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Clothing is an essential to life for a human, no matter in
what formit cones in. Cothing hel ps shield humans from
constant direct contact wth the el enents, but clothing can
al so be used to place humans in their context within their
organi zed world. The Aztec were no different. The Aztec used
clothing to protect thenselves fromthe elenents as well as
fromconbat in wars. Cothing was al so used to define the cl ass
fromwhi ch a person belonged to and to show how nuch val or he
posed in conmbat. As Ceorge Vaillant in his book Aztecs of
Mexi co explains, “Clothing...is a guide to the sex, age, group,
occupation, rank, and even character of its wearer” (Vaill ant
1948:136). The Aztec used clothing as a guide by using
different materials and fibers and the anmazing array of colors
t hat Mexico and Central American had (and has) to offer by the
means of trading between the different nations of the ancient
wor | d. Jacques Soustelle gives a glinpse of the magnificence in

colors used in Tenochtitl an:

“According to native sources, Mtecuhzoma sent

Cortes the followi ng presents: first, a costune

of Quetzal coatl, which included a turquoi se nask,

a plume of quetzal feathers, a great jade disk

with a gold round in the mddle of it, a shield

made of gold and not her of pearl, decorated wth quetzal
plumes, a mrror encrusted with turquoi ses,

a bracel et of gens and gol den bells, a turquoise

head-dress and sandal s ornanented wi th obsi di an...



There was a costune of Tlaloc, wth a crown of

green plumes and jade earrings.[with] a turquoise scepter.
The list goes on with a mtre of jaguar-

skin adorned with plunmes and gens, turquoise and

gol d earrings..”(Soustelle 1961:231)

No wonder that the conquistadors and the other Spaniards were
so taken aback for they “saw things unseen, nor ever dreaned”,
a level of sophistication rarely ever seen even in Spain (D az
del Castillo 1950: 330).

W will take a closer | ook and explore the world of
clothing fromits birth, harvesting the fibers for weaving and
decorating, to its fulfillnment of purpose, distinguishing
di fferences between nmen and wonen, social status and position,
and the ranks of warriors; all found in Mexico-Tenochtitlan

before Cortes arrived.

THE Bl RTH: HARVESTI NG THE FI BERS

The birth of a piece of fabric comes fromthe plant from
which the fibers are extracted. Depending on the use of the
fabric, the fibers of two plants in particular were of great
i nportance to the Aztec. The maguey plant, metl, fromthe agave
famly was extensively used for making fibers as well as: rope,
w ne, honey, soap, Vvinegar, paper, needles, and sonetines

enpl oyed in construction of shelters (Otiz de Mntellano



1990: 109-110; Vaillant 1948:130). The cotton plant was al so
extensively used for fibers but the plant itself is not as
versatile as the naguey.

The work of extracting the fibers fromthe nmaguey plant is
very hard work and time consum ng when conpared to preparing
cotton. The job of weaving was definitely conducted by a wonen
but as Chl oe Sayer points out “nen are generally responsible
for stripping the fibers...a task requiring considerable
strength” (Sayer 1985:130). To obtain fibers fromthe maguey
pl ant a conplicated process of cooking, beating, and rotting
had to take place. The | eaves of the naguey plant would be
removed fromthe core of the “plants which no | onger yield|ed]
aguamiel [sweet sap]” (Sayer 1985: 130; Chavez 1972:31). The
| eaves woul d then be roasted until soft and placed in water
t hat contai ned mai ze dough until it was conpletely rotted
(Sayer 1985:130; Chavez 1972:31). Once the | eaves had rotten
they woul d be taken out of the water and dried in the sun
(Sayer 1985:130; Chavez 1972:31). The next process would be to
beat and scrape the pulp out of the fibers, leaving thread to
be spun with a spindle (Sayer 1985:130; Chavez 1972:31).
Frederic Hi cks nentions that maguey fibers are consi dered
“medi um and | ong-staple fibers..often spun with a drop-spindle
techni que” (Hi cks 1994:91).

