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Translator’s Note

This translation is intended for the general reader rather
than for the scholar. I have taken many small liberties with the
originals, in the belief that a readable version of the drama pre-
sented in these documents would be more valuable than a literal
rendering of their stylistic peculiarities. Here and there I have
added a word or brief phrase to the text for the sake of clarity,
and I have omitted words, sentences and even short paragraphs
when they contributed nothing except confusion.

I am deeply gratetul to Dr. Miguel Leon-Portilla for his gen-
erous assistance with a number of problems. If a translator may be
permitted to dedicate his share of a book, this English version is
dedicated to Soledad Duran, wich gratitude and affection.

LYSANDER KEMP

Guadalajara, Jalisco

Mexico



Foreword

As is well known but quickly forgotten, the victors ordinarily
write history. The losers are usually silenced or, if this is impossible,
they are dismissed as liars, censored for being traitors, or left to
circulate harmlessly in the confined spaces of the defeated. Bringing
marginalized perspectives to light is therefore a revolutionary act of
some importance: it can subvert dominant understandings, it might
inspire other victims to raise their voice and pen their protests, and
it always forces old histories to be rewritten to include or at least
respond to the vision of the vanquished. For almost 450 years the
history of the conquest of Mexico—perhaps the most consequential
meeting of cultures ever—was based overwhelmingly on Spanish
accounts. These had the effect of creating a series of false images,
the most important being that the defeat of the Aztecs of Mexico-
Tenochtitlan—always “by a handful of Spaniards”’—meant the
complete collapse of all native polities and civilization. Traditionalist
authors wanted us to understand that Spaniards had triumphed
against great odds and had succeeded in bringing about not only
military and political conquests but also spiritual, linguistic, and
cultural ones. A defeated, silent people, we were asked to believe,
had been reduced to subservience and quickly disappeared as Indi-
ans to become mestizos, or had simply retreated into rural land-
scapes.

With probing intelligence, scholarly rigor, and humanist con-
cern, Miguel Leon-Portilla, the dean of contemporary Nahua stud-
ies since 1956, has been at the forefront of the struggle to bring the
voices of past and present indigenous peoples of Mexico within
hearing distance of the rest of the world. And no book has contrib-
uted more to this effort than this one. From the time The Broken
Spears was first published in 1959 —as Vision de los vencidos (Vision of
the Vanquished)—hundreds of thousands of copies have appeared
in Spanish alone, and many tens of thousands have been printed
in French, Italian, German, Hebrew, Polish, Swedish, Hungarian,
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Serbo-Croatian, Portuguese, Japanese, and Catalan. The present
English edition, which first came out in 1962, has gone through
numerous printings, with tens of thousands of copies sold since
1974. This great international reception among specialists and
lay readers, the book’s extraordinarily wide readership in Mexico,
and its extensive use in universities and colleges throughout the
United States are due to a number of related factors.

First, although the documents included in all editions prior
to this one focus on the sixteenth century, they address topics
that have become urgent throughout the so-called Third World
in the last fifty years. Interest in the nature of native perspectives
started when the decolonization of Asia, Africa, and the Middle
East was set in motion at the end of World War II, and grew fol-
lowing the insurrections and revolutions of Latin America, be-
ginning with Cuba’s in 1959. Ever since, postcolonial nations and
those wishing to overthrow oppressive governments have been
searching for their indigenous truths and have been busily re-
writing their (colonial) histories to match their postindependence
aspirations. These efforts have included the quest for models to
help make sense of the ways in which the dominated at home
and abroad have resisted, adapted, and survived.

A remarkable discussion of how The Broken Spears has served
as such a model is found in the prologue to its 1969 Cuban edi-
tion, written by one of El Salvador’s greatest poets and popular
historians, Roque Dalton.”? The Central American author under-
lined the universality and inspirational nature of the book by
observing that, although the documents referred to the conquest
of Mexico, “their typicality is such that they constitute a valid
testimony of the general conquest of the American continent. . . .
[Indeed,} the set of confusions, acts of cowardice, heroisms, and
resistances of the Mexicans is very representative of the corre-
sponding attitudes of all the American peoples in the face of the
arrival of the conqueror. . . . [And} these indigenous accounts and
poems can contribute valuable data to use in locating the roots of
the historical violence of Latin America.” Dalton, who died in
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1975 while fighting in his country’s civil war, concludes by noting
that, while Leon-Portilla had dedicated his book to students and
nonspecialists, “the Cuban edition of these texts is dedicated to
the Cuban and Latin American revolutionaries, especially those
who, arms in hand, fight in the mountains and the cities against
the conquerors {and} Tlaxcalans . . . of today, those who retuse to
permit our historical epoch to close with a vision of defeat.”

Second, for Mexicans on both sides of the border the story
of the Aztecs (or Mexicas, as the residents of Mexico-Tenochtitlan
called themselves) has played a critical historical and symbolic
role in the formation of their collective identity. In particular,
the tale of the Mexicas has served as the national “charter myth,”
standing behind every important nation-building legend or ini-
tiative. As a consequence, José Emilio Pacheco, one of Mexico’s
toremost writers, dared to speak for all Mexicans, Indians and
mestizos, when claiming the book was “a great epic poem of the
origins of our nationality.” And he did not hesitate to add that it
was “a classic book and an indispensable work for all Mexi-
cans.” In support of this appraisal the National University of
Mexico has published more copies of The Broken Spears than of
any other text in its long history —hundreds of thousands, when
in Mexico printings of nonfiction rarely number more than three
thousand.

Third, the Nahuatl narratives in this collection, which now
includes texts from the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, con-
tribute to our understanding of some of the most important con-
cerns in the world today, especially in the more multicultural
nations of Europe and in the United States. These include the
challenge of cultural pluralism and social diversity and the search
for common ground in a sea of ethnic differences. Independent of
nationality or political persuasion, readers who have an interest in
the profound political, demographic, and cultural transforma-
tions of our anxious age have found something of importance in
this work. Not surprisingly, it has become, as Pacheco claimed, a
classic book, particularly among those in search of an atfirming

Xiil



voice from a non-Western “other.” In hundreds of U.S. college
classes from coast to coast this book has created the occasion for
fruictul conversation on the past and present nature of ethnic
identity, nationalism, racial conflict, and cultural resistance and
adaptation. And as Dalton may have known, by making evident
the ancient paths of tragedy, heroism, and resolve, this book has
been an inspiration and a guide for U.S. Latinos, especially Chica-
nos (Mexican Americans), as they attempt to cope, endure, and
triumph in the face of adversity or indifference.

Lastly, since its debut readers everywhere have recognized
The Broken Spears as a “great read.” Leon-Portilla, an eloquent
writer and a masterful editor, has braided in chronological order
a series of episodes—most of which were first translated by the
pioneer of Nahuatl studies, Angel Ma. Garibay K.—that make
the Nahua responses to the Spaniards, and each other, come alive
with pain, pathos, desperation, and fear, along with powerful
life-affirming doses of heroism, strength, and determination.
The conquest of Mexico is freed from the triumphalist Spanish
interpretations to which it has been moored for hundreds of
years and set adrift in a sea of enigmas, contradictions, revisions,
and discoveries when the Nahuas themselves are permitted to
tell the tale their way and in their own words. But after all that
has happened historically to the Aztecs and to their image in
Western thought, what we mean when we say the Nahuas can
now “tell the tale their way” is not obvious.

To Whom Can We Attribute the
Vision of the Vanquished?

To understand the historical parameters of the documents
in The Broken Spears, and thereby to elucidate what we mean by
“the Aztec account of the conquest of Mexico,” two related ques-
tions need to be examined. First, could the Nahuas have written
in alphabetic writing (“in their own words”) their view of the
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first encounter events, especially as early as 1528? Second, whose
visions are actually presented in these documents?

Eyewitness accounts of the events and sentiments depicted
in these documents are more likely to be reliable if the texts were
written within twenty years of the fall of Tenochtitlan, that is,
before 1541. Leon-Portilla claims that the descriptions taken
from the anonymous manuscript of Tlatelolco (chapter 14) were
in fact “wricten as early as 1528, only seven years after the fall of
the city.” It this is correct the work could surely contain accurate
testimonies of people who personally took part in the defense of
the Mexica capital. But is it historically possible for Nahuatl to
have been written by Nahuas at such an early date? A few obser-
vations may help to answer this question.

Pedro de Gante, the well-known mendicant educator, wrote
a letter in 1532 explaining to Emperor Charles V that since his ar-
rival in New Spain nine years earlier he had learned Nahuatl and
had had “the responsibility of teaching the children and young
men to read and write” it. “And without lying,” he added, “T can
vouch that there are good writers and eloquent preachers . . . that
if one did not see, one would not believe.”® In another letter, writ-
ten the same year and also addressed to the emperor, Fray Martin
de Valencia and some fellow Franciscans state how since their ar-
rival in 1524 they have taken young Nahua noblemen into their
monasteries “and thereby with great labor we have taught them to
read and write {Nahuatl} . . . and already they themselves have
become teachers and preachers of their parents and elders.”

Furthermore, in his defense against the charges brought
against him by the president of the First Audiencia (chen the
highest court and governing body in New Spain), Fray Juan de
Zumdrraga, the first bishop of Mexico, included the testimonies
of people who spoke about the linguistic efforts of the earliest
Franciscan missionaries. In this 1531 document a certain Juan
delas Casas is said to have formally declared that following his
arrival in Mexico City in 1526 “this witness has seen a written
grammar used to teach the Indians to read and write. And that



he has seen some of the said Indians write about the things of
our Catholic faith in their language

Likewise, Garcia Holguin, then a minor otficial in the city,
stated that “this witness has seen that all the religious {[mendicant
friars} have learned the language of this New Spain [i.e., Nahuatl}
and have produced a grammar in order to learn it better.”

The list of witnesses continues, each faithfully actesting to
the existence of early grammars and to the ability of Nahuas to
write their language. Zumadrraga’s document thus conhrms what
later chroniclers, such as Fray Gerénimo de Mendieta would as-
sert: From a very early date the Franciscans who arrived in 1524
learned the language, wrote grammars, and taught the natives to
read and write it.” On the basis of these statements, and our rec-
ognition that the older elite students were already familiar with
a literate world that included detailed historical records, we can
feel confident that by 1528 there certainly could have been Na-
huas capable of writing their language in Latin script.

Although documents in alphabetic Nahuatl do not become
commonplace until the middle of the century, a related series of
Nahuatl census records from the area of Cuernavaca appear to have
been written between 1535 and 1545.8 And in 1541 the cacique of
Tlalmanalco, Francisco de Sandoval Acazitli (Acacicl), dictated a
diary, which his secretary Gabriel Castafieda inscribed in Nahuatl,
while on the expedition to Nueva Galicia led by Viceroy Antonio
de Mendoza.” We also have various Nahuatl glosses in some codi-
ces (native picto-glyphic texts) that can reasonably be dated as
prior to 1540. Consequently, although it is truly remarkable that
the anonymous Manuscrito de Tlatelolco, quoted in chapter 14, could
have been written almost ten years before the Cuernavaca censuses
and Acazitli journal, it is perfectly reasonable to assume that we
are not being misled when we read in the text that “this paper was
written thus; it is already a long time that it was done here in Tla-
telolco, in the year of 1528.”1°

I now turn to the second and more important question:
Whose visions are actually presented in these documents?
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Whether the manuscript of 1528 was penned at that early
date, as seemns possible, or a few years later, it is nonetheless the old-
est surviving indigenous narrative account of the conquest of Mex-
ico. However, the zcnocuicat! (songs of sorrow), which make up the
poems of chapters 14 and 15, may have originated at an even earlier
date. Leon-Portilla notes, the “elegy for Tenochtitlan® (“broken
spears”) may have been conceived in 1524, while the poem titled
“The Fall of Tenochtitlan” may date from the year before.!" The ex-
act years of composition, however, are not as important as the pos-
sibility that both poems reflect the sentiments of authors who could
have taken part in the sad events and shared the sorrow expressed.

In this regard, it bears mentioning that the three poems in
chapter 15 are found in the literary collection Cantares Mexicanos.'?
This means that the “songs” that are relevant to us in this compi-
lation, those vivid verses from the oral tradition of the nobility of
Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco and perhaps Azcapotzalco, were collected
and inscribed in alphabetic Nahuatl starting in the 1550s (the ma-
jority of them) and ending sometime in the early 1580s.> Poets
who had been in their twenties at the time of the conquest, there-
fore, would only have been in their fifties when the bulk of the
songs were written. These poets, to the extent permitted by the
rapidly changing political and demographic conditions of the six-
teenth century, would have been continuing the tradition of oral
literature that had long enjoyed widespread support among the
Nahuas, reflecting the social importance given to poetic composi-
tion and oral performance among preconquest Nahuas that the
mestizo chronicler, Juan Bautista de Pomar, described in 1582:

To be esteemed and famous, a great effort was made by nobles and even
commoners, if they were not dedicated to warfare, to compose songs in
which they introduced as history many successful and adverse events,
and notable deeds of the kings and illustrious and worthy people. And
whoever reached perfection in this skill was recognized and greatly ad-
mired, because he would thereby almost immortalize with these songs
the memory and fame of the things composed in them and thus would
be rewarded, not only by the king, but by all the rest of the nobility.!4
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Thus the ancient and flourishing Nahua tradition of lyrical
composition and oral performance noted by Pomar would have
constituted a fertile environment in which, during and following
the conquest, these bards could have produced stories and poems
capturing the pathos, tragedy, and heroism of the defeated Mexi-
cas and Tlatelolcas. This would be especially likely among the
native nobility that was desirous of preserving the memory of a
once glorious past and adamant about explaining (or excusing)
the failure of Mexico-Tlatelolco to stand up to, or defeat, the
Spanish-led forces of their indigenous enemies.

