs and
Tezcucans it was monarchical and nearly absolute. I shall direct my inquiries to the Mexican
polity, borrowing an illustration occasionally from that of the rival kingdom.

The government was an elective monarchy. Four of the principal nobles, who had been
chosen by their own body in the preceding reign, filled the office of electors, to whom were
added, with merely an honorary rank, however, the two royal allies of Tezcuco and Tlacopan.
The sovereign was selected from the brothers of the deceased prince, or, in default of them,
from his nephews. Thus the election was always restricted to the same family. The candidate
preferred must have distinguished himself in war, though, as in the case of the last
Montezuma, he were a member of the priesthood. This singular mode of supplying the throne
had some advantages. The candidates received an education which fitted them for the royal
dignity, while the age at which they were chosen not only secured the nation against the evils
of minority, but afforded ample means for estimating their qualifications for the office. The
result, at all events, was favourable; since the throne, as already noticed, was filled by a
succession of able princes, well qualified to rule over a warlike and ambitious people. The
scheme of election, however defective, argues a more refined and calculating policy than was
to have been expected from a barbarous nation.

The new monarch was installed in his regal dignity with much parade of religious ceremony;
but not until, by a victorious campaign, he had obtained a sufficient number of captives to
grace his triumphal entry into the capital, and to furnish victims for the dark and bloody rites
which stained the Aztec superstition. Amidst this pomp of human sacrifice he was crowned.
The crown, resembling a mitre in its form, and curiously ornamented with gold, gems, and
feathers, was placed on his head by the lord of Tezcuco, the most powerful of his royal allies.
The title of King, by which the earlier Aztec princes are distinguished by Spanish writers, is
supplanted by that of Emperor in the later reigns, intimating, perhaps, his superiority over the
monarchies of Tlacopan and Tezcuco.

The Aztec princes, especially towards the close of the dynasty, lived in a barbaric pomp, truly
Oriental. Their spacious palaces were provided with halls for the different councils, who
aided the monarch in the transaction of business. The chief of these was a sort of privy
council, composed in part, probably, of the four electors chosen by the nobles after the
accession, whose places, when made vacant by death, were immediately supplied as before. It
was the business of this body, so far as can be gathered from the very loose accounts given of
it, to advise the king in respect to the government of the provinces, the administration of the
revenues, and, indeed, on all great matters of public interest.

In the royal buildings were accommodations, also, for a numerous body-guard of the
sovereign, made up of the chief nobility. It is not easy to determine with precision, in these
barbarian governments, the limits of the several orders. It is certain there was a distinct class
of nobles, with large landed possessions, who held the most important offices near the person
of the prince, and engrossed the administration of the provinces and cities. Many of these
could trace their descent from the founders of the Aztec monarchy. According to some



writers of authority, there were thirty great caciques, who had their residence, at least a part
of the year, in the capital, and who could muster a hundred thousand vassals each on their
estates. Without relying on such wild statements, it is clear, from the testimony of the
conquerors, that the country was occupied by numerous powerful chieftains, who lived like
independent princes on their domains. It it be true that the kings encouraged, or indeed
exacted, the residence of these nobles in the capital, and required hostages in their absence, it
is evident that their power must have been very formidable.

Their estates appear to have been held by various tenures, and to have been subject to
different restrictions. Some of them, earned by their own good swords or received as the
recompense of public services, were held without any limitation, except that the possessors
could not dispose of them to a plebeian. Others were entailed on the eldest male issue, and, in
default of such, reverted to the crown. Most of them seem to have been burdened with the
obligation of military service. The principal chiefs of Tezcuco, according to its chronicler,
were expressly obliged to support their prince with their armed vassals, to attend his court,
and aid him in the counsel. Some, instead of these services, were to provide for the repairs of
his buildings, and to keep the royal demesnes in order, with an annual offering, by way of
homage, of fruits and flowers. It was usual for a new king, on his accession, to confirm the
investiture of estates derived from the crown.