Cotton was al so work intensive but it did not require

boiling or brute strength. There were two varieties of cotton



used by the Aztecs; white cotton known as ichcatl and the
“coyot e-col oured strain named coyoichcatl” (Sayer 1985:62). To
prepare the cotton for spindle, the ripe bolls would be
harvested and allowed to dry before picking the seeds and
inpurities fromthem (Sayer 1985: 130; Chavez 1972:30). At which

time they are:

“fluffed out and spread on a..mat.which usually

rests on a cushion of corn husks or other plant materials.
Next the cotton is pounded, slowy

but firmy, with wooden beaters...As the fibers

begin to adhere to one another, the bl ows becone

stronger, and after the cotton has been turned

to ensure regular beating, it is shaped into

snooth and even strip ready for the spindle”

(Sayer 1985:130-131).

Frederic Hi cks nentions that “the cotton was laid out on mats
on the house floor and beaten to thin it, so the fibers could
nore easily separate. It was then spun, using a spindle

(mal acatl) made of wood with a ceramc whorl ...[and] a smal
bow (tzahual caxitl) was used to support the spindle” (H cks
1994:91). The cotton process was probably done only by wonen

(Hi cks 1994:90).



V\EAVI NG

Weavi ng was an essential part of the Aztecs way of life.
Weavi ng was consi der ed:

“the sole domain of wonen, they were passed down
fromgeneration to generation, and we are told by
Motolinia that it was custonmary, soon after the
birth of a baby girl, to place in her hand *a

spi ndl e and weaving stick, as a sign that she
shoul d be diligent and housew fely, a good spin-
ner and a better weaver’” (Sayer 1990:61).

However girls were not allowed to spin nor weave until they
becanme of age usually around six or seven and then only to help
the nother with her weaving. At the age of fourteen the girl
woul d be taught in the arts of weaving (Lechuga 1982:23).
Weavi ng wonen were considered to be under the protection of the
goddess Xochi quet zal who was al so associated with |ove, flowers
and youth (Soustelle 1970:132; Sayer 1990:61). Waving was an
intregal part of life to the Aztecs for textiles were used to
pay tribute, wap the dead, as paynent of dowy, and “lengths
of cloth known as quachtli were an intrinsic feature of the
Azt ec econony” (Sayer 1990:61).

Once the fibers of the plants are renoved and prepared,
thread is created which can be used for weaving or decorating
fabric wth enbroidery and stitch. The Aztec used the backstrap

| oom for weaving. As Sayer states:



“The apparatus is sinple, wwth no rigid
framework... Extrenely | ong webs of cloth can

be woven on a backstrap | oom but the width is
determ ned by the weaver’s arnmspan. The weavi ng
process proceeds away fromthe weaver, who w nds
her newy conpleted cloth on to a rolling stick”
(Sayer 1990: 21-22).

Not only did the Aztec exceed in the techni ques of weaving but
also in capturing the bright and vivid colors still seen in
Mexi co today. The array of colors achieved in the Aztec world
was partly due to the extensive trade networks that connected
the vast land fromone ocean to the other. “In general, the
process of dye meking involved crushing the | eaves or other
color-yielding part.and boiling it in a pot to extract the
pignment. This then settled as a residue which could be forned
into cakes” for easy transportation (H cks 1994:91). The
sources of the colors for dyeing conmes fromjust about anything
“flowers, fruits, barks, roots, |eaves, and various types of
woods”, as well as fromanimals (cochineal) and m nerals (Sayer

1990: 143) .



THE BASI C CLOTHI NG

The sinple male outfit consisted of two basic pieces which
only differed fromone person to the other by its decoration
and material. The maxtli, or loin-cloth was nade of a | ong
pi ece of fabric, usually of nmaguey or cotton. The garnment “went
round his wai st and between his legs, to be tied in front; the
two ends, often fringed and enbroi dered [ dependi ng on soci al
rank], fell before and behind” or knotted in the front
(Soustelle 1970:131; Anawalt 1996:7). The tilmatli was a cl oak
made froma “rectangul ar piece of cloth, and it was tied over
the right shoulder or the chest” (Soustelle 1970:132; Vaill ant
1948: 136) .

The cl oak served two purposes, one was to have a visual
ranki ng of the person in society, and the other as a bl anket,
for “a man, on sitting down, would slide the cloak round so as
to bring it all forward and cover his body and | egs” (Soustelle
1970: 132).

