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Tenochtitlan, Aztec Capital 
 
The Aztecs  -  The name alone conjures both fear and pity.  Fear, due to the findings of human sacrifices at so many of 
their religious sites.  Pity, as to their complete and easy defeat by the Spaniards.   Yet despite the violence that 
permeated their culture, religion dominated their life.  Archeology still finds pieces of the Aztec’s religious matrix that 
tied into every part of their lifestyle. The Aztecs followed their pantheon primitively, yet, it drove them to advanced 
discoveries and ambitious developments. The Aztecs created grandiose architecture, beautiful imagery, and became the 
dominant power in Mexico.  Today, we ponder how a wandering civilization grew to be such an effective government. 
 
The Aztecs were first a nomadic civilization from Aztlan, an unknown location in the North, to Mexico in 1345.  They 
perfected agricultural and irrigational techniques to gain full use of the sun and heavy rain. This resulted in them 
producing an abundance of different crops that they traded with other civilizations. From the late 1300s to the early 
1400s, they grew to become one of the rival empires in Mesoamerica. When the Tepanec empire erupted into civil war 
on 1428, the Aztecs formed an alliance with Texcoco and the Tacubans to conquer their capital, Azcapotzalco.  The 
Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan, continued to grow and took control of the alliance. They continued to enjoy their success 
until Hernan Cortes launched the Spanish conquest in 1521, ending their reign in what would be called Mexico. Today, 
we can only study the archeology to salvage understanding of the once great empire. 
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We will start with the common man at home: Aztec homes were made from everyday material. Walls were made with 
wood or stone and the floors left bare.  The Aztecs demonstrated architectural intelligence by digging trenches into the 
ground for their walls. This allowed them to stay upright and stand against light floods and rain.  By building their 
house atop mounds and hills, this further ensured protection from flooding.  
 
Roofs were made by bundling straw together.  Heavy rain frequently swamped their houses, which would weigh the 
straw until it collapsed. In response, the Aztecs used two slabs of straw for the rain to slide off during downpour.  This 
was such an advanced technique that we still take their idea into today’s architecture in the form of drainpipes. Inside 
this one-room house, an idol stood in a prominent area of worship.  
 
Nobles however, had much more lavish accommodations. Their houses had many rooms, each decorated with charms, 
idols, paintings, and treasures. Their house included a garden. Instead of the straw roof, nobles had a stone roof to 
protect them and their possessions. While a noble’s home was a feat of architecture, the Aztec’s engineering brilliance 
showed primarily through their religious buildings. 
 
Religious pyramids best showed the main source of the Aztec’s brilliant 
architecture. Instead of the curves you’d see on the walls of houses, the pyramids 
were finely carved and chiseled or sharp angles. The Aztecs sculptured animals 
as symbols on important locations. An eagle represents the sun, and its warriors 
and conch shells were symbols of fertility. The pyramids had double staircases 
that faced west, a sign of the benevolence they thought emanated from the sun. 
At the end of the staircases were serpent heads carved from stone to ward off 
evil spirits. The top of the pyramid was flat to place a shrine. Inside, an idol sat 
representing their gods and providing an altar for sacrifices. This template 
seemed as the base for many Aztec temples, but they varied the art along the 
walls and the statues placed inside from site to site. 

  
Tialoc, God of Water, Quetzalcoatl 
Temple #C66, 1934-5. 

 
Art was treasure to the Aztecs. As such, the rich coveted art and were the only ones to possess art, with the exception 
of the artists themselves. Art was extremely important to the Aztecs because art told the story of the Aztecs, as they had 
no formal written system. So not only were the paintings and mosaics a source of beauty, but they told the spiritual 
stories of Aztec mythology. In a sense, art was the literature of their world. 

 
The Aztecs held tone carvings and statues as symbols of wealth and power. They often depicted a symbol of their 
religion and flaunted a person’s wealth, an important task in the Aztec’s merit system and way of life. This also allowed 
an entire empire to show their collective strength by demonstrating to any outsider that they possess the wealth to 
afford such art.  
 

 
Mexico Aztec Messenger Special 
Delivery Scotr #E3, April 1934. 

 

Their written system consisted of stone drawings called glyphs. As such, 
archeology has found a wealth of these glyphs, since they were the ancient form 
of writing on paper. Glyphs were often simple pictures that represented a 
commonly known piece of information, called logograms. For instance, an Aztec 
warrior might be drawn in battle wearing accurately-shaped headgear and armor. 
The drawings weren’t detailed or impressive, but everyone understood its 
meaning. Many of these glyphs were used to convey religious symbols and had 
key drawings for specific gods.  

Soon, these simple glyphs couldn’t keep track of the many complex messages. More advanced logograms were 
developed to keep track to respond to these situations. In order for this to function well, the Aztecs had to use their 
language to create an agreed logogram. This method allowed the Aztecs to name a place or to explain complex 
information visually. For names, it was often a mix of a few glyphs. For example, take the word Chilapan which means 
“above the river of Chile.”  (A local place,  not  the present-day country)  One glyph would be a red chili pepper for the  
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logogram “Chile,” and the other would be the logogram “Apan,” a drawing for a river. As a 
result, you’d get a symbol meaning “Chile” over a river, which could easily be traced back to 
Chilapan: “above the river of Chile.” 
 