The songs of the Cantares appear to have been collected and
inscribed by Nahua scholars working with the missionary-
ethnographer Bernardino de Sahagiin. These native researchers
were also responsible for setting down on paper the content of
Book 12 of the Florentine Codex, the major Nahuatl source of the
accounts in this book. Along with rendering in script the texts of
oral tradition, which included compositions from the precon-
quest, conquest, and subsequent periods, these indigenous inves-
tigators worked with picto-glyphic (and perhaps some alphabetic)
documents. In turn, these were interpreted for them by over a
dozen elders who, as Leon-Portilla athrms, were picked from
among those best informed about the ancient practices and be-
liefs, and for being the most likely to have experienced the con-
quest in person. Sahagin himself wrote in the foreword to Book
12 chat “this history . . . was written at a time when those who
took part in the very Conquest were alive. . . . And those who
gave this account {were} principal persons of good judgment, and
it is believed they told all the truth.”" In the foreword to the
1585 revision of the conquest story Sahagin reconfirms this
point: “When this manuscript was written (which 1s now over
thirty years ago [i.e., 1555} everything was written in the Mexi-
can language and was afterwards put into Spanish. Those who
helped me write it were prominent elders, well versed in all
matters . . . who were present in the war when this city {Tlate-
lolco} was conquered.”'¢
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It is of considerable significance that, like most of the ger-
mane poems in the Cantares collection, Book 12 is drawn pri-
marily from the testimonies of informants from Tlatelolco and
Tenochtitlan. And the same can be said for all other sustained
Nahuatl narratives that appear to have been composed by eye-
witnesses of the catastrophic events. For example, the second longest
series of conquest episodes, the aptly titled “anonymous manu-
script of 1528, is from Tlatelolco. The so-called Codex Aubin, the
Anales de México y Tlatelolco, and the pertinent sections of the
Cédice Ramirez, which although found in Spanish were most likely
based on Nahuatl sources, are likewise of Tenochtitlan or Tlatelolco
provenance (and the related episodes in Mufioz Camargo's Historia
de Tlaxcala seem also to fall into this category since they appear
to have been influenced by Book 12). The importance of this
common origin is noted by the historian James Lockhart, who
has argued that most indigenous histories from central Mexico,
except those from Tenochtitlan/Tlatelolco, practically ignore the
coming of the Spaniards, “showl[ing} far more concern over
Mexica inroads . . . in preconquest times than about the Spani-
ards.” It follows, he concludes, that “only the Mexica and their
closest associates put up prolonged resistance to the Spaniards,
and only they made any at all detailed written record of the expe-
rience.”’” But what would have motivated them to do so?

Perhaps a better question is: Why, with the likely exception
of the 1528 text, were all the relevant Mexica—i.e., Tenochca and
Tlatelolca—narratives and legendary tales about the arrival of the
Spaniards and the collapse of their two-part city written during
or after the 1550s? One response is obvious. Alchough the most
important accounts were written under the watchful eye of the
missionaries, this was the time when Nahuatl alphabetic literacy
extended beyond the Spanish centers of education and began to
take on an independent life of its own in Indian towns. This was
also a period of quick demographic decline due to widespread
epidemics. The changing demography, in turn, was promoting
local political rearrangements around newly organized indigenous
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municipal governments, which in turn were resulting in intensely
assertive micropatriotisms. And all this was taking place as
Nahua-Spanish contacts were becoming more frequent, longer
lasting, and more complex.'®

As 1s the case among all historians, the Nahua chroniclers
selected episodes and details from the past with an eye to the
present and future. The first two documents of chapter 16 reflect
best how changing times could occasion the self-serving appro-
priation of alphabetic writing and precipitate the need to write
the history of the past.”” As Leon-Portilla states, within thirty-
five years the Nahuas became adept not only at telling their own
story through Latin script but at using such stories to protect
their privileges and advocate for their interests. They not only
petitioned the colonial officials in Mexico City but wrote letters
to the emperor, asking for appointments to be made (in this case
for Las Casas to be made protector of the Indians) and for griev-
ances to be redressed. In the 1560 letter from the town council of
Huejotzingo we read how Nahuas of one community could retell
the conquest story in a way that would help erode the privileges
obtained under the Spaniards by a competing municipality
(Tlaxcala), while making their part in the wars appear worthy of
favorable consideration (a reduction in tribute payments).

Although many of the descriptions in Book 12 and the 1528
manuscript are evidently those of specific eyewitnesses, or are re-
constructions of their accounts, most are based on various anony-
mous stories that were retold and perhaps formally performec.
numerous times, with additions, modifications, inventions, and
transpositions constantly enriching the recications. As is typical
in the Amerindian world, it was not a matter of individual, sub-
jective perspectives being captured for posterity; instead, what we
have in these conquest narratives are collective memories, reflect-
ing common understandings, shared feelings, and group legends
and mythologies. This, after all, is the way a dynamic oral tradi-
tion functions. But in the middle of the sixteenth-century the
noblemen and literate members of the defeated communities were
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also stimulated to write by very pragmatic considerations: the
need to safeguard their quickly slipping position as best they
could, the need to excuse the strategic and military failure of Mo-
tecuhzoma and others, and, equally important, the need to ex-
press in redeeming terms the tragic fall of a glorious state.

It is of great importance to observe in the sixteenth-century
texts that the Spaniards are rarely judged in moral terms, and Cor-
tés is only sporadically considered a villain. It seems to have been
commonly understood that the Spaniards did what any other
group would have done or would have been expected to do if the
opportunity had existed. Indeed, as the documents here reveal,
when the occasion arose, the Tlaxcalans and Huexotzincas joined
right in to defeat the Mexicas, their traditional foes. Each commu-
nity strove to be an independent city-state. Each saw all others
who were not their allies as the “other,” whether Indian or Spanish.
In this resides the central reason for the fall of Mexico-Tenochtitlan,
and this reasoning helps to weave all the documents in this book
into a single story: of defeat for some, of reatfirmation for others.

Beyond the Sixteenth Century

This timely new edition of The Broken Spears has been amply
enriched by a concluding chapter that demonstrates how the re-
vindicating voice of the Nahuas endured and continues to endure
on the lips of the descendants of the vanquished. In these Nahuatl
testimonies from the eighteenth and twentieth centuries we can
witness not only the vitality of five hundred years of oral tradition
focused on the conquest and its aftermach, but also the rhetorical
force of over 460 years of literary composition in Nahuatl.

Today, in the poems of Joel Martinez Herndndez, as in the
eighteenth-century testimony from San Tomds Ajusco or the
1918 manifestos of Emiliano Zapata, a forceful, poetic discourse
is placed at the service of the much-abused and frequently dismissed
communities. Fighting against great odds, the one and a half mil-
lion contemporary Nahuas are going beyond simply insisting on
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maintaining the integrity of their culture, by busily adding to
their inheritance. Working with Professor Leon-Portilla in his
seminar on Nahuatl culture and language at the National Univer-
sity of Mexico, a number of Nahua poets and historians have
reappropriated ancient and colonial Nahua sources and have trans-
formed them into living expressions of an indomitable spirit. Five
hundred years after the encounter between the two worlds, ancient
Nahua beliefs, modified by centuries of conflict, adaptation, and
innovation, continue to inspire Nahuas to engage in what the edi-
tor of this book correctly describes as “the production of a new
literature,” or, as the Nahuas call it, a Yancuic Tlabtolli, a New
Word.

Nahuas, however, are not the only ones who have benefited
from Leon-Portilla’s untiring examination of Nahua culture and
colonial Mexico. Inspired primarily by his research and numer-
ous publications, in the thirty years since The Broken Spears ap-
peared Nahua studies have undergone a dramatic transformation.
In Mexico, the United States, and Europe hundreds of scholars
have set themselves to the task of researching into the Nahua
past and present. Many, following Leon-Portilla’s example, have
learned the language and plunged into the sea of documents and
chronicles that exist in Nahuatl. Thanks to this, today we are at
last beginning to understand the intricacies of this amazing cul-
ture, which was the equal of any in Europe in moral refinement,
artistic sensibility, social complexity, and political organization.

Because 1992 marks the quincentennial of Columbus’s first
voyage, it is particularly appropriate to introduce a new edition of
this far-reaching book on “the encounter between the two worlds.”
As an intellectual, a humanist, and lifelong student of Amerin-
dian cultures, Leon-Portilla, the first coordinator of Mexico’s Na-
tional Quincentenary Commission, has urged responsible debate
and rational reflection on this emblematic and problematic mo-
ment. In many and varied forums, he has consistently rejected
“celebrations” of “discoveries,” championing instead thoughtful
reassessments of the “encounter” that can lead us to more authen-
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tic, empathetic, and just understandings of the American past.
These are admirable goals to which this book is a superb contri-
bution.
J. JORGE KLOR DE ALVA
Princeton, New Jersey

September 1991
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Introduction

On November 8, 1519, the Spanish conquistadors first en-
tered the great city of Mexico, the metropolis the Aztecs had
built on a lake island. Don Hernando Cortes, who was accompa-
nied by six hundred Spaniards and a great many native allies, at
last could see for himself the temples and palaces about which he
had heard so many marvels. The Spaniards arrived from the di-
rection of Tlalpan, to the south of the city, passing across one of
the wide causeways that connected the island with the mainland.
When they reached a locality known as Xoloco, they were wel-
comed by the last of the Motecuhzomas,! who had come out to
meet them in the belief that the white men must be Quetzal-
coatl and other gods, returning at last from across the waters
now known as the Gulf of Mexico. Thus Cortes and his men
entered the city, not only as guests, but also as gods coming
home. It was the first direct encounter between one of the most
extraordinary pre-Columbian cultures and the strangers who
would eventually destroy it.

Cortes landed on the coast at Veracruz on Good Friday,
April 22, 1519; the Aztec capital surrendered to him on August
13, 1521. The events that took place between these two dates
have been recounted in a number of chronicles and other writ-
ings, of which the best known are the letters Cortes wrote to
King Charles V and the True History of the Conquest of Mexico by
Bernal Diaz del Castillo. These two works, along with a few others
also written by Spaniards, until now have been almost the only
basis on which historians have judged the conquest of one of the
greatest civilizations in pre-Columbian America.

But these chronicles present only one side of the story, that
of the conquerors. For some reason—scorn, perhaps—historians
have failed to consider that the conquered might have set down
their own version in their own language. This book is the first to

XXV



offer a selection from those indigenous accounts, some of them
written as early as 1528, only seven years after the fall of the city.
These writings make up a brief history of the Conquest as told
by the victims, and include passages written by native priests
and wise men who managed to survive the persecution and
death that attended the final struggle. The manuscripts from
which we have drawn are now preserved in a number of different
libraries, of which the most important are the National Library
in Paris, the Laurenziana Library in Florence and the library of
the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City.

The Indian accounts of the Conquest contain many pas-
sages whose dramatic interest is equal to that of the great classi-
cal epics. As Homer, singing in the I/iad of the fall of Troy,
depicted scenes of the most vivid tragic realism, so the native writ-
ers, masters of the black and red ink,? evoked the most dramatic
moments of the Conquest. A few paragraphs from the documents
presented in this book will make this clear.

The Indian chroniclers describe the beginning of the terti-
ble slaughter perpetrated by Pedro de Alvarado in the patio of
the main temple in Tenochtitlan. After mentioning the first ritu-
als of the fiesta that was being celebrated—a fiesta in which
“song was linked to song”—they tell how the Spaniards entered
the sacred patio:

They ran in among the dancers, forcing their way to the place
where the drums were played. They attacked the man who was drum-
ming and cut off his arms. Then they cut off his head, and it rolled
across the floor.

They attacked all the celebrants, stabbing them, spearing them,
striking them with their swords. They attacked some of them from
behind, and these fell instantly to the ground with their entrails hang-
ing out. Others they beheaded: they cut off their heads, or split their
heads to pieces.

They struck others in the shoulders, and their arms were
torn from their bodies. They wounded some in the thigh and some
in the calf. They slashed others in the abdomen, and their entrails
all spilled to the ground. Some attempted to run away, but their in-
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testines dragged as they ran; they seemed to tangle their feet in their
own entrails. No matter how they tried to save themselves, they could
find no escape.

Another passage, a masterpiece of the descriptive art of the
Aztecs, shows how the Indians pictured the “stags or deer” on
which the Spaniards rode. Motolinia, one of the early missionar-
ies, wrote that the Indians “were filled with wonder to behold
their horses, and the Spaniards riding on their backs.” Now they
present their own description, so vivid that it recalls another ex-

traordinary picture of the horse, written in Hebrew by the au-
thor of the Book of Job. They report:

The “stags” came forward, carrying the soldiers on their backs.
The soldiers were wearing cotton armor.® They bore their leather
shields and their iron spears in their hands, but their swords hung
down from the necks of the “stags.”