The loin-cloth and cl oak were integral parts of the
econom cs of tribute which “brought thousands of | oads of the
spl endi d cl oaks, loin-cloths and skirts woven in the eastern
provi nces, Tochpan, Quauhtochco, Cuetlaxtlan, and Tocht epec,
to” Tenochtitlan (Soustelle 1970:132). Frederic Hicks

estimated, using the Codex Mendoza, that Tenochtitlan received



32,400 | oads of fabric and 39, 600 | oads of decorated cloth as
tribute per tribute period (H cks 1994:99). To give a reference
as to how valuable cloth and cl oaks were to the Aztecs, Hi cks

expl ains that:

“We know remarkably little.[but] we know

sonmet hing of the value of slaves (8 to 40 mantas
[ bl ankets]), feathers ( a bunch of 20 for 20
mantas), a square braza of |and (one manta de
Cuernavaca), and a | arge canoa of water for a
fiesta (one manta)..mantas were worth either 100,
80, or 65 cacao beans each, depending on their
qual ity” (H cks 1994:99).

Wnen's clothing was just as basic as the nen’s. There
were three commonly used pieces of clothing by the Aztec wonen,
the huipil, the cueitl, and the gquechquemitl. According to
d afira Ruiz Chavez the skirt was rapped around the wai st and
woul d cover half way down the | egs, while the huipil had short
sl eeves half way down the arnms, and decorated with geonetric
designs or nature scenes (Ruiz Chavez 1972:46-47). Elizabeth
Baquedano describes the skirt or cueitl as being a very |ong
strip of cotton cloth wapped around the waist and held in
pl ace by a cloth belt. This would then be covered by the bl ouse
or huipil which was sl eevel ess and went past the hips
(Baquedano 1987:51). There is one nore piece of clothing which

is still under debate as to whether it was comonly used or if



it was only used by priestess and goddess idols, and that is
t he quechquemitl (Ruiz Chavez 1972:47; Sayer 1990:67). The
huipil woul d be the equivalent to the male cloak as far as

status could be discern fromits decorations.

SOClI AL STATUS

The social setting in Tenochtitlan at the tinme before
Cortes was one of a highly stratified society. There was very
little roomto advance but a person could by the neans of the
mlitary, the priesthood and by the pochteca, or traders. The
common people were call ed the macehual those who did not bel ong
to the ruling class, the nmerchant class, nor to the craftsnen
class, and yet they were not slaves. These people were farners,
carpenters, potters, basket nakers, and any other forns of
| abor, who were not specialized in that field. They were
basically the working class who constituted the bulk of the
popul ati on of Tenochtitlan. The macehual had to pay tribute as
a formof tax by working in public works, Iike constructing
tenpl es, and produci ng products they nmade, pottery, etc. The
macehual coul d advance his social status, but that was only by
di stingui shing hinmself in war (Mctezuma 1989:84). Wen a
commoner’s son joined the arny at the age of ten he woul d have
to take a prisoner in battle to remain a soldier. However if he

had no nore acconplishnments during the next few battles then he



woul d have to go back and remain a macehual (Soustelle
1970: 43).

The macehual were allowed to only wear clothing made of
maguey fibers with very little decoration in the clothing. The
common people still wore the sane style of dress as the upper
classes, it just was not made fromcotton nor so richly
decorated. The nmen used the loin-cloth and the cl oak, both nade
of maguey fibers, nmuch like linen for the Europeans. However
there was a limt to the length of the cloak which coul d not
pass the knees (Sayer 1990:69). The wonen of the | ower class
al so wore the sane basic outfit of the skirt and the huipil.
Again the fabric was not that of cotton but apparently the
G om were excellent weavers of the maguey fibers and could
create “fine thread and remarkably supple cloth (Sayer
1990: 69).

The upper class constituted the noble class and the
pochteca. These two groups did not share the same privileges
but they were better off than the common people. The noble
class, or calpulleque, had sone specific privileges not shared

with others, sone were

(1) they were not obliged to work the |and; (2)
only nobl enen were entitle to hold |land of their
own; (3) they were preferred for public office;

(4) they were exenpt fromall fornms of interna
tributes; (5) some special tribunals were reserved
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expressly for nobles; (6) the calmecac school

exi sted especially for the instruction of the sons
of nobles; (7) they were allowed nore than one
wife; and (8) they were entitled to bear certain

i nsignia (Mctezuma 1989: 81).