It cannot be denied that we recognise in all this several features of the feudal system, which,
no doubt, lose nothing of their effect, under the hands of the Spanish writers, who are fond of
tracing analogies to European institutions. But such analogies lead sometimes to very
erroneous conclusions. The obligation of military service, for instance, the most essential
principle of a fief, seems to be naturally demanded by every government from its subjects. As
to minor points of resemblance, they fall far short of that harmonious system of reciprocal
service and protection which embraced, in nice gradation, every order of a feudal monarchy.
The kingdoms of Anahuac were, in their nature, despotic, attended, indeed, with many
mitigating circumstances unknown to the despotisms of the East; but it is chimerical to look
for much in common - beyond a few accidental forms and ceremonies - with those
aristocratic institutions of the Middle Ages, which made the court of every petty baron the
precise image in miniature of that of his sovereign.

The legislative power, both in Mexico and Tezcuco, resided wholly with the monarch. This
feature of despotism, however, was in some measure counteracted by the constitution of the
judicial tribunals - of more importance, among a rude people, than the legislative, since it is
easier to make good laws for such a community than to enforce them, and the best laws,
badly administered, are but a mockery. Over each of the principal cities, with its dependent
territories, was placed a supreme judge, appointed by the crown, with original and final
jurisdiction in both civil and criminal cases. There was no appeal from his sentence to any
other tribunal, nor even to the king. He held his office during life; and any one who usurped
his ensigns was punished with death.

Below this magistrate was a court, established in each province, and consisting of three
members. It held concurrent jurisdiction with the supreme judge in civil suits, but in criminal
an appeal lay to his tribunal. Besides these courts, there was a body of inferior magistrates
distributed through the country, chosen by the people themselves in their several districts.
Their authority was limited to smaller causes, while the more important were carried up to the
higher courts. There was still another class of subordinate officers, appointed also by the
people, each of whom was to watch over the conduct of a certain number of families, and
report any disorder or breach of the laws to the higher authorities.



In Tezcuco the judicial arrangements were of a more refined character; and a gradation of
tribunals finally terminated in a general meeting or parliament, consisting of all the judges,
great and petty, throughout the kingdom, held every eighty days in the capital, over which the
king presided in person. This body determined all suits, which, from their importance, or
difficulty, had been reserved for its consideration by the lower tribunals. It served, moreover,
as a council of state, to assist the monarch in the transaction of public business.

Such are the vague and imperfect notices that can be gleaned respecting the Aztec tribunals,
from the hieroglyphical paintings still preserved, and from the most accredited Spanish
writers. These, being usually ecclesiastics, have taken much less interest in this subject than
in matters connected with religion. They find some apology, certainly, in the early destruction
of most of the Indian paintings, from which their information was, in part, to be gathered.

On the whole, however, it must be inferred, that the Aztecs were sufficiently civilised to
envince a solicitude for the rights both of property and of persons. The law, authorising an
appeal to the highest judicature in criminal matters only, shows an attention to personal
security, rendered the more obligatory by the extreme severity of their penal code, which
would naturally have made them more cautious of a wrong conviction. The existence of a
number of co-ordinate tribunals, without a central one of supreme authority to control the
whole, must have given rise to very discordant interpretations of the law in different districts,
an evil which they shared in common with most of the nations of Europe.

The provision for making the superior judges wholly independent of the crown was worthy of
an enlightened people. It presented the strongest barrier, that a mere constitution could afford,
against tyranny. It is not, indeed, to be supposed that, in a government otherwise so despotic,
means could not be found for influencing the magistrate. But it was a great step to fence
round his authority with the sanction of the law; and no one of the Aztec monarch, as far as I
know, is accused of an attempt to violate it.