These animals wear little bells, they are adorned with many lit-
tle bells. When the “stags” gallop, the bells make a loud clamor, ring-
ing and reverberating.

These “stags,” these “horses,” snort and bellow. They sweat a
very great deal, the sweat pours from their bodies in streams. The
toam from their muzzles drips onto the ground. It spills out in fat
drops, like a lather of amole.*

They make a loud noise when they run; they make a great din,
as if stones were raining on the earth. Then the ground is pitted and
scarred where they set down their hooves. It opens wherever their
hooves touch it.

The indigenous documents contain a number of scenes
like these, so vivid that they seem to invite the artist to inter-
pret them with his pen or brush. But to understand this epic
narrative of the Conquest, it is important to know something of
Aztec history, geography and culcure. The following sketch is
necessarily limited to the broad outlines, but at least it will pro-
vide a context in which the indigenous narratives can be seen
more clearly.
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Cultural Stages of Ancient Mexico

The grandeur that the conquistadors beheld in the Aztec
capital was obviously not the result of spontaneous generation. It
was the last phase of a long cultural sequence beginning well be-
fore the Christian era. In this brief review of the evolution of cul-
ture in ancient Mexico, we will attempt to correlate the various
stages with well-known events in the history of the Old World.

Alcthough man has existed on earth for at least half a mil-
lion years, the first human beings to reach the American conti-
nent appear to have arrived only about twenty thousand years
ago. Man is an even more recent phenomenon in the Valley of
Mexico, since the most ancient human fossil-discovered in
Tepexpan, near the famous pyramids of Teotihuacan—is probably
no more than ten thousand years old.

The development of superior cultural forms also came
much later in America than in the Old World. Egypt and Meso-
potamia had contrived modes of writing as far back as the
fourth millennium before Christ, but in America—specifically in
Mexico—we must wait until the middle of the second millen-
nium B.C. before we can discover the earliest vestiges of system-
atic agriculture and the making of pottery.

The most ancient architectural remains 1n Mexico, indicat-
ing the presence of ceremonial centers, date from about five hun-
dred years before Christ, a time when the Old World had already
heard the words of the Biblical prophets, and when the first pre-
Socratic philosophers had already spoken in Greece. Perhaps the
earliest cultural ferment of any importance in pre-Columbian
Mexico took place on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico. A number
of extraordinary artifacts have been found there, along with the
oldest calendar inscription yet discovered. For lack of a better
name, these mysterious artificers have been called the Olmecs,
an Aztec word meaning “people of the region of rubber.” At a later
period their art, techniques and religious ideas influenced a num-
ber of groups which had migrated from the distant northern
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shores of the Pacific Ocean. This cultural influence was to have
significant and widespread consequences.

At the beginning of the Christian era, while Rome was con-
solidating her empire and Christianity had begun to spread through
the Mediterranean world, Mexico witnessed the emergence of what
can also be called true empires. The foundations of the earliest sa-
cred cities of the Mayas—Tikal, Uaxactun, Copan and Palenque—
were constructed in the jungles of Central America. And in the
central region of Mexico, about thirty-five miles north of the mod-
ern capital, the great “city of the gods’—Teotihuacan—began to
rise. Its pyramids, palaces, sculptures, frescoes and inscriptions
would become a paradigm and inspiration for the artists and arti-
sans of later peoples. Many of its inscriptions and representations of
the gods were reproduced in the Aztec art and codices of the Con-
quest period. The apogee of Mayan and Teotihuacan culture co-
incides in time with the fall of the Roman Empire.

During the fourth and fifth centuries A.D. inscriptions
based on a partly ideographic, partly phonetic mode of writing
became extremely abundant, especially among the Mayas. They
testify to the fact that these cultures possessed a profound sense
of time and history. The Mayan calendar is further proof, for it
was slightly closer to the astronomical year than our own present-
day calendar, and much closer than that being used in Europe at
the same period.

The great ritual centers at Teotihuacan and in the Mayan
area began to decline in the eighth and ninth centuries and were
eventually abandoned. The causes are for the most part unknown.
Some authors have attributed their downfall to the arrival of new
tribes from the north; at least it is certain that the northern
barbarians—like the Germanic tribes in the Roman world—were a
constant threat to established cultures. In Europe the ninth cen-
cury saw the consolidation of feudalism; a lictle later new kingdoms
were founded within a cultural milieu composed of Greco-Roman
and barbarian elements. A new state also arose in central Mexico and
culcurally it was also a composite, having been greatly influenced
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by the Teotihuacan civilization. This was the so-called “Toltec
Empire,” composed of people from the north who spoke the same
Nahuatl tongue which a few centuries later became the language
of the Aztecs.

The Toltecs settled in Tula, about fifty-five miles northeast
of the City of Mexico, and under the aegis of their great culture-
hero, Quetzalcoatl, they gradually extended the civilization cre-
ated at Teotihuacan. A number of indigenous texts describe the
Toltecs in detail: they were superb artisans, devout worshipers,
skillful tradesmen—extraordinary persons in every way. Their
prestige became so great that for the Aztecs the word “Toltec”
was a synonym for “artist.” The cultural achievements of the
Toltecs spread far beyond their city at Tula; in fact their influ-
ence even reached down into Yucatan and Central America,
where it can be clearly discerned in the Mayan religious center at
Chichen-Itza. As a result of these Toltec influences, the Mayas
experienced a major cultural renascence.

But Tula, like other cities before it, was finally abandoned,
perhaps because of fresh invasions from the north. Quetzalcoatl
departed eastward, promising that some day he would return from
across the sea. The new arrivals adopted the cultures of Teotihua-
can and the Toltecs, and a number of city-states began to form
along the shores of the great lake in the Valley of Mexico. This was
the beginning of another cultural renascence, almost exactly con-
temporaneous with the early Renaissance in Italy.

In the thirteenth century two of the city-states achieved
considerable splendor. One of them, the famous Culhuacan, was
located on the southern shore of the lake, near what is now the
University of Mexico. Much of its greatness resulted from the fact
that many of its inhabitants were of Toltec origin. The other State,
Azcapotzalco, which now forms part of the northeastern sector of
the capital, was a mixcure of a great many ethnic groups. Its
people were especially gifted as warriors and administrators, and
Azcapotzalco therefore became a good deal more powertul than
its neighbor to the south.
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The Aztecs or Mexicas were the last of the many normadic
tribes to enter the Valley of Mexico from the north. They arrived
during the middle of the thirteenth century, and attempted to
settle in one or another of the flourishing city-states, but wher-
ever they appeared, they were violently driven away as undesir-
able foreigners. It is true that they spoke the same language as
the old Toltecs, but otherwise they were almost totally uncul-
tured. The only heritage they brought with them, besides the
Nahuatl tongue, was an indomitable will.

After a whole series of defeats and humiliations, the Aztecs
succeeded in establishing themselves on an island in the lake; cthe
ancient codices state that their city was founded in the year 1325.
A little more than a century later, incredible as it may seem, this
destitute tribe had been able to assimilate the old cultural tradi-
tions and, at the same time, to achieve complete independence.
Then they began their career as conquerors, extending their rule
from the Gulf coast to the Pacific and as far south as Guatemala—
and again they accomplished all this in only one century. Their
capital grew rich and powerful, much more powerful than Teoti-
huacan or Tula had ever been. Its temples, palaces and gardens
were so magnificent that the Spanish conquistadors gaped in as-
tonishment.

During this same period, however, the Old World had begun
to discover new regions. Portuguese navigators reached Madeira
and the Azores between 1416 and 1432—the first step toward the
discovery of the New World. Other explorers crossed the Equa-
tor off the coast of Africa in about 1470, and in 1487 Bartolomew
Diaz sailed as far as the Cape of Good Hope. Less than a decade
later Christopher Columbus landed on the shores of America.
Hence, the “explosion” which spread Aztec rule and planted Az-
tec culture over vast regions was contemporaneous with another
expansionist movement, and the latter, with superior weapons,
techniques and tactics, proved much the more powerful. When the
Old World and the Aztecs in the New World met tace to tace on
that November day in 1519, their attitudes toward each other were
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very different. The Aztecs, as we have said, thought the strangers
were Quetzalcoat]l and other gods returning from over the sea,
while the Spaniards—despite their amazement at the splendors of
Tenochtitlan—considered the Aztecs barbarians and thought only
of seizing their riches and of forcing them to become Christians
and Spanish subjects.

This confrontation, vividly described both by the conquista-
dors and the natives, was something more than a meeting be-
tween two expanding nations; it was the meeting of two radically
dissimilar cultures, two radically different modes of interpreting
existence. Spain had recently brought the long wars of reconquest
against the Moors to a triumphant conclusion and was now the
greatest power 1n Europe. The Aztec state had also reached a cli-
max, and its magnificence was evident in its capital city and its
vigorous religious, social, economic and political structure.
To understand more clearly the tragic loss that resulted from
the destruction of indigenous culture, it will be useful to view
the great city as the “gods” viewed it before they leveled it to the
ground.

Tenochtitlan, the Aztec Metropolis

The beginnings of the Aztec capital were very humble. It was
founded on a low-lying island so undesirable that other tribes had
not bothered to occupy it. The indigenous chronicles describe the
difficulties with which the Aztecs managed to build a few misera-
ble huts and a small altar to their supreme deity, the war-god
Huitzilopochtli. But their fierce will overcame every obstacle. Less
than two centuries later, the Spanish conquistador Bernal Diaz del
Castillo thought that the wonders he beheld must be a dream. The
Spaniards had been welcomed into the city as guests of Mo-
tecuhzoma, and a party of them—led by Cortes—climbed up to the
flat top of the pyramid on which the main temple was built. They
were met by the Aztec king himself, who pointed out the various
sights.
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So we stood looking about us, for that huge and cursed temple
stood so high that from it one could see over everything very well, and
we saw the three causeways which led into Mexico, that is the cause-
way of Iztapalapa by which we had entered four days before, and that
of Tacuba, and that of Tepeaquilla, and we saw the fresh water that
comes from Chapultepec which supplies the city, and we saw the
bridges on the three causeways which were built at certain distances
apart through which the water of the lake flowed in and out from one
side to the other, and we beheld on that great lake a great multitude of
canoes, some coming with supplies of food and others returning
loaded with cargoes of merchandise; and we saw that from every house
of that great city and of all the other cities that were built in the water
it was impossible to pass from house to house, except by drawbridges
which were made of wood or in canoes; and we saw in those cities Cues
[temples} and oratories like towers and fortresses and all gleaming
white, and it was a wonderful thing to behold; then the houses with
flat roofs, and on the causeways other small towers and oratories which
were like fortresses.

After having examined and considered all that we had seen
we turned to look at the great market place and the crowds of peo-
ple that were in it, some buying and others selling, so that the mur-
mur and hum of their voices and words that they used could be
heard more than a league off. Some of the soldiers among us who
had been in many parts of the world, in Constantinople, and all
over Italy, and in Rome, said that so large a market place and so full

of people, and so well regulated and arranged, they had never be-
held before.’

The Spanish soldier had good reasons for describing the
city in such enthusiastic terms. Almost nothing remains today of
what he saw, but his account is corroborated by other writings,
ancient maps and archaeological investigations.

At the time of the Conquest, the area of the island on
which the city stood had been increased by means of fills, until
it comprised a more or less regular square measuring about two
miles on each side. It was joined on the north to the island of
Tlatelolco, originally an independent city, but annexed by the
Aztecs in 1473. Tlatelolco was connected with the mainland by a
causeway that ran to the sanctuary of the mother-goddess
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Tonantzin on the northern shore of the lake. At the present day
the site of her temple is occupied by the Basilica of Tepeyac,
dedicated to Mexico’s patron saint, the Virgin of Guadalupe.

To the south of Tenochtitlan, another causeway—the one
by which the Spaniards entered—joined the mainland at Iztapa-
lapa. The eastern edge of the city bordered the wide expanse of
the lake, and only during the clearest weather was it possible to
see the city of Tezcoco, home of the famous poet-king Nezahual-
coyotl, on the opposite shore. Finally, on the west, another cause-
way joined the city with the allied kingdom of Tlacopan or
Tacuba; it was along this causeway that the Spaniards fled on the
disastrous Night of Sorrows.

Tenocheitlan was divided into four great sections. To the
northwest stood Cuepopan, “the place where flowers bloom,”
which now forms the barrio or sector known as Santa Maria la Re-
donda; to the southwest, Moyotlan, “the place of the gnats,” later
dedicated by the Spanish missionaries to the honor of St. John the
Baptist; to the southeast, Teopan, “the place of the gods,” which
included the precinct of the main temple and which was known in
colonial times by the name of San Pablo; and to the northeast,
Atzacoalco, “in the house of the herons,” which became the site
where the missionaries built the church of San Sebastian.

The two most important places in the capital were the sa-
cred precinct of the main temple, with its related temples, schools
and other structures (in all, it contained seventy-eight buildings),
and the huge plaza in Tlatelolco that served as the principal mar-
ket place, offering an astonishing variety of products from far
and near. The walled precinct of the main temple formed a great
square measuring approximately five hundred yards on each side.
Today nothing is left of the temple except a few remains that can
be seen near the eastern walls of the Cathedral of Mexico. A
model of the precinct has recently been installed there.