The pochteca were a group all onto thensel ves. Since they were
traders and “brought produce for the governor with them paid a
tribute and held | arge banquets”, they were respected

(Moct ezuma 1989: 82). However they were not |iked by everyone
for they were perceived to be too anbitious and “nurtured ideas
that differed fromthose of the nobility” (M-ctezuma 1989: 82).
Soustell e points out that since they traveled so nuch and so
far they had no priests but thensel ves which neant that they
wor shi pped their own gods and in their own ways (Soustelle
1970: 61) .

The upper class unlike the | ower class macehual had a
greater degree of freedom and expression over what they could
wear; they were still restricted but a person fromthe upper
class and warriors could achi eve a higher standing. The upper
class was privileged enough to wear sandals, or cactli nade of
agave and nmaguey decorated with “gold, gens, the skins of wld
ani mal s such as ocelots and jaguars, the feathers of tropical
birds and rich enbroidery” (Sayer 1990:64; Duran 1964:131). But
again there were restrictions as to who and where sandal s can

be worn. Duran nentions that “King Mteczona..decreed the
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followwng laws for the future[:]..Only the king and the Prine
M ni ster Tlacaelel may wear sandals within the palace. ..The
great noblenmen are the only ones to be allowed to wear sandals
in the city and no one else.” (Duran 1964:131).

The garnments that the upper class wore were of
extraordinary skills with feathers, gold, vivid colors and
desi gns. The upper class nale wore their cloaks made from
cotton and dyed in many brilliant colors. During winter tine
t he cl oaks worn had a m xture of cotton and rabbit fur, and

sonetinmes feathers (Soustelle 1970:132). The

“feather cloaks were highly esteened..[in which]

the process consisted in tying the stens of the
feathers into the fabric during the weaving process”
(Vai | | ant 1948: 137-144) .

Where there was not a lot of color in the | ower classes the
upper classes made up the difference as Vaill ant descri bes what

must have been a common sight:

“More individuals wore the trappings of the
hi gh office, such as noddi ng panaches of quetzal
pl umes and cl oaks, the designs of which were
worked in feathers |Iike the personal insignia
on their circular shields” (Vaillant 1948: 229).
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The wonen wore highly enbroidered huipiles with varying
designs and colors. Both nen and wonen wore an abundance of
jewelry fromearrings, necklaces, and bracelets to gem and
metal nose and chin jewels (Soustelle 1970:138). The O om
wonen woul d col or their skin and teeth to |lighten and darken,
respectably, which began to take hold in Tenochtitlan by the

time Cortes arrived.

YAOYOTL- WAR

The mlitary forces of Tenochtitlan were divided into
several different groups, with different custons and costunes.

Eduardo Moctezuma expl ai ns that,

“the Mexica mlitary was nmai nly conposed of com noners
fromthe calpulli-men of ow birth who, through the arny
and distinction on the battle

field, were able to inprove their social rank and even
obtain | and” (Mctezuma 1989: 89).

To be able to inprove their ranking, the warrior needed to
capture or kill four enemes. At acconplishing such a task the
rewards would be to have the hair shaved a certain way, and
possibly sit on the Council, or participate in dances
(Moctezuma 1989:89). The Order of the Eagle and Jaguar were

dedi cated only to the nobles and all held position in the
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councils (Mctezuma 1989:89). Soustelle explains that as

warri ors:

“rose in the hierarchy their fame grew, and

as they earned their right to wear nore and nore
spl endid ornanents and cl othes so at the sane
time they received gifts in kind and the rents
of various estates. ..They were wealthy nmen, with
their fine houses, many servants, brilliant
clothes and jewel s.but it nust be renenbered
that this was wealth that canme only after
honour abl e achi evenents” (Soustelle 1970: 45).

The warriors used a garnent that conpletely covered the entire
body, made of cloth and covered in nmulticolored feathers of all
types of birds, it was called tlahuiztli (Baquedano 1987:53).
The outfit would be styled to represent different animals or
conbi nations of colors with a matching helmet, also covered in
feathers (Baquedano 1987:53). It was not strange to see a great
variety of different mlitary outfits. One inportant garnent
used by the Aztecs and | ater adopted by the Spaniards was a
“body arnmor of quilted cotton, soaked in brine.this was [an]
effective protection against clubs and mssiles” (Vaillant
1948: 217).