Aztecs favored vibrant colors in their art so artists sought valuable materials as the artist’s 
media. Painters craved turquoise because of the lively blue they provided as a background, but 
more often they settled for gold because turquoise was so valuable. 
 

Aztec art often looks simplistic because of the two-dimensional structure. Paired with simple 
shapes for parts that could be rendered in tedious detail, modern-day people often perceive it 
as primitive art for primitive people. Beyond that, one can see that they integrated key details 
of their mythological beliefs. Like their religion, their murals depicted their gods as animals 
and used an array of symbols to show their religion. 

 
Mexico, Aztec Archer 
#E4, April 1934 

 

 

 
Aztec Bird Man, Scott  
#C70, 1934-5 

Non-religious art was also detailed. Their pictures were as detailed as they could make it, 
since they were held back by primitive tools, techniques, and lifespans. For example, people 
often wore correct clothes depending on rank or occasion and people varied of height, so a 
warrior was distinguishable from a commoner or a diplomat. The Aztecs valued paintings 
and mosaics greatly, but also loved metalworking and jewelry. 

 
Mexico held an abundance of gems and gold. As such, the Aztecs turned available earthen 
materials and integrated them into their art. Metalworking was a difficult and lifelong job for 
the Aztecs. They needed to shape valuable material and decorate it with gems without any 
advanced form of technology. One can see from the archeological artifacts that they 
managed to craft detailed pieces. Gold was the base for the majority of their metalwork, but 
they also used other jewels and occasionally salt crystals. Every diplomat

and religious figure wore bracelets, crowns, and armlets of gold adorned with jewelry. The Aztecs enhanced their decor 
by adding bird’s feathers for more color. It became popular, so feathers were also valuable to the Aztecs. 
 
Even though Mesoamerica held an abundance of jewelry, it is elusive in archeology. When the Spanish arrived in the 
New World, they took notice of the wealth the Aztecs flaunted. Many artists and conquistadors wrote about their 
amazement when looking at the treasure they saw in the architecture, their paintings and mosaics, and worn by every 
diplomat. This amount of wealth proved to be a fortune in Europe, where valuable materials were so rare. Hernan 
Cortes quickly launched the Spanish conquest in 1521 of the Aztecs. Sadly, the Spanish’s advanced weaponry defeated 
the Aztecs. Afterwards, Cortes stripped the land of its valuables and shipped them towards Europe. This wealth of gold 
became the basis of the gold so prominent in the cathedrals of Catholic Europe built during the Renaissance. 

 

Archeology continues to explore art in Aztec ruins. Today, we still discover their advanced knowledge of stone working 
by exploring their architecture. Their murals and mosaics speak to us about their religion, especially when we pinpoint 
the meaning of symbols and glyphs. Most importantly, archeologists still discover the Aztec’s artifacts to recover a bit of 
their history. Present-day philately displays these findings in many new stamps. 
 

 
The stamps - Philately in most countries takes many years or 
even decades for the government to finally acknowledge the 
history and contribution of their Native American people. 
Mexico is no exception. The first stamps acknowledging Native 
Americans were issued by Mexico in 1921. In that series Mexico 
acknowledged the pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacán on a three-
centavo stamp, and Cuauhtémoc’s statue was on the ten-centavo 
stamp. 

 
 

    
Mexico, Pyramid of the Sun,     Cuauhtemoc Monument 
Teotihuacan, Scott #635,1921   Scott #636, issued 1921
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The next relevant Mexican series in 1934 was issued depicting a variety of different Native American scenes. It included 
the Indian archer, a side profile of an Indian, a woman decorating pottery, a potter, sculptor, craftsman and an Indian 
offering to the gods. Nowhere does any stamp say Aztec, but the issues show the beginning of acknowledgment of the 
heritage of Mexico. 

                 
Aztec Archer             Aztec Indian               Decorating Pottery   Aztec Peon               Aztec Potter 

             
Aztec Sculptor          Aztec Craftsman        Making offering to the Gods   Worshipper 
 

. 

. 
Mexico Scott 698-706, 
issued Sept 1, 1934

Sadly, during the next 40 years, only one new stamp issue shows Aztec contributions to 
Mexican culture and society: Scott 886, Aztec messenger of the sun. In fact, a brief catalogue 
survey finds that foreign art is more showcased, such as a statue of Diana, a mosaic of the 
Byzantine Emperor Justinian the first, and German sculpture. 
 
In 1975, Mexico produced Scott number 1087, depicting Native Americans and an eagle on 
cactus destroying a serpent. This scene is taken from the Durán Codex, a 16th-century codex 
by Father Diego Durán that catalogued the history of the Aztec people.  Issued for the 650th 
Anniversary of Tenochtitlan (Mexico City). 
 