To receive presents or a bribe, to be guilty of collusion in any way with a suitor, was
punished, in a judge, with death. Who, or what tribunal, decided as to his guilt, does not
appear. In Tezcuco this was done by the rest of the court. But the king presided over that
body. The Tezcucan prince, Nezahualpilli, who rarely tempered justice with mercy, put one
judge to death for taking a bribe, and another for determining suits in his own house - a
capital offence, also, by law.

The judges of the higher tribunals were maintained from the produce of a part of the crown
lands, reserved for this purpose. They, as well as the supreme judge, held their offices for life.
The proceedings in the courts were conducted with decency and order. The judges wore an
appropriate dress, and attended to business both parts of the day, dining always, for the sake
of despatch, in an apartment of the same building where they held their session; a method of
proceeding much commended by the Spanish chroniclers, to whom despatch was not very
familiar in their own tribunals. Officers attended to preserve order, and others summoned the
parties, and produced them in court. No counsel was employed; the parties stated their own
case, and supported it by their witnesses. The oath of the accused was also admitted in
evidence. The statement of the case, the testimony, and the proceedings of the trial, were all
set forth by a clerk, in hieroglyphical paintings, and handed over to the court. The paintings
were executed with so much accuracy, that, in all suits respecting real property, they were
allowed to be produced as good authority in the Spanish tribunals, very long after the
Conquest.

A capital sentence was indicated by a line traced with an arrow across the portrait of the
accused. In Tezcuco, where the king presided in the court, this, according to the national



10

chronicler, was done with extraordinary parade. His description, which is of rather a poetical
cast, I give in his own words: “In the royal palace of Tezcuco was a courtyard, on the
opposite sides of which were two halls of justice. In the principal one, called the ‘tribunal of
God,” was a throne of pure gold inlaid with turquoises and other precious stones. On a stool
in front, was placed a human skull, crowned with an immense emerald, of a pyramidal form,
and surmounted by an aigrette of brilliant plumes and precious stones. The skull was laid on a
heap of military weapons, shields, quivers, bows, and arrows. The walls were hung with
tapestry, made of the hair of different wild animals, of rich and various colours, festooned by
gold rings, and embroidered with figures of birds and flowers. Above the throne was a
canopy of variegated plumage, from the centre of which shot forth resplendent rays of gold
and jewels. The other tribunal, called ‘the king’s,” was also surmounted by a gorgeous
canopy of feathers, on which were emblazoned the royal arms. Here the sovereign gave
public audience, and communicated his despatches. But, when he decided important causes,
or confirmed a capital sentence, he passed to ‘the tribunal of God,” attended by the fourteen
great lords of the realm, marshalled according to their rank. Then, putting on his mitred
crown, incrusted with precious stones, and holding a golden arrow, by way of sceptre, in his
left hand, he laid his right upon the skull, and pronounced judgment.” All this looks rather
fine for a court of justice, it must be owned. But it is certain, that the Tezcucans, as we shall
see hereafter, possessed both the materials and the skill requisite to work them up in this
manner. Had they been a little further advanced in refinement, one might well doubt their
having the bad taste to do so.

The laws of the Aztecs were registered, and exhibited to the people in their hieroglyphical
paintings. Much the larger part of them, as in every nation imperfectly civilised, relates rather
to the security of persons than of property. The great crimes against society were all made
capital. Even the murder of a slave was punished with death. Adulterers, as among the Jews,
were stoned to death. Thieving, according to the degree of the offence, was punished by
slavery or death. Yet the Mexicans could have been under no great apprehension of this
crime, since the entrances to their dwellings were not secured by bolts, or fastenings of any
kind. It was a capital offence to remove the boundaries of another’s lands; to alter the
established measures; and for a guardian not to be able to give a good account of his ward’s
property. These regulations evince a regard for equity in dealings, and for private rights,
which argues a considerable progress in civilisation. Prodigals, who squandered their
patrimony, were punished in like manner; a severe sentence, since the crime brought its
adequate punishment along with it. Intemperance, which was the burden, moreover, of their
religious homilies, was visited with the severest penalties; as if they had foreseen in it the
consuming canker of their own, as well as of the other Indian races in later times. It was
punished in the young with death, and in older persons with loss of rank and confiscation of
property. Yet a decent conviviality was not meant to be proscribed at their festivals, and they
possessed the means of indulging it, in a mild fermented liquor, called pulque.