There were nmany different groups of warriors but the nost
popul ar and common were the Eagles, the Jaguars, the Coyote,

and The Skull -face. These warrior were either born to the rank
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or were extrenely valiant in conbat. The garnents nostly used
by these four groups were of the tlahuiztli style (full body
cover and hel nmet) representing the animal they belong to.

El i zabet h Baguedano explains that to receive a Coyote rank one

must have captured six live enem es (Baguedano 1987:55).

The magni fi cence of the Aztec enpire was not conparable to
any other civilization at the tinme. The acconplishnments and the
skills harvested to create the jewels of clothing that wal ked
the Earth at the tinme of Cortes is beyond our inagination. The
few luck explorers that were able to witness the incredible
city of Tenochtitlan before its fall tried their very best to
describe the world they were conquering. But even with all of
the letters, journals and | og books witten, one still feels
that it is all a nere glinpse into the world that was. One can
still walk just about anywhere in Mexico today and catch a
sni pped of the bright colors and the contrasting arrangenents
of color not seen any where else on Earth. Al are a rich
| egacy left behind and carried forward i nto today.

We have taken a closer | ook and explored the world of
Aztec clothing fromits birth, harvesting the fibers for
weavi ng and decorating, to its fulfillnment of purpose,

di stingui shing differences between nen and wonen, social status
and position, and the ranks of warriors; all found in Mexico

before Cortes arrived.

15



Ref erences Cited

Duran, Fray Diego
1964 The Aztecs: The Hi story of the Indies of New
Spain. Translated and edited by Doris Heyden
and Fernando Horcasitas. Oion Press, New

Yor K.
Solier, WIlfrido du
1979 | ndunentaria Antigua Mexicana. Instituto
Naci onal de Antropol ogia e Hi storia. Mexico,
D. F.

H cks, Frederic
1994 Econom es and Polities in the Aztec Real m
Edited by Mary G Hodge and M chael E. Smth
Institute for Mesoamerican Studi es, New York.

Penafiel, Antonio
1985 | ndunentaria Antigua: Vestidos Guerreros y
Civiles de | os Mexicanos. Editorial
| nnovaci on. ©Mexi co, D.F.

Soustel | e, Jacques
1970 Daily Life of the Aztecs, on the Eve of the
Spani sh Conquest. Transl ated by Patrick
O Brien. Stanford University Press. Stanford,
Cal i forni a.

Sayer, Chl oe
1990 Costunes of Mexico. University of Texas
Press. Austin, Texas.

Rui z Chavez, dafira

1972 Monografia de |la Indunentaria Feneni na del
Est ado de Mexi co. Direccion de Turisno.
Mexi co, D.F.

Vai |l | ant, CGeorge C.
1948 Aztecs of Mexico: Origin, R se and Fall of
the Aztec Nation. Doubl eday & Conpany. Garden
City, New York.

Moct ezuma, Eduardo M
1989 The Aztecs. Rizzoli. N. Y., New York.

Baguedano, Elizabeth
1987 Los Aztecas. Panorama Editorial. Mexico, D.F.



Chri stensen, Bodil
1971 Wtchcraft and Pre-Col unbi an Paper. Co-aut hor
Samuel Marti. Edici ones Euroaneri canas.

Otiz de Montell ano, B
1990 Aztec Medicine, Health, and Nutrition. New
Br unswi ck.

Shein, Dr. Max
1992 The Precol unbian Child. Translated by Marina
Cast aneda. Labyri nthos.

Conrad, Ceoffrey W and Arthur A Denarest

1984 Religion and Enpire: The Dynam cs of Aztec
and | ncan Expansioni sm Canbridge University
Press.

Eggebrecht, Arne.
1986 A anz und Untergang des Alten Mexico: die
Azt eken und i hre Vorl aufer. M nz am Rhein.

Quintero, Gegorio T.

1927 Fi estas y Costunbres Aztecas: Continuacion de
Leyendas Aztecas. Herrero Hermanos Sucesores.
Mexi co, D.F.
Johansson, Patrick
1993 La Pal abra de | os Aztecas. Editorial Trill as.
Mexi co.

Di az del Castillo, Bernal
1938 The True Hi story of the Conquest of Mexico.
Transl ated by Maurice Keatinge. Robert M
McBride & Conpany, New YorKk.