 
Mexico Aztec Messenger 
Scott #886, Mar 6, 1954  

 

    
 

<<Mexico  #1087, Aug 1, 1975  Mexico #1201, June 21, 1980 
 

By 1980, a ceremonial vessel from that the Tenochtitlan 
Temple was featured (Scott 1208-1210), perhaps the first 
archaeological object of the Aztec featured on a stamp. Of 
equal beauty is the Scott 1201 $0.80 stamp depicting 
Cuauhtémoc, the last Aztec emperor, as seen in the 
Matritense codex, the work of Fra. Bernardino de Sahagún 
(1499-1590).  Along with the Florentine Codex, now in 
Florence, Italy, this codex compre-hensively illustrates 
everyday life of the Aztecs. 

 (cont’d pg 6) 
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Mexico #1204, June 29, 1980   Mexico #1730, Apr 24,1992 
 
 

1980 was a watershed year for these types of stamps.  Xipe, 
Aztec God of medicine, was featured on the Bourbon 
Codex. This stamp commemorated the 22nd International 
Biennial Congress of the International College of Surgeons 
in Mexico City.  The Bourbon Codex catalogued features 
were the spiritual and mystical life of the Aztecs, as well as 
their calendar system. 
 

Moving on to 1992, the next Aztec issues Scott numbers 
1729-30 feature a painting about the origin of the sky from 
the Selden Codex (1729), and a beautiful portrait of 
Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca from the Bourbon Codex 
(1730). However, both of these were part of a series 
featuring Mexican paintings. 

 

 
Mexican airmail stamps have fared somewhat better for the Aztec legacy. 
While airmail stamps started in Mexico in 1922, the first stamp depicting 
Aztec imagery was 1934 with a Mexican girl and the Aztec calendar stone. 
Of note, that stamp (Scott C61) is exceedingly rare and can fetch over $1800 
currently.  

  
Mexico #C61, issued Sept 1, 1934, 
Mexican girl & Aztec Calendar Stone 

 

 
Mexico  Scott C71 - 2 color varieties 

<<Issued 1934-5, Allegory of Flight & Pyramid of the Sun 
 

1934 gave us a couple more examples, this time at much 
more affordable prices.  Tláloc, the god of water at the 
Quetzalcoatl Temple (Scott C66) and the Aztec bird 
man (Scott C70) were featured. Also feature on a $0.50 
stamp was the allegory of flight showcasing the pyramid 
of the Sun (Scott C71).  

    
Mexico  Scott C203   Aztec Courier,   Mexico Scott C222  issued Mar 6, 1954,  
Plane & Train issued for UPU 1949      Ball Court & Player    

 
By 1950 the next issue came out featuring Aztec imagery was an Aztec 
courier that was to be used as a symbol of universal Postal Service. (Scott 
203-04).   Followed fairly shortly was the 1955 issue showing the Aztec 
God Tezcatlipoca by a map of Mexico (Scott C222-23). After an absence 
of more than 25 years, Tláloc, the Aztec dance God re-appears in a 1977 
issue (Scott C540). By 1980 Mexico had ceased printing airmail stamps. 
 
 
Issued Nov 4, 1977, Tialoc, Aztec Rain God, Scott C540 >>   
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One of the more surprising aspects of the survey of Aztec art and archaeology in Mexican stamps is its relative paucity.  
Late-issue commemorative sheets simply haven’t been made, and the comprehensive retelling of the Aztec story 
through philately has not been done.  One only hopes for the future. 
 

 
 

Complex of Koguryo Tombs, a UNESCO Heritage Site (2004) 

by Caroline Scannell 

 

 

<<  North Korea, Wall paintings from Koguryu Tombs, Scott #3947, Jan 1, 2000 
 

 
The concept of the Three Kingdoms of Korea refers to the three kingdoms of Baekje, Silla 
and Goguryeo. Goguryeo was later known as Goryeo, from which we get the modern name 
Korea.  The Three Kingdoms period was defined as being from 57BC to 668AD. 

 

 
Goryeo was a Korean kingdom located in the northern 
and central parts of the Korean Peninsula and the 
southern and central parts of Manchuria.  It was an active 
participant in the power struggle for control of the Korean 
peninsula and was also associated with the foreign affairs 
of neighboring polities in China and Japan. 
 
The site in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea 
includes several group and individual tombs - totaling 
about 30 individual graves - from the later period of the 
Koguryo Kingdom, one of the strongest kingdoms in 
northeast China and half of the Korean peninsula which 
reigned between the 3rd century BC and 7th century AD.  

 
North Korea, Kogoryu tombs. Minisheet of 4, Scott #4664, 
issued Mar 10, 2007. 

 
 

 
<<  North Korea, View of the complex of Koguryo Tombs, 
Scott #4439, June 14, 2005 

 
 

 
 
 
Many of the tombs have beautiful wall paintings which 
offer a unique window to daily life of the period and are 
the only remains of this culture.  Only about 90 out of an 
estimated 10,000 Koguryo tombs discovered in China and 
Korea to date have wall paintings.  Many are believed to be 
tombs of kings, members of the royal family and the 
aristocracy. 
 
The earliest known Korean state was Old Choson, located 
in today’s northwestern Korea and southern Northeast 
China.  Conquered by the Han Chinese in 108BC the 
Chinese set up military outposts in Korea which spread 
Chinese culture and civilization. 
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