The rites of marriage were celebrated with as much formality as in any Christian country; and
the institution was held in such reverence, that a tribunal was instituted for the sole purpose
of determining questions relating to it. Divorces could not be obtained, until authorised by a
sentence of this court, after a patient hearing of the parties.

But the most remarkable part of the Aztec code was that relating to slavery. There were
several descriptions of slaves: prisoners taken in war, who were almost always reserved for
the dreadful doom of sacrifice; criminals, public debtors, persons who, from extreme poverty,
voluntarily resigned their freedom, and children who were sold by their own parents. In the
last instance, usually occasioned also by poverty, it was common for the parents, with the
master’s consent, to substitute others of their children successively, as they grew up: thus
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distributing the burden, as equally as possible, among the different members of the family.
The willingness of freemen to incur the penalties of this condition is explained by the mild
form in which it existed. The contract of sale was executed in the presence of at least four
witnesses. The services to be exacted were limited with great precision. The slave was
allowed to have his own family, to hold property, and even other slaves. His children were
free. No one could be born to slavery in Mexico, an honourable distinction, not known, I
believe, in any civilised community where slavery has been sanctioned. Slaves were not sold
by their masters, unless when these were driven to it by poverty. They were often liberated by
them at their death, and sometimes, as there was no natural repugnance founded on difference
of blood and race, were married to them. Yet a refractory or vicious slave might be led into
the market, with a collar round his neck, which intimated his bad character, and there be
publicly sold, and, on a second sale, reserved for sacrifice.

The royal revenues were derived from various sources. The crown lands, which appear to
have been extensive, made their returns in kind. The places in the neighbourhood of the
capital were bound to supply workmen and materials for building the king’s palaces, and
keeping them in repair. They were also to furnish fuel, provisions, and whatever was
necessary for his ordinary domestic expenditure, which was certainly on no stinted scale. The
principal cities, which had numerous villages and a large territory dependent on them, were
distributed into districts, with each a share of the lands allotted to it, for its support. The
inhabitants paid a stipulated part of the produce to the crown. The vassals of the great chiefs,
also, paid a portion of their earnings into the public treasury; an arrangement not at all in the
spirit of the feudal institutions.

In addition to this tax on all the agricultural produce of the kingdom, there was another on its
manufactures. The nature and the variety of the tributes will be best shown by an enumeration
of some of the principal articles. These were cotton dresses, and mantles of feather-work,
exquisitely made; ornamented armour; vases and plates of gold; gold-dust, bands and
bracelets; crystal, gilt, and varnished jars and goblets; bells, arms, and utensils of copper;
reams of paper; grain, fruits, copal, amber, cochineal, cocoa, wild animals and birds, timber,
lime, mats, etc. In this curious medley of the most homely commodities, and the elegant
superfluities of luxury, it is singular that no mention should be made of silver, the great staple
of the country in later times, and the use of which was certainly known to the Aztecs.

Garrisons were established in the larger cities - probably those at a distance, and recently
conquered - to keep down revolt, and to enforce the payment of the tribute. Tax-gatherers
were also distributed throughout the kingdom, who were recognised by their official badges,
and dreaded from the merciless rigour of their exactions. By a stern law, every defaulter was
liable to be taken and sold as a slave. In the capital were spacious granaries and warehouses
for the reception of the tributes. A receiver-general was quartered in the palace, who rendered
in an exact account of the various contributions, and watched over the conduct of the inferior
agents, in whom the least malversation was summarily punished. This functionary was
furnished with a map of the whole empire, with a minute specification of the imposts
assessed on every part of it. These imposts, moderate under the reigns of the early princes,
became so burdensome under those of the close of the dynasty, being rendered still more
oppressive by the manner of collection, that they bred disaffection throughout the land, and
prepared the way for its conquest by the Spaniards.