The palace of Axayacatl, who ruled from 1469 to 1481, stood
on the western side of the main temple, and it was here that the
Spaniards were lodged when they arrived in the city as Mo-
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tecuhzoma’s guests. The palace of Motecuhzoma, facing a broad
plaza, stood on the site now occupied by the National Palace of
Mexico. And in addition to these and other structures, there was
a large number of lesser temples and stone and mortar buildings
reserved as living quarters for the nobles, merchants, artists and
other persons. The streets of Tenochtitlan were comparatively
narrow, many of them with canals through which canoes from
the lakeshore could reach the center of the city. The capital
boasted many other attractions, and the Spaniards were particu-
larly impressed by the botanical and zoological gardens, as noth-
ing of the kind existed at that time in their native land.

The population of Tenochtitlan at the time of the Conquest
has been the subject of considerable controversy, but beyond
question it must have amounted at least to a quarter of a million.
The activities were many and colorful. Fiestas, sacrifices and
other rituals were celebrated in honor of the gods. Teachers and
students met in the various calmecac and telpuchcalli, the pre-
Hispanic centers of education. The coming and going of mer-
chant canoes and the constant bustle in the Tlatelolco market
impressed the Spaniards so much that they compared the city to
an enormous anthill. The military exercises and the arrival and
departure of the warriors were other colorful spectacles. In brief,
the life of Tenochtitlan was that of a true metropolis. The city
was visited by governors and ambassadors from distant regions.
Gold, silver, rich feathers, cocoa, bark paper and other types of
tribute, along with slaves and victims for the human sacrifices,
streamed in along the streets and canals. The Spaniards were
right: Tenochtitlan was indeed an anthill, in which each indi-
vidual worked unceasingly to honor the gods and augment the
grandeur of the city.

The Aztec Empire

The wealth and military power of Tenochtitlan were a resule
of the conquests accomplished by Itzcoatl, who ruled between
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1428 and 1440. He had joined with Nezahualcoyotl, king of
Tezcoco, to defeat Azcapotzalco and to form the so-called “triple
alliance,” made up of Tenochtitlan, Tezcoco and the relatively
insignificant city of Tlacopan (Tacuba).

Another important factor in the growth of Aztec power
was the shrewd work of the royal counselor Tlacaelel, nephew to
Itzcoatl, who instituted a number of significant reforms in the
tribe’s political, religious, social and economic structure. As a pro-
found student of the cultural elements inherited from the Toltecs,
he made use of everything that served his purpose—but he also gave
everything a special slant, for his purpose was to consolidate the
strength and wealch of the city. One of the indigenous texts in
the Codice Matritense describes how Itzcoatl and Tlacaelel re-
warded the principal Aztec chieftains with lands and titles after
the victory over Azcapotzalco, and then says that the king and
his adviser decided to give their people a new version of Aztec
history.

They preserved an account of their history,
but later it was burned,

during the reign of Itzcoatl.

The lords of Mexico decreed it,

the lords of Mexico declared:

“It is not ficting that our people

should know these pictures.

Our people, our subjects, will be lost

and our land destroyed,

for these pictures are full of lies. . . .

In the new version, recorded in a number of extant docu-
ments, the Aztecs claim to be descended from the Toltec no-
bility, and their gods—Huitzilopochtli in particular—are raised
to the same level as the ancient creative gods Tezcatlipoca
and Quetzalcoatl. But most important of all is the exalted
praise given to what can only be called a mystical conception of
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warfare, dedicating the Aztec people, the “people of the sun,”
to the conquest of all other nations. In part the motive was
simply to extend the rule of Tenochtitlan, but the major pur-
pose was to capture victims for sacrifice, because the source of
all life, the sun, would die unless it were fed with human
blood.

As a result, Huitzilopochtli ceased to be the tutelary god of
a poor band of outcasts, and his rise to greatness coincided with
that of the Aztecs themselves. The old Toltec prayers, most of
them directed to Quetzalcoatl, were revised in his favor, and his
priests composed a number of others. Since he was identified
with the sun, he was called “the Giver of Life” and “the Preserver
of Life.” Tlacaelel did not originate the idea that Huitzilopochtli-
the-Sun had to be fed the most precious food of all-human
blood—but he was unquestionably responsible for the central
importance that this idea acquired in the Aztec religion.

There is good evidence that human sacrifices were per-
tormed in the Valley of Mexico before the arrival of the Aztecs,
but apparently no other tribe ever performed them with such
frequency. The explanation seems to be that Tlacaelel persuaded
the Aztec kings (he was counselor to Motecuhzoma I and his
successor Axayacatl after the death of Itzcoatl) that their mission
was to extend the dominions of Huitzilopochtli so that there
would be a constant supply of captives to be sacrificed. Fray
Diego de Duran wrote that Itzcoatl “took only those actions
which were counseled by Tlacaelel,” and that he believed it was
his mission “to gather together all the nations” in the service of
his god. It was also Tlacaelel who suggested the building of the
great main temple in Tenochtitlan, dedicated to Huitzilopochtli.
Before the Spaniards destroyed it, it was the scene of innumera-
ble sacrifices of captives, first from nearby places and later from
such distant regions as Oaxaca, Chiapas and Guatemala.

The changes brought about by Tlacaelel in Aztec religious
thought and ritual were his most important accomplishments, but
he also reformed the judicial system, the army, the protocol of the
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royal court and the organization of pochtecas, or traveling mer-
chants, and he even directed the creation of a large botanical gar-
den in Oaxtepec, on the outskirts of Cuauhtla in the present-day
state of Morelos. Despite his key role in Aztec history, Tlacaelel
never consented to become king, even though the nobles offered
him the throne on the death of Itzcoatl in 1440 and again on the
death of Motecuhzoma 1 in 1469. He preferred to be the “power
behind the throne,” using his influence to realize what he consid-
ered to be the grand destiny of his people. He died a little before
1481, without suspecting, of course, that the magnificence and
power for which he was so largely responsible would be destroyed
in less than forty years. Considering the unquestionable brilliance
of this unusual man, who has been seriously neglected by the
historians, one is tempted to ask: What would have happened
had the Spaniards arrived during his lifetime? The question is
unanswerable, but at least it is an interesting topic for specula-
tion.

To return for a moment to the conquests inspired by Tla-
caelel’s advice, they began, as we have seen, with the defeat of
Azcapotzalco and the formation of the alliance with Tezcoco and
Tlacopan. Then the Aztecs set out to conquer the other city-states
around the lake, and one by one Coyoacan, Cuitlahuac, Xochi-
milco and Chalco were forced to submit. Other states, alarmed
by the Aztecs’ growing power, elected to sign treaties with
Tenochtitlan and to deliver it tribute. Among these was the city-
state of the Tlahuicas, a people with the same language and cul-
ture as the Aztecs, in the southern part of what is now the state of
Morelos.

Next the Aztecs marched eastward toward the Gulf coast,
where the people of Cempoala also agreed to pay tribute. It was
in Cempoala that the Spaniards later took excellent advantage of
the enmity the Cempoaltecas bore toward their masters.

The succeeding phase of Aztec expansion was toward the
south. Sometimes the armies arrived as conquerors, at other times
in search of trade, but their constant aim was to increase the power
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of Tenochtitlan. They dominated the present-day states of Oaxaca
and Chiapas, penetrated into Guatemala and even—according to
some accounts—reached the Isthmus of Panama, sending or
bringing back tribute and trade goods to their capital.

The Aztecs, however, always respected the independence of
their neighbors, the Tlaxcaltecas, whose state was a “confedera-
tion of four republics.” There is no doubt that Tenochtitlan could
have overwhelmed Tlaxcala without too much difficulty, and the
reason it did not is probably that it wanted a nearby source of
victims for the human sacrifices. Therefore the Aztecs main-
tained an almost perpetual state of war with Tlaxcala, but never
actually conquered it. Also, the Aztecs seem to have regarded the
frequent battles as a convenient way of testing and training their
younger warriors. This situation was so hateful to the Tlaxcalte-
cas that when Cortes arrived they became his most loyal native
allies, in the hope that with the aid of the strangers they could at
last defeat their oppressors.

By 1519 the Aztecs ruled over several million human be-
ings, who spoke a variety of languages. Their empire stretched
from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf coast and from central Mex-
ico to the present-day Republic of Guatemala. The swift growth
of their wealth and power naturally resulted in significant
changes in their old way of life. The incipient social classes were
consolidated, and the social-political structure became so elabo-
rate that the Spanish conquistadors found it almost as astonish-
ing as some of the city’s architectural wonders.

Aztec Soczety

The stratification into social classes of what had been a mere
band of nomads developed in a rather unusual way. Once the Az-
tecs made contact with the advanced peoples who had inherited
Toltec culture, they acquired a profound admiration for them and
wanted to link themselves to the Toltec world by bonds of kin-
ship. Hence, they chose as their first king, or #/atoan:i, a nobleman
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of Toltec origin named Acamapichtli from Culhuacan. He fa-
thered a great many children by various Aztec women, and his
descendants formed the nucleus of the social class of nobles, or
pepiltin, which increased rapidly both in size and importance.
The pipiltin received a much fuller education than other persons,
were allowed to own land in their own names and filled the
most important posts in government; the king, or tlatoan:, could
be chosen only from their ranks.

The ordinary citizens formed the social class of the macehual-
tin. They were divided into what have been called geographical
clans, that is, groups of related families living in specific locali-
ties and making communal use of the land assigned to them.
Like the pipiltin, the macehualtin were required to attend the
communal schools, but they were not taught reading, writing,
astrology, theology or the other cultural legacies of the Toltecs.
They were trained in agriculture and warfare, and some of them
became members of the artisan and merchant guilds.

In addition to these two major classes, there were also the
mayeques, who worked the land for others as slaves or serfs (though
almost always for a limited period of time), and a considerable
number of actual slaves. It is necessary to point out that neither
the mayeques nor the slaves were clearly distinguished from the
macebualtin as social classes.

In Tenochtitlan, Tezcoco and other cities there were groups
of wise men known as #lamatinime. These scholars carried on the
study of the ancient religious thinking of the Toltecs, which Tla-
caelel had cransformed into a mystical exaltation of war. Despite
the popularity of the cult of the war-god, Huitzilopochtli, the
tamatinime preserved the old belief in a single supreme god, who
was known under a variety of names. Sometimes he was called
Tloque-Nahuaque, “Lord of the Close Vicinity,” sometimes
Ipalnemohuani, “Giver of Life,” sometimes Moyocoyatzin, “He
who Creates Himself.” He also had two aspects, one masculine and
one feminine. Thus he was also invoked as Ometeotl, “God of Du-
ality,” or given the double names Ometecuhtli and Omecihuatl,
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“Lord and Lady of Duality,” Mictlantecuhtli and Mictecaci-
huatl, “Lord and Lady of the Region of Death,” and others.

It is quite clear that to the tamatinime the long list of
names was merely a set of titles for a single god, but the people
believed it referred to a whole pantheon of separate deities. This,
along with the addition of tutelary gods like Huitzilopochtli,
caused the Spaniards to regard the Aztecs as an incredibly idola-
trous and polytheistic nation. But a closer analysis of the reli-
gious thought of the #lamatinime reveals that at least on the

upper social levels, only one god was worshiped in Tenochtitlan:
the Lord of Duality, the Giver of Life.

Warfare in Ancient Mexico

After Tlacaelel inculcated the idea that Huitzilopochtli-
the-Sun had to be fed with the blood of human sacrifices, war
became a cultural institution of primary importance in Aztec
life, since war was the means of obtaining victims to appease the
god’s insatiable hunger. Regardless of the ostensible purpose of a
military campaign—to conquer new territory, punish a rebel-
lious vassal state, or repel an aggressor—the Aztec warriors never
forgot that their first duty was to take captives to be sacrificed.
This religious conception of warfare motivated the expansion of
the Aztec empire, but it also contributed to its destruction by
the Spaniards. On several occasions the Aztecs probably could
have wiped out the Spaniards to the last man—ctheir best chance
of all was on the Night of Sorrows—but the ceremonial elements
in their attitude toward war prevented them from taking full
advantage of their opportunities.

As in other cities in central Mexico, military training in
Tenochtitlan began during early youth. The army was made up
of squads of twenty men, which were combined to form larger
units of about four hundred, under a #achcanh who came from
the same clan as the warriors he commanded. The more important
leaders were usually Eagle or Jaguar Knights, with such titles as
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tHacatecat! (chief of men) and tacochcalcat! (chief of the house of
arrows).

The most important offensive weapon of the Aztecs was
the macana, a sort of paddle-shaped wooden club edged with
sharp bits of obsidian. It was so awesomely effective that on
more than one occasion during the Conquest warriors beheaded
Spanish horses at a single stroke. Other widely used arms were
the atlatl, or spear thrower, bows and arrows of different sizes,
blowguns and a variety of spears and lances, most of them with
obsidian points. The defensive weapons were shields made of
wood or woven fibers—often elaborately painted and adorned
with feathers—and quilted cotton armor. Some ot the warriors
also wore various types of masks and headdresses to show that
they were Eagle or Jaguar Knights or belonged to the higher
military ranks.

A war or battle always commenced with a certain ritual:
shields, arrows and cloaks of a special kind were sent to the enemy
leaders as a formal declaration that they would soon be attacked.
This explains the Aztecs’ surprise when the Spaniards, their guests,
suddenly turned on them without any apparent motive and—
more important—without the customary ritual warning.

Pre-Hispanic Education

For over a hundred years before the Conquest, education
in Tenochtitlan was compulsory for all male children. They
studied either in the specialized calmecac, of which there were at
least six in the city, or the telpochcalli, which were attended by
the great majority. The students in the czlmecac were taught to
read and interpret the codices and calendars; they also studied
the tribe’s history and traditions, and memorized the sacred
hymns and other texts. So much emphasis was placed on accu-
rate memorization that after the Conquest it was possible to
record many poems and traditions that would otherwise have
been lost forever. Most of the students in the ca/mecac were sons
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of nobles or priests, but there is evidence that children of hum-
ble origin were sometimes admitted if they showed exceptional
aptitude.

Almost every sector or clan in Tenochtitlan had its own
telpochealls, dedicated to the god Tezcatlipoca. The students were
taught the fundamentals of religion and ethics, and were also
trained in the arts of war. In comparison with the ca/mecac, the
telpochcalli offered a more basic and practical education. As we
have said, every boy had to acttend one of these two types of
schools, and every father had to make a solemn vow, on the birth
of a son, that he would send the boy to school when he reached
the proper age, which seems to have fluctuated between six and
nine years.

Pre-Hispanic Writing and Calendars

The highest cultures in ancient Mexico—especially the
Mayas, Mixtecs, Toltecs and Aztecs—succeeded in developing
their own systems of writing, as we can see from their carved
inscriptions and the few pre-Columbian codices that have
been preserved. The Aztec system was a combination of picto-
graphic, ideographic and partially phonetic characters or glyphs,
representing numerals, calendar signs, names of persons, place
names, etc. The Aztecs came closest to true phonetic writing
in their glyphs ftor place names, some of which contained pho-
netic analyses of syllables or even of lecters. For example, the
sounds #, e and o were indicated by the symbols for water (a/),
bean (e#/) and road (o#/z). The paper used in the codices was
made by pounding and burnishing strips of bark from the
amate tree (ficus petiolaris). The illustrations in the present
book have been adapted trom post-Hispanic codices, of course,
but the original artists used the old modes to depict their ver-
sion of the Conquest.

Like the Mixtecs and Mayas, the Aztecs had two principal
types of calendars. One was the xzupobualli, or “year-count,”
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based on the astronomical year and made up of eighteen groups
or months of twenty days each, with a remaining period of five
days, called nemontemsi, “those who are there,” that was considered
extremely unlucky. Despite the additional five days at the end, it
became obvious that the calendar was moving ahead of the ac-
tual year, and therefore an extra day was added to every fourth
year, as with our leap year. The other form of calendar was the
tonalpobualli, or “day-count.” It was not based on the astronomi-
cal year, for its twenty months had only thirteen days each; in-
stead it was calibrated to a fifty-two-year “century.” The xzupobualis
and tonalpobualli were related in various ways, but the whole
topic of pre-Hispanic calendars is far too complicated to be ex-
plained in a brief space. We have kept a few of the Aztec year,
month and day names in this book, with explanatory footnotes
where needed.

Indigenous Literature

The literary “remains” that have survived the Conquest and
the intervening years are not as well known as the sculpture
and architecture of ancient Mexico, but they are surprisingly rich
and abundant. As we have seen, the Aztecs, Mayas and other
peoples had their own modes of writing, and some of the pre-
Conquest codices are still in existence. In addition, the system of
memorization employed in the calmecac and telpochcalli preserved
many of the ancient hymns, myths, epic narratives and other
literary compositions. It is true that the Spanish conquista-
dors —along with certain churchmen—burned almost all of the
codices and destroyed the pre-Hispanic centers of education. But
a few remarkable missionaries, particularly Bernardino de Saha-
gun and Diego de Duran, undertook to gather up whatever they
could of indigenous literature. They managed to acquire a few
codices that had escaped the flames, but their major accomplish-
ment was to save a great many of the old songs and narratives
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that were still faithfully remembered after the Conquest. They
worked out means of writing the native languages with the Latin
alphabet, and this enabled them—and their Indian pupils—to
record the texts in the original words.

Dr. Angel Maria Garibay K., the most important modern
authority on pre-Hispanic literature, has shown that more than
forty manuscripts containing Aztec literature are extant in vari-
ous European and American libraries. They offer a broad range
of literary types: religious, lyric, epic and dramatic poetry, and
prose history, legends, moral teachings, etc. Some of them also
present poems and prose narratives describing the Conquest,
written or dictated in Nahuatl by persons who witnessed that
tragic drama with their own eyes, and the major part of chis
book is made up of selections from these indigenous accounts.
The Appendix gives a briet description of the main sources from
which we have drawn.

Pronunciation of Nabuat! Words

The Nahuatl language, which is also known as Aztec or
Mexican, is part of the great Uto-Aztec linguistic family. It has
been spoken in central and southern Mexico, as well as in various
parts of Central America, from Toltec times to the present.

Written Nahuatl, using the Latin alphabet, was introduced
by the Spanish missionaries soon after the Conquest. With the
exception of x, which is pronounced like the English 55, the let-
ters have the same phonetic value as in Spanish.

Practically all Nahuatl words are accented on the next to
last syllable. This is often indicated today by accents used ac-
cording to rules of Spanish accentuation.
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Conclusion

There were a great many other institutions and customs
in ancient Mexico in addition to those we have described, of
course, and many of them are relevant to the story of the Con-
quest in one way or another. But it is obviously impossible to
describe the whole panorama of Aztec life within the limits of
an Introduction. Therefore the reader interested in acquiring a
more detailed knowledge of pre-Hispanic history and culture,
or in comparing the native accounts of the Conquest with those
of the Spaniards or of later historians, is referred to the Selected
Bibliography.

We wish to express our profound gratitude to Dr. Angel
Maria Garibay K., director of the Seminary of Nahuatl Culture
at the University of Mexico, for his generosity in permitting us
to make unrestricted use of his Spanish translations of many
Nahuatl texts. We are also grateful to Alberto Beltran for the
many pen-and-ink drawings that illustrate this book. They are
faithful representations of the indigenous originals.

Finally, we wish to make it clear that this book is not a
critical edition of the native texts. We have prepared it for the
general reader, and although we could not avoid the use of foot-
notes, we have tried to keep them to a minimum. Qur greatest
hope is that this modest work will create further interest in the
native accounts of the Conquest. A calm examination of the en-
counter between two worlds, the Indian and the Spanish, from
whose dramatic union Mexico and Latin America in general are
descended, will help us to understand one of the most protound
sources of the conflicts, grandeurs and miseries of that large por-
tion of our hemisphere.

MIGUEL LEON-PORTILLA

Instituto Indigenista

Interamericano,

Mexzco City
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L The Spaniards spelled his name Montezuma. In present-day Mexico it is usually
spelled Moctezuma.

2 In Nahuat! symbolism, the juxtaposition of these two colors signified wisdom.

3 A quilted cotton tunic soaked in brine. The Spaniards adopted it from the Indi-
ans because it was superior to their own armor in hot weather.

4 The name of several different plants used as soap.

5> Bernal Diaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conguest of Mexico (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Cudahy; paper, Grove Press, 1956), pp. 218-219.
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Broken spears lie in the voads;

we have torn our bair in our grief.

The houses are roofless now, and their walls
are ved with blood . .

ELEGY FOR TENOCHTITLAN



The Broken Spears



Chapter One

Omens Foretelling
the Arrival of the Spaniards

Introduction

The documents presented in the first thirteen chapters re-
late the events that began a few years before the arrival of the
Spaniards on the east coast of Mexico and ended with the fall of
Tenochtitlan to the conquistadors. The last two chapters offer, by
way of conclusion, a somewhat different account of the Conquest
written in 1528 by the anonymous informants of Tlatelolco, and
three of the icnocuicat! (threnodies, or songs of sorrow) lamenting
the defeat and destruction of the Aztec capital.

The texts have been arranged to give a chronological nar-
rative of the Conquest, and they contain a number of obvious
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discrepancies and contradictions. We have not attempted to solve
all of the problems which these discrepancies pose for the histo-
rian. Our fundamental concern is with the human interest of the
accounts, which reveal how the Nahuas interpreted the downfall
of their civilization.

This first chapter begins with a passage from the Codex
Floventino; the original text is in the Nahuatl of Sahagun’s native
informants. It is followed by two selections from the Historia de
Tlaxcala by Diego Munoz Camargo, who married into the nobil-
ity of Tlaxcala. The Tlaxcaltecas allied themselves with Cortes,
and Munoz Camargo wrote from their point of view, but his de-
scription of the omens which appeared in Mexico agrees quite
closely with that of Sahagun’s informants.

The Omens as Described by
Sabagun’s Informants

The first bad omen: Ten years before the Spaniards first
came here, a bad omen appeared in the sky. It was like a
flaming ear of corn, or a fiery signal, or the blaze of day-
break; it seemed to bleed fire, drop by drop, like a wound in
the sky. It was wide at the base and narrow at the peak, and
it shone in the very heart of the heavens.

This is how it appeared: it shone in the eastern sky in
the middle of the night. It appeared at midnight and burned
till the break of day, but it vanished at the rising of the sun.
The time during which it appeared to us was a full year,
beginning in the year 12-House.

When it first appeared, there was great outcry and
confusion. The people clapped their hands against their
mouths; they were amazed and frightened, and asked them-
selves what it could mean.

The second bad omen: The temple of Huitzilopochtli'
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burst into flames. It is thought that no one set it afire, that
it burned down of its own accord. The name of its divine
site was Tlacateccan [House of Authorityl.

And now it is burning, the wooden columns are burn-
ing! The flames, the tongues of fire shoot out, the bursts of
fire shoot up into the sky!

The flames swiftly destroyed all the woodwork of the
temple. When the fire was first seen, the people shouted:
“Mexicanos, come running! We can put it out! Bring your
water jars . ..!” But when they threw water on the blaze
it only flamed higher. They could not put it out, and the
temple burned to the ground.

The third bad omen: A temple was damaged by a
lightning-bolt. This was the temple of Xiuhtecuhtli,” which
was built of straw, in the place known as Tzonmolco.” It was
raining that day, but it was only a light rain or a drizzle,
and no thunder was heard. Therefore the lightning-bolt was
taken as an omen. The people said: “The temple was struck
by a blow from the sun.”

The fourth bad omen: Fire streamed through the sky while
the sun was still shining. It was divided into three parts. It
flashed out from where the sun sets and raced straight to
where the sun rises, giving off a shower of sparks like a red-
hot coal. When the people saw its long train streaming
through the heavens, there was a great outcry and confusion,
as if they were shaking a thousand little bells.

The fifth bad omen: The wind lashed the water until it
boiled. It was as if it were boiling with rage, as if it were
shattering itself in its frenzy. It began from far off, rose high
in the air and dashed against the walls of the houses. The
flooded houses collapsed into the water. This was in the lake
that 1s next to us.
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The sixth bad omen: The people heard a weeping woman
night after night. She passed by in the middle of the night,
wailing and crying out in a loud voice: “My children, we
must flee far away from this city!” At other times she cried:
“My children, where shall I take you?”*

The seventh bad omen: A strange creature was captured
in the nets. The men who fish the lakes caught a bird the
color of ashes, a bird resembling a crane. They brought it to
Motecuhzoma in the Black House.’

This bird wore a strange mirror in the crown of its
head. The mirror was pierced in the center like a spindle
whorl, and the night sky could be seen in its face. The hour
was noon, but the stars and the mamalbuaztli® could be seen
in the face of that mirror. Motecuhzoma took it as a great
and bad omen when he saw the stars and the mamalbuaztis

But when he looked at the mirror a second time, he
saw a distant plain. People were moving across it, spread
out in ranks and coming forward in great haste. They made
war against each other and rode on the backs of animals
resembling deer.

Motecuhzoma called for his magicians and wise men
and asked them: “Can you explain what I have seen? Crea-
tures like human beings, running and fighting . . . !” But
when they looked into the mirror to answer him, all had
vanished away, and they saw nothing.

The eighth bad omen: Monstrous beings appeared in the
streets of the city: deformed men with two heads but only
one body. They were taken to the Black House and shown
to Motecuhzoma; but the moment he saw them, they all
vanished away.

SIX



The Omens as Described by Munoz Camargo’

Ten years before the Spaniards came to this land, the
people saw a strange wonder and took it to be an evil sign
and portent. This wonder was a great column of flame
which burned in the night, shooting out such brilliant
sparks and flashes that it seemed to rain fire on the earth
and to blaze like daybreak. It seemed to be fastened against
the sky in the shape of a pyramid, its base set against the
ground, where it was of vast width, and its bulk narrowing
to a peak that reached up and touched the heavens. It ap-
peared at midnight and could still be seen at dawn, but in
the daytime it was quelled by the force and brilliance of the
sun. This portent burned for a year, beginning in the year
which the natives called 12-House—that 1s, 1517 in our
Spanish reckoning.

When this sign and portent was first seen, the natives
were overcome with terror, weeping and shouting and cry-
ing out, and beating the palms of their hands against their
mouths, as i1s their custom. These shouts and cries were ac-
companied by sacrifices of blood and of human beings, for
this was their practice whenever they thought they were
endangered by some calamity.