Communication was maintained with the remotest parts of the country by means of couriers.
Post-houses were established on the great roads, about two leagues distant from each other.
The courier, bearing his despatches in the form of a hieroglyphical painting, ran with them to
the first station, where they were taken by another messenger, and carried forward to the next,
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and so on till they reached the capital. These couriers, trained from childhood, travelled with
incredible swiftness; not four or five leagues an hour, as an old chronicler would make us
believe, but with such speed that despatches were carried from one to two hundred miles a
day. Fresh fish was frequently served at Montezuma’s table in twenty-four hours from the
time it had been taken in the Gulf of Mexico, two hundred miles from the capital. In this way
intelligence of the movements of the royal armies was rapidly brought to court; and the dress
of the courier, denoting by its colour that of his tidings, spread joy or consternation in the
towns through which he passed.

But the great aim of the Aztec institutions to which private discipline and public honours
were alike directed, was the profession of arms. In Mexico, as in Egypt, the soldier shared
with the priest the highest consideration. The king, as we have seen, must be an experienced
warrior. The tutelary deity of the Aztecs was the god of war. A great object of their military
expeditions was, to gather hecatombs of captives for his altars. The soldier, who fell in battle,
was transported at once to the region of ineffable bliss in the bright mansions of the Sun.
Every war, therefore, became a crusade; and the warrior, animated by a religious enthusiasm,
like that of the early Saracen, or the Christian crusader, was not only raised to a contempt of
danger, but courted it, for the imperishable crown of martyrdom. Thus we find the same
impulse acting in the most opposite quarters of the globe, and the Asiatic, the European, and
the American, each earnestly invoking the holy name of religion in the perpetration of human
butchery.

The question of war was discussed in a council of the king and his chief nobles. Ambassadors
were sent, previously to its declaration, to require the hostile state to receive the Mexican
gods, and to pay the customary tribute. The persons of ambassadors were held sacred
throughout Anahuac. They were lodged and entertained in the great towns at the public
charge, and were everywhere received with courtesy, so long as they did not deviate from the
high-roads on their route. When they did, they forfeited their privileges. If the embassy
proved unsuccessful, a defiance, or open declaration of war, was sent; quotas were drawn
from the conquered provinces, which Were always subjected to military service, as well as
the payment of taxes; and the royal army, usually with the monarch at its head, began its
march.

The Aztec princes made use of the incentive employed by European monarchs to excite the
ambition of their followers. They established various military orders, each having its
privileges and peculiar insignia. There seems, also, to have existed a sort of knighthood, of
inferior degree. It was the cheapest reward of martial prowess, and whoever had not reached
it was excluded from using ornaments on his arms or his person, and obliged to wear a coarse
white stuff, made from the threads of the aloe, called nequen. Even the members of the royal
family were not excepted from this law, which reminds one of the occasional practice of
Christian knights, to wear plain armour, or shields without device, till they had achieved
some doughty feat of chivalry. Although the military orders were thrown open to all, it is
probable that they were chiefly filled with persons of rank, who, by their previous training
and connections, were able to come into the field under peculiar advantages.

The dress of the higher warriors was picturesque, and often magnificent. Their bodies were
covered with a close vest of quilted cotton, so thick as to be impenetrable to the light missiles
of Indian warfare. This garment was so light and serviceable that it was adopted by the
Spaniards. The wealthier chiefs sometimes wore, instead of this cotton mail, a cuirass made
of thin plates of gold, or silver. Over it was thrown a surcoat of the gorgeous feather-work in
which they excelled. Their helmets were sometimes of wood, fashioned like the heads of wild
animals, and sometimes of silver, on the top of which waved a panache of