This great marvel caused so much dread and wonder
that they spoke of it constantly, trying to imagine what
such a strange novelty could signify. They begged the seers
and magicians to interpret its meaning, because no such
thing had ever been seen or reported anywhere in the world.
It should be noted that these signs began to appear ten
years before the coming of the Spaniards, but that the year
called 12-House in their reckoning was the year 1517, two
years before the Spaniards reached this land.
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Evil Omens (Codex Florentino)
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The second wonder, sign or omen which the natives be-
held was this: the temple of the demon Huitzilopochtli, in
the sector named Tlacateco, caught fire and burned, though
no one had set it afire. The blaze was so great and sudden
that wings of flame rushed out of the doors and seemed to
touch the sky. When this occurred, there was great confu-
sion and much loud shouting and wailing. The people cried:
“Mexicanos! Come as quickly as you can! Bring your water
jars to put it out!” Everyone within hearing ran to help, but
when they threw water on the fire, it leaped up with even
greater violence, and thus the whole temple burned down.

The third wonder and sign was this: a lightning-bolt fell
on a temple of idolatry whose roof was made of straw. The
name of this temple was Tzonmolco, and it was dedicated to
their idol Xiuhtecuhtli .The bolt fell on the temple with
neither flash nor thunder, when there was only a light rain,
like a dew. It was taken as an omen and miracle which boded
evil, and all burned down.

The fourth wonder was this: comets flashed through the sky
in the daytime while the sun was shining. They raced by threes
from the west to the east with great haste and violence, shoot-
ing off bright coals and sparks of fire, and trailing such long
tails that their splendor filled the sky. When these portents
were seen, the people were terrified, wailing and crying aloud.

The fifth wonder was this: the Lake of Mexico rose when
there was no wind. It boiled, and boiled again, and foamed
until it reached a great height, until it washed against half
the houses in the city. House after house collapsed and was
destroyed by the waters.

The sixth wonder was this: the people heard in the night
the voice of a weeping woman, who sobbed and sighed and
drowned herself in her tears. This woman cried: “O my sons,
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we are lost . . . 7 Or she cried: “O my sons, where can I hide
you...?"

The seventh wonder was this: the men whose work is in
the Lake of Mexico—the fishermen and other boatmen, or the
fowlers in their canoes—trapped a dark-feathered bird resem-
bling a crane and took it to Motecuhzoma so that he might
see it. He was in the palace of the Black Hall; the sun was
already in the west. This bird was so unique and marvelous
that no one could exaggerate its strangeness or describe
it well. A round diadem was set in its head in the form of
a clear and transparent mirror, in which could be seen the
heavens, the three stars in Taurus and the stars in the sign of
the Gemini. When Motecuhzoma saw this, he was filled
with dread and wonder, for he believed it was a bad omen to
see the stars of heaven in the diadem of that bird.

When Motecuhzoma looked into the mirror a second
time, he saw a host of people, all armed like warriors, com-
ing forward in well-ordered ranks. They skirmished and
fought with each other, and were accompanied by strange
deer and other creatures.

Therefore, he called for his magicians and fortune-
tellers, whose wisdom he trusted, and asked them what these
unnatural visions meant: “My dear and learned friends, I
have witnessed great signs in the diadem of a bird, which
was brought to me as something new and marvelous that
had never been seen before. What I witnessed in that dia-
dem, which is pellucid like a mirror, was a strange host of
people rushing toward me across a plain. Now look your-
selves, and see what I have seen.”

But when they wished to advise their lord on what
seemed to them so wondrous a thing, and to give him their
judgments, divinations and predictions, the bird suddenly dis-

ren



appeared; and thus they could not offer him any sure opinion.

The eighth wonder and sign that appeared in Mexico: the
natives saw two men merged into one body—these they
called #acantzolli (“men-squeezed-together”)—and others
who had two heads but only one body. They were brought
to the palace of the Black Hall to be shown to the great
Motecuhzoma, but they vanished as soon as he had seen
them, and all these signs and others became invisible. To
the natives, these marvels augured their death and ruin,
signifying that the end of the world was coming and that
other peoples would be created to inhabit the earth. They
were so frightened and grief-stricken that they could form
no judgment about these things, so new and strange and
never before seen or reported.

The Wonders and Signs Observed in Tlaxcala

Other signs appeared here in this province of Tlaxcala,
a lictle before the arrival of the Spaniards. The first sign was
a radiance that shone 1n the east every morning three hours
before sunrise. This radiance was in the form of a brilliant
white cloud which rose to the sky, and the people were filled
with dread and wonder, not knowing what it could be.

They also saw another marvelous sign: a whirlwind of
dust that rose like a sleeve from the top of the Matlalcueye,
now called the Sierra de Tlaxcala.® This sleeve rose so high that
it seemed to touch the sky. The sign appeared many times
throughout a whole year and caused the people great dread
and wonder, emotions which are contrary to their bent and to
that of their nation. They could only believe that the gods
had descended from heaven, and the news flew through the
province to the smallest villages. But however this may have
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been, the arrival of a strange new people was at last reported
and confirmed, especially in Mexico, the head of this empire
and monarchy.

I Sun god and god of war.

2 Fire god.

3 Part of the main temple of Tenochtitlan.

4 Apparently a reference to Cihuacoatl, an ancient earth goddess, who wept and
cried out in the night. She is one of the antecedents of the /lorona (weeping woman),
who is still heard in rural Mexico.

> The house of magical studies. Motecuhzoma, the king, was a devoted amateur
wizard.

6 Three stars in the constellation Taurus. They were extremely important in the
Nahuatl religion: the Nahuas performed various ceremonies in their honor and of-
fered them copal incense three times each night.

7 This selection from the Historia de Tlaxcala obviously is based on the account by
Sahagun’s informants.

8 Its present name 1s La Malinche.
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Chapter Two

First Reports of the Spaniards’ Arrival

Intvoduction

The Cronica mexicana' by Fernando Alvarado Tezozomoc
relates how Motecuhzoma consulted various seers and magi-
cians to learn whether the omens meant an approaching war
or some other crisis. They could not give him a satisfactory
answer. However, a poor macebual (common man) arrived shortly
afterward from the Gulf coast, bringing the first word of the
appearance of “towers or small mountains floating on the waves
of the sea.” A later report said that the mountains bore a
strange people who “have very light skin, much lighter than
ours. They all have long beards, and their hair comes only to
their ears.”
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Motecuhzoma was even more distressed by this news than
he had been by the omens. Therefore, he sent messengers and
gifts to the strangers, believing that they might be Quetzalcoatl?
and other divinities returning to Mexico, as the codices and tra-
ditions promised they would.

Motecubzoma Questions the Magicians

Motecuhzoma summoned the chief officials of all the
villages. He told them to search their villages for magicians
and to bring him any they found. The officials returned
with a number of these wizards, who were announced and
then brought in to the king’s presence. They knelt before
him, with one knee on the floor, and did him the greatest
reverence. He asked them: “Have you not seen strange
omens in the sky or on the earth? In the caves under the
earth, or in the lakes and streams? A weeping woman, or
strange men? Visions, or phantasms, or other such things?”

But the magicians had not seen any of the omens that
Motecuhzoma sought to understand, and therefore could
not advise him. He said to his petlacalcat! [head steward}]:
“Take these villains away, and lock them up in the Cuauh-
calco prison. They shall tell me against their will.” The next
day he called for his petlacalcat! and said to him: “Tell the
magicians to say what they believe: whether sickness is go-
ing to strike, or hunger, or locusts, or storms on the lake, or
droughts, and whether it will rain or not. If war is threaten-
ing Mexico, or if there will be sudden deaths, or deaths
caused by wild beasts, they are not to hide it from me. They
must also tell me if they have heard the voice of Cihua-
coatl,” for when something is to happen, she is the first to
predict it, even long before it takes place.”
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The magicians answered: “What can we say? The fu-
ture has already been determined and decreed in heaven,
and Motecuhzoma will behold and suffer a great mystery
which must come to pass in his land. If our king wishes to
know more about it, he will know soon enough, for it comes
swiftly. This is what we predict, since he demands that we
speak, and since it must surely take place, he can only wait
for it.”

The petlacalcat! returned to Motecuhzoma and told
him openly what they had said, that what was to come
would come swiftly. Motecuhzoma was astonished to find
that this agreed with the prediction made by Nezahualpilli,
king of Tezcoco.* He said to the petlacalcatl: “Question them
again about this mystery. Ask them if it will come from the
sky or the earth, and from what direction or place it will
come, and when this will happen.”

The petlacalcat! went back to the prison to question
them, but when he entered and unlocked the doors, he was
terrified to discover that they were not there. He returned
to Motecuhzoma and said to him: “My lord, command that
I be cut to pieces, or whatever else you wish: for you must
know, my lord, that when I arrived and opened the doors,
no one was there. I have special guards at the prison, trust-
worthy men who have served me for years, but none of
them heard them escape. I myself believe that they flew
away, for they know how to make themselves invisible,
which they do every night, and can fly to the ends of the
earth. This is what they must have done.”

Motecuhzoma said: “Let the villains go. Call the chiefs
together, and tell them to go to the villages where the ma-
gicians live. Tell them to kill their wives and all their chil-
dren, and to destroy their houses.” He also ordered many
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servants to go with them to ransack the houses. When the
chiefs arrived, they killed the women by hanging them
with ropes, and the children by dashing them to pieces
against the walls. Then they tore down the houses and even
rooted out their foundations.

A Macebual Arrives from the Gulf Coast

A tew days later a macehnal {common man} came to the
city from Mictlancuauhtla. No one had sent him, none of
the officials; he came of his own accord. He went directly to
the palace of Motecuhzoma and said to him: “Our lord and
king, forgive my boldness. I am from Mictlancuauhtla.
When I went to the shores of the great sea, there was a
mountain range or small mountain floating in the midst of
the water, and moving here and there without touching the
shore. My lord, we have never seen the like of this, although
we guard the coast and are always on watch.”

Motecuhzoma thanked him and said: “You may rest
now.” The man who brought this news had no ears, for they
had been cut off, and no toes, for they had also been cut oft.

Motecuhzoma said to his petlacalcat!: “Take him to the
prison, and guard him well.” Then he called for a texctiama-
cazqui {priest} and appointed him his grand emissary. He
said to him: “Go to Cuetlaxtlan, and tell the official in
charge of the village that it is true, strange things have ap-
peared on the great sea. Tell him to investigate these things
himself, so as to learn what they may signify. Tell him to do
this as quickly as he can, and take the ambassador Cuitlal-
pitoc with you.”

When they arrived in Cuetlaxtlan, the envoys spoke
with the official in charge there, a man named Pinotl. He
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listened to them with greatr attention and then said: “My
lords, rest here with me, and send your attendants out to the
shore.” The attendants went out and came back in great
haste to report that it was true: they had seen two towers or
small mountains floating on the waves of the sea. The grand
emissary said to Pinotl: “I wish to see these things in per-
son, in order to learn what they are, for I must testify to our
lord as an eyewitness. I will be satisfied with this and will
report to him exactly what I see.” Therefore he went out to
the shore with Cuitlalpitoc, and they saw what was floating
there, beyond the edge of the water. They also saw that
seven or eight of the strangers had left it in a small boat and
were fishing with hooks and lines.

The grand emissary and Cuitlalpitoc climbed up into a
broad-limbed tree. From there they saw how the strangers
were catching fish and how, when they were done, they re-
turned to the ship in their small boat. The grand emissary
said: “Come, Cuitlalpitoc.” They climbed down from the
tree and went back to the village, where they took hasty
leave of Pinotl. They returned as swiftly as possible to the
great city of Tenochtitlan, to report to Motecuhzoma what
they had observed.

When they reached the city, they went directly to the
king’s palace and spoke to him with all due reverence and
humility: “Our lord and king, it is true that strange people
have come to the shores of the great sea. They were fishing
from a small boat, some with rods and others with a net.
They fished until late and then they went back to their two
great towers and climbed up into them. There were about
fifteen of these people, some with blue jackets, others with
red, others with black or green, and still others with jackets
of a soiled color, very ugly, like our ichtilmarli There were
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also a few without jackets. On their heads they wore red
kerchiefs, or bonnets of a fine scarlet color, and some wore
large round hats like small comales, which must have
been sunshades. They have very light skin, much lighter
than ours. They all have long beards, and their hair comes
only to their ears.”

Motecuhzoma was downcast when he heard this re-
port, and did not speak a word.

Preparations Ordered by Motecuhzoma

After a long silence, Motecuhzoma finally spoke: “You are
the chiefs of my own house and palace and I can place more
faith and credit in you than in anyone else because you have
always told me the truth. Go with the petlacalcat! and bring
me the man who is locked up in the jail, the macehual who
came as a messenger from the coast.” They went to the jail,
but when they opened the doors, they could not ind him
anywhere. They hurried back to tell Motecuhzoma, who
was even more astonished and terrified than they were. He
said: “It 1s a natural thing, for almost everyone is a magi-
cian. But hear what I tell you now, and if you reveal any-
thing of what I am about to command, I will bury you
under my halls, and your wives and children will be killed,
and your property seized. Your houses will be destroyed to
the bottom of their foundations, until the water seeps up,
and your parents and all your kin will be put to death. Now
bring me in secret two of the best artists among the silver-
smiths, and two lapidaries who are skillful at working
emeralds.”’

They went and returned and said to him: “Our lord,
here are the craftsmen you commanded us to bring you.”
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Motecuhzoma said: “Tell them to enter.” They entered, and
he said to them: “Come here to me, my fathers. You are to
know that I have called for you to have you make certain
objects. But take care that you do not reveal this to anyone,
for if you do, it will mean the ruin of your houses to their
foundations, and the loss of your goods, and death to your-
selves, your wives, your children and your kin, for all shall
die. Each of you is to make two objects, and you are to make
them 1n my presence, here in secret in this palace.”

He told one craftsman: “Make a throat-band or chain
of gold, with links four fingers wide and very thin, and let
each piece and medallion bear rich emeralds in the center
and at the sides, like earrings, two by two. Then make a
pair of gold bracelets, with chains of gold hanging from
them. And do this with all the haste in the world.”

He ordered the other craftsman to make two great fans
with rich feathers, in the center of one side a half-moon of
gold, on the other a gold sun, both well burnished so that
they would shine from far away. He also told him to make
two gold armlets rich with feathers. And he ordered each of
the lapidaries to make two double bracelets—that is, for both
wrists and both ankles—of gold set with fine emeralds.

Then he ordered his petlacalcat! o bring in secret many
canutos® of gold, and plumage of the noblest sort, and many
emeralds and other rich stones of the finest quality. All of
this was given to the artisans and in a few days they had
finished their work. One morning, after the king had risen,
they sent a palace hunchback to the king Motecuhzoma, to
beg him to come to their workroom.

When he entered, they showed him great reverence
and said: “Our lord, the work is finished. Please inspect it.”
Motecuhzoma saw that the work was excellent, and he told
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them that all had been done to his satisfaction and pleasure.
He called for his petlacalcat! and said: “Give each of these,
my grandfathers, a portion of various rich cloths; and huipi-
les” and skirts for my grandmothers; and cotton, chiles,
corn, squash seeds and beans, the same amount to each.”
And with this the craftsmen returned to their homes
contented. . . .

I Written about 1598; the only surviving text is in Spanish. The same author also
wrote the Cronica mexicayot/ in Nahuatl.

2 God of learning and of the wind.

3 The weeping goddess. See Chapter 1, note 4.

4 Not long before the first omen was seen, Nezahualpilli told Motecuhzoma that,
according to his fortune-tellers, Mexico would soon be ruled by strangers. Mo-
tecuhzoma replied that his own fortune-tellers had predicted otherwise. Nezahual-
pilli then suggested that they settle the matter by playing a series of ritual ball
games, with the outcome to decide who was right; he also offered to wager his whole
kingdom against three turkey cocks. Motecuhzoma agreed and won the first two
games, but Nezahualpilli won the last three in succession.

5 A cloak made from maguey fibers, worn by fastening a knot at the shoulder.

¢ The wmal, still used in Mexico, is a wide, flat pottery dish on which sorzillas are
baked.

7 The Aztecs imported emeralds from the Muzo region of present-day Colombia,
in South America, the only source then available.

8 Small tubes, often quills, in which gold dust was kept.

9 The huipil, still worn in some parts of Mexico, is a woman’s long, sleeveless
blouse.
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Chapter Three

The Messengers Journeys

Intvoduction

The native documents—principally those by Sahagun’s
informants—describe the various journeys made by Mo-
tecuhzoma’s messengers to the Gulf coasts where the strangers had
appeared. The texts describing the instructions that Motecuhzoma
gave to his envoys are presented first. These show clearly how the
Nahuas attempted to explain the coming of the Spaniards by a
projection of earlier ideas: they assumed chat the new arrivals
were Quetzalcoatl and other deities.

Then the documents relate how the messengers reached the
coast and were received by the Spaniards, to whom they brought
gifts from Motecuhzoma. The descriptions of the gifts offered to
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Cortes, and of his successtul atctempt to frighten the messengers
by firing an arquebus in front of them, are especially interesting.

The third part of this chapter deals with the messen-
gers return to Tenochtitlan and the information they
brought back to Motecuhzoma about the Spaniards, their
firearms, the animals they rode (a species of huge “deer,”
but without horns), their mastiff dogs and so on.

All the texts in this chapter are from the Codex Florentino.

Motecubzoma Instructs His Messengers

Motecuhzoma then gave orders to Pinotl of Cuetlaxt-
lan and to other otficials. He said to them: “Give out this
order: a watch is to be kept along all the shores at Nauhtla,
Tuztlan, Mictlancuauhtla, wherever the strangers appear.”
The officials left at once and gave orders for the watch to be
kept.

Motecuhzoma now called his chiefs together: Tlilpo-
tonque, the serpent woman,' Cuappiatzin, the chief of the
house of arrows,” Quetzalaztatzin, the keeper of the chalk,’
and Hecateupatiltzin, the chief of the refugees from the
south. He told them the news that had been brought to
him and showed them the objects he had ordered made. He
said: “We all admire these blue turquoises, and they must
be guarded well. The whole treasure must be guarded well.
If anything is lost, your houses will be destroyed and your
children killed, even those who are still in the womb.”

The year 13-Rabbit now approached its end. And when
it was about to end, they appeared, they were seen again. The
report of their coming was brought to Motecuhzoma, who
immediately sent out messengers. It was as if he thought the
new arrival was our prince Quetzalcoatl.
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This is what he felt in his heart: He bas appeared! He
has come back! He will come beve, to the place of his throne and
canopy, for that is what bhe promised when be departed!

Motecuhzoma sent five messengers to greet the strang-
ers and to bring them gifts. They were led by the priest in
charge of the sanctuary of Yohualichan. The second was
from Tepoztlan; the third, from Tizatlan; the fourth, from
Huehuetlan; and the fifth, from Mictlan the Great.* He said
to them: “Come forward, my Jaguar Knights, come for-
ward. It is said that our lord has returned to this land. Go
to meet him. Go to hear him. Listen well to what he tells
you, listen and remember.”

The Gifts Sent to the New Arrivals

Motecuhzoma also said to the messengers: “Here is
what you are to bring our lord. This is the treasure of Quet-
zalcoatl.” This treasure was the god’s finery: a serpent mask
inlaid with turquoise, a decoration for the breast made of
quetzal® feathers, a collar woven in the petatillostyle® with a
gold disk in the center, and a shield decorated with gold and
mother-of-pearl and bordered with quetzal feathers with a
pendant of the same feathers.

There was also a mirror like those which the ritual
dancers wore on their buttocks. The reverse of this mirror
was a turquoise mosaic: it was encrusted and adorned with
turquoises. And there was a spear-thrower inlaid with tur-
quoise, a bracelet of chalchihuites’ hung with little gold bells
and a pair of sandals as black as obsidian.

Motecuhzoma also gave them the finery of Tezcatlipoca.
This finery was: a helmet in the shape of a cone, yellow with
gold and set with many stars, a number of earrings adorned

8
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with little gold bells, a fringed and painted vest with feathers
as delicate as foam and a blue cloak known as “the ringing
bell,” which reached to the ears and was fastened with a knot.

There was also a collar of fine shells to cover the breast.
This collar was adorned with the finest snail shells, which
seemed to escape trom the edges. And there was a mirror to
be hung in back, a set of little gold bells and a pair of white
sandals.

Then Motecuhzoma gave them the finery of Tlaloc?
This finery was: a headdress made of quetzal feathers, as green
as if it were growing, with an ornament of gold and mother-
of-pearl, earrings in the form of serpents, made of chalchibuites,
a vest adorned with ahalchibuites and a collar also of chalchi-
huites, woven in the petatillo style, with a disk of gold.

There was also a serpent wand inlaid with turquoise, a
mirror to be hung in back, with little bells, and a cloak
bordered with red rings.

Then Motecuhzoma gave them the finery of Quetzal-
coatl. This finery was: a diadem made of jaguar skin and
pheasant feathers and adorned with a large green stone,
round turquoise earrings with curved pendants of shell and
gold, a collar of chalchibuites in the petatillo style with a disk
of gold in the center, a cloak with red borders, and little
gold bells for the feet.

There was also a golden shield, pierced in the middle,
with quetzal feathers around the rim and a pendant of the
same feathers, the crooked staff of Ehecatl! with a cluster of
white stones at the crook, and his sandals of fine soft rubber.

These were the many kinds of adornments that were
known as “divine adornments.” They were placed in the pos-
session of the messengers to be taken as gifts of welcome along
with many other objects, such as a golden snail shell and a
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golden diadem. All these objects were packed into great bas-
kets; they were loaded into panniers for the long journey.

Then Motecuhzoma gave the messengers his final or-
ders. He said to them: “Go now, without delay. Do reverence
to our lord the god. Say to him: “Your deputy, Motecuhzoma,
has sent us to you. Here are the presents with which he wel-
comes you home to Mexico.”

The Messengers Contact the Spaniards

When they arrived at the shore of the sea, they were
taken in canoes to Xicalanco. They placed the baskets in
the same canoes in which they rode, in order to keep them
under their personal vigilance. From Xicalanco they fol-
lowed the coast until they sighted the ships of the strangers.

When they came up to the ships, the strangers asked
them: “Who are you? Where are you from?”

“We have come from the City of Mexico.”!!

The strangers said: “You may have come from there, or
you may not have. Perhaps you are only inventing it. Per-
haps you are mocking us.” But their hearts were convinced;
they were satisfied in their hearts. They lowered a hook
from the bow of the ship, and then a ladder, and the mes-
sengers came aboard.

One by one they did reverence to Cortes by touching
the ground before him with their lips. They said to him: “If
the god will deign to hear us, your deputy Motecuhzoma
has sent us to render you homage. He has the City of
Mexico in his care. He says: “The god is weary.””

Then they arrayed the Captain in the finery they had
brought him as presents. With great care they fastened the
turquoise mask in place, the mask of the god with its
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crossband of quetzal feathers. A golden earring hung down
on either side of this mask. They dressed him in the deco-
rated vest and the collar woven in the petatillo style—the
collar of chalchibhuites, with a disk of gold in the center.

Next they fastened the mirror to his hips, dressed him
in the cloak known as “the ringing bell” and adorned his
feet with the greaves used by the Huastecas,'* which were
set with chalchibuites and hung with little gold bells. In his
hand they placed the shield with its fringe and pendant of
quetzal feathers, its ornaments of gold and mother-of-pearl.
Finally they set before him the pair of black sandals. As for
the other objects of divine finery, they only laid them out
for him to see.

The Captain asked them: “And is this all? Is this your
gift of welcome? Is this how you greet people?”

They replied: “This is all, our lord. This is what we
have brought you.”

Cortes Frightens the Messengers

Then the Captain gave orders, and the messengers
were chained by the feet and by the neck. When this had
been done, the great cannon was fired off. The messengers
lost their senses and fainted away. They fell down side by
side and lay where they had fallen. But the Spaniards
quickly revived them: they lifted them up, gave them wine
to drink and then offered them food.

The Captain said to them: “I have heard that the Mexi-
cans are very great warriors, very brave and terrible. If a
Mexican is highting alone, he knows how to retreat, turn back,
rush forward and conquer, even if his opponents are ten or
even twenty. But my heart is not convinced. I want to see it for
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The Spaniards and Motecuhzoma’s Messengers

(Codex Florentino)
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myself. I want to find out if you are truly that strong and
brave.”

Then he gave them swords, spears and leather shields.
He said: “It will take place very early, at daybreak. We are
going to fight each other in pairs, and in this way we will
learn the truth. We will see who falls to the ground!”

They said to the Captain: “Our lord, we were not sent
here for this by your deputy Motecuhzoma! We have come
on an exclusive mission, to offer you rest and repose and to
bring you presents. What the lord desires is not within our
warrant. If we were to do this, it might anger Motecuhzoma,
and he would surely put us to death.”

The Caprain replied: “No, it must take place. I want to
see for myself, because even in Castile they say you are fa-
mous as brave warriors. Therefore, eat an early meal. I will
eat too. Good cheer!”

With these words he sent them away from the ship.
They were scarcely into their canoes when they began to
paddle furiously. Some of them even paddled with their
hands, so fierce was the anxiety burning in their souls. They
said to each other: “My captains, paddle with all your
might! Faster, faster! Nothing must happen to us here!
Nothing must happen . . . !”

They arrived in great haste at Xicalanco, took a hurried
meal there, and then pressed on until they came to Tecpant-
layacac. From there they rushed ahead and arrived in Cuet-
laxtlan. As on the previous journey, they stopped there to
rest. When they were about to depart, the village official said
to them: “Rest for at least a day! At least catch your breath!”

They said: “No, we must keep on! We must report to our
king, Motecuhzoma. We will tell him what we have seen, and
it is a terrifying thing. Nothing like it has ever been seen
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before!” Then they left in great haste and continued to the
City of Mexico. They entered the city at night, in the mid-
dle of the night.

Motecubzoma Awaits Word
from the Messengers

While the messengers were away, Motecuhzoma could
neither sleep nor eat, and no one could speak with him. He
thought that everything he did was in vain, and he sighed
almost every moment. He was lost in despair, in the deepest
gloom and sorrow. Nothing could comfort him, nothing
could calm him, nothing could give him any pleasure.

He said: “What will happen to us? Who will outlive
it? Ah, in other times I was contented, but now I have death
in my heart! My heart burns and suffers, as if it were
drowned in spices . . . ! But will our lord come here?”

Then he gave orders to the watchmen, to the men who
guarded the palace: “Tell me, even if I am sleeping: “The
messengers have come back from the sea.”” But when they
went to tell him, he immediately said: “They are not to re-
port to me here. I will receive them in the House of the
Serpent. Tell them to go there.” And he gave this order:
“Two captives are to be painted with chalk.”

The messengers went to the House of the Serpent, and
Motecuhzoma arrived. The two captives were then sacri-
ficed before his eyes: their breasts were torn open, and the
messengers were sprinkled with their blood. This was done
because the messengers had completed a ditficult mission:
they had seen the gods, their eyes had looked on their faces.
They had even conversed with the gods!
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The Messengers’ Report

When the sacrifice was finished, the messengers re-
ported to the king. They told him how they had made the
journey, and what they had seen, and what food the strang-
ers ate. Motecuhzoma was astonished and terrified by their
report, and the description of the strangers’ food astonished
him above all else.

He was also terrified to learn how the cannon roared,
how its noise resounded, how it caused one to faint and
grow deaf. The messengers told him: “A thing like a ball of
stone comes out of its entrails: it comes out shooting sparks
and raining fire. The smoke that comes out with it has a
pestilent odor, like that of rotten mud. This odor penetrates
even to the brain and causes the greatest discomfort. If the
cannon 1s aimed against a mountain, the mountain splits
and cracks open. If it is aimed against a tree, it shatters the
tree into splinters. This is a most unnatural sight, as if the
tree had exploded from within.”

The messengers also said: “Their trappings and arms
are all made of iron. They dress in iron and wear iron
casques on their heads. Their swords are iron; their bows are
iron; their shields are iron; their spears are iron. Their deer
carry them on their backs wherever they wish to go. These
deer, our lord, are as tall as the roof of a house.

“The strangers’ bodies are completely covered, so that
only their faces can be seen. Their skin is white, as if it were
made of lime. They have yellow hair, though some of them
have black. Their beards are long and yellow, and their mous-
taches are also yellow. Their hair is curly, with very fine strands.

“As for their food, it is like human food. It is large and
white, and not heavy. It is something like straw, but with the
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taste of a cornstalk, of the pith of a cornstalk. It is a little
sweet, as if it were flavored with honey; it tastes of honey, it
is sweet-tasting food.

“Their dogs are enormous, with flat ears and long, dan-
gling tongues. The color of their eyes is a burning yellow;
their eyes flash fire and shoot off sparks. Their bellies are hol-
low, their flanks long and narrow. They are tireless and very
powerful. They bound here and there, panting, with their
tongues hanging out. And they are spotted like an ocelot.”

When Motecuhzoma heard this report, he was filled
with terror. It was as if his heart had fainted, as if it had
shriveled. It was as if he were conquered by despair.

1 The king’s chief counselor was traditionally given this title, which was the name
of an earth goddess with masculine as well as feminine attributes. The word coat/,
“serpent,” also means “twin.”

2 The sufhx -zziz indicates high rank or influence.

3 Official in charge of the colors with which the priests painted their bodies before
performing certain rituals.

4 Mitla, in the Oaxaca region.

5 A tropical bird of Central America.

¢ Like a petate (rush mat), but with a finer weave.

7 (Green stones: jade and jadeite.

8 Chief god of the pantheon, with solar atcribures.

2 God of the rain.

10 God of the wind, a frequent guise of Quetzalcoatl.

Il The Spaniards and the messengers could communicate because Cortes had
brought with him La Malinche and Jeronimo de Aguilar. La Malinche was a native
of the Gulf coast who spoke both Nahuatl and Mayan. She joined the Spaniards (who
called her Dona Marina) of her own free will and served them faithfully as inter-
preter throughout the Conquest. Aguilar was a Spaniard who had been shipwrecked
in Yucatan in 1511 during a voyage from Darien to Hispaniola. By the time Cortes
ransomed him from the natives eight years later, he spoke Mayan fluently. La Ma-
linche translated the Nahuatl of the messengers into Mayan for Aguilar, who then
translated it into Spanish for the conquistadors.

12 Indians of eastern Mexico.
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Chapter Four

Motecuhzoma’s Terror and Apathy

Introduction

When Motecuhzoma heard the messengers’ report, with its
description of strange animals and other marvels, his thoughts were
even more disturbed. Sahagun’s informants tell us how he sent out
his magicians and warlocks in the hope that they could harm the
Spaniards with their magic, or at least prevent them from ap-
proaching Tenochtitlan. In his uncertainty about the nature of the
strangers—he still thought they might be gods—he also sent out cap-
tives to be sacrificed in their presence. The informants give us a
vivid account of the Spaniards’ reactions to this rite.

The magicians failed completely in their attempts either to
harm the Spaniards or to drive them away. The messengers re-
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ported all this to Motecuhzoma in Tenochtitlan. Both he and his
people lived through days of intense fear, because it was now
certain that the “gods” intended to march on the Aztec capital.
The informants offer what could almost be called a psychological
portrait of Motecuhzoma as he struggled with his fears and un-
certainties. Finally we see how the grand tlatoan: (king) resigned
himself and waited for the inevitable.
The texts in this chapter are from the Codex Florentino.

Motecubzoma Sends Out Wizards
and Magicians

It was at this time that Motecuhzoma sent out a depu-
tation. He sent out his most gifted men, his prophets and
wizards, as many as he could gather. He also sent out his
noblest and bravest warriors. They had to take their provi-
sions with them on the journey: live hens' and hens’ eggs
and tortillas. They also took whatever the strangers might
request, or whatever might please them.

Motecuhzoma also sent captives to be sacrificed, be-
cause the strangers might wish to drink their blood. The
envoys sacrificed these captives in the presence of the strang-
ers, but when the white men saw this done, they were filled
with disgust and loathing. They spat on the ground, or
wiped away their tears, or closed their eyes and shook their
heads in abhorrence. They refused to eat the food that was
sprinkled with blood, because it reeked of it; it sickened
them, as if the blood had rotted.

Motecuhzoma ordered the sacrifice because he took the
Spaniards to be gods; he believed in them and worshiped them
as deities. That is why they were called “Gods who have come
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from heaven.” As for the Negroes,? they were called “soiled
gods.”

Then the strangers ate the tortillas, the eggs and the
hens, and fruit of every variety: guavas, avocados, prickly
pears and the many other kinds that grow here. There was
food for the “deer” also: reed shoots and green grasses.

Motecuhzoma had sent the magicians to learn what
sort of people the strangers might be, but they were also to
see if they could work some charm against them, or do
them some mischief. They might be able to direct a harm-
ful wind against them, or cause them to break out in sores,
or injure them in some way. Or they might be able to repeat
some enchanted word, over and over, that would cause them
to fall sick, or die, or return to their own land.

The magicians carried out their mission against the
Spaniards, but they failed completely. They could not harm
them 1n any way whatever.

Motecubzoma Learns of the Magicians’ Failure

Therefore they hastened back to the city, to tell Mo-
tecuhzoma what the strangers were like and how invulnera-
ble they were. They said to him: “Our lord, we are no match
for them: we are mere nothings!” Motecuhzoma at once gave
out orders: he commanded the officials and all the chiefs and
captains, under the threat of death, to take the utmost pains
to learn what the strangers needed and to provide it.

When the Spaniards left their ships and began to
march here and were at last on the way, they were served
and attended as they came and great honors were done
them. They marched forward under protection, and every-
thing possible was done to please them.
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The Anxiety of Motecubzoma and His People

Motecuhzoma was distraught and bewildered; he was
filled with terror, not knowing what would happen to the
city. The people were also terrified, debating the news
among themselves. There were meetings and arguments
and gossip in the street; there was weeping and lamenting.
The people were downcast: they went about with their
heads bowed down and greeted each other with tears.

But there were some who attempted to encourage their
neighbors, and the children were caressed and comforted by
their fathers and mothers. The chiefs said to Motecuhzoma,
to fortify his heart: “The strangers are accompanied by a
woman from this land, who speaks our Nahuatl tongue.
She is called La Malinche, and she is from Teticpac. They
found her there on the coast. . . ”

It was also at this time that the Spaniards asked so
many questions about Motecuhzoma. They asked the vil-
lagers: “Is he a young man, or mature, or in his old age? Is
he still vigorous, or does he feel himselt to be growing old?
Is he an old man now, with white hair?” The villagers re-
plied: “He 1s a mature man, slender rather than stout, or
even thin. Or not thin but lean, with a fine straight figure.”

Motecuhzoma Thinks of Fleeing

When Motecuhzoma heard that they were inquiring
about his person, and when he learned that the “gods”
wished to see him face to face, his heart shrank within him
and he was filled with anguish. He wanted to run away and
hide; he thought of evading the “gods,” of escaping to hide

in a cave.
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He spoke of this to certain trusted counselors who were
not faint-hearted, whose hearts were still firm and resolute.

They said: “There is the Place of the Dead, the House of the
Sun, the Land of Tlaloc, or the Temple of Cintli.’> You should
go to one or another, to whichever you prefer.” Motecuhzoma
knew what he desired: to go to the Temple of Cintli. And
his desire was made known; it was revealed to the people.

But he could not do it. He could not run away, could
not go into hiding. He had lost his strength and his spirit,
and could do nothing. The magicians’ words had over-
whelmed his heart; they had vanquished his heart and
thrown him into confusion, so that now he was weak and
listless and too uncertain to make a decision.

Therefore he did nothing but wait. He did nothing but
resign himself and wait for them to come. He mastered his
heart at last, and waited for whatever was to happen.

I Small native fowl, which the Spaniards called “chickens of the land,’—that is, of
Mexico. There were no true domesticated chickens in America until chey were intro-
duced from Europe.

2 Who attended the Spaniards.
> Corn goddess.
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Chapter Five

The Spaniards March on
Tlaxcala and Cholula

Introduction

Despite the efforts of Motecuhzoma’s envoys to keep the
Spaniards from approaching Tenochtitlan, Cortes decided to march
inland. The two indigenous accounts presented in this chapter—the
first by Sahagun’s informants, the second by the mestizo Munoz
Camargo—describe the arrival of the Spaniards in Tlaxcala and
Cholula. The account by the informants mentions the first battle
between Spaniards and Indians (a group of Otomi Indians from
Tecoac), after which the Tlaxcaltecas decided to receive the strang-
ers in peace. As soon as the Spaniards arrived, the Tlaxcaltecas be-
gan to intrigue against nearby Cholula and the Aztecs.
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There are two separate versions of what led the Spaniards
to massacre the Indians in Cholula. According to Sahagun’s in-
formants, the massacre was inspired by the intrigues of the Tlax-
caltecas, whose “souls burned with hatred for the people of
Cholula.” According to Munoz Camargo, the Cholultecas brought
their own destruction on themselves by not surrendering to Cor-
tes and by treacherously murdering the envoy from Tlaxcala,
Patlahuatzin, who advised them to form an alliance with the
Spaniards. This second version may have been invented by the
Tlaxcaltecas to excuse their part in the massacre; at least, there is
no corroboration for it in either the Historia of Bernal Diaz del
Castillo or the Cartas de relation ot Cortes.

The Spaniards March Inland

(From the Codex Florentino by Sahagun’s informants)

At last they came. At last they began to march toward us.

A man from Cempoala, who was known as the Tlaco-
chcalcatl {Chief of the House of Arrows], was the first offi-
cial to welcome them as they entered our lands and cities.
This man spoke Nahuatl. He showed them the best routes
and the shortest ways; he guided and advised them, travel-
ing at the head of the party.

When they came to Tecoac, in the land of the Tlax-
caltecas, they found it was inhabited by Otomies.! The Oto-
mies came out to meet them in battle array; they greeted
the strangers with their shields.

But the strangers conquered the Otomies of Tecoac;
they utterly destroyed them. They divided their ranks, fired
the cannons at them, attacked them with their swords and
shot them with their crossbows. Not just a few, but all of
them, perished in the battle.

And when Tecoac had been defeated, the Tlaxcaltecas
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soon heard the news; they learned what had taken place
there. They felt premonitions of death: terror overwhelmed
them, and they were filled with foreboding.

Therefore the chiets assembled; the captains met to-
gether in a council. They talked about what had happened,
and said: “What shall we do? Shall we go out to meet them?
The Otomi is a brave warrior, but he was helpless against
them: they scorned him as a mere nothing! They destroyed
the poor macehual with a look, with a glance of their eyes!
We should go over to their side: we should make friends
with them and be their allies. If not, they will destroy us

b}

too. . ..

The Arrival at Tlaxcala

Therefore the lords of Tlaxcala went out to meet them,
bringing many things to eat: hens and hens’ eggs and the
finest tortillas. They said to the strangers: “Our lords, you
are weary.

The strangers replied: “Where do you live? Where are
you from?”

They said: “We are from Tlaxcala. You have come here,
you have entered our land. We are from Tlaxcala; our city
is the City of the Eagle, Tlaxcala.” (For in ancient times
it was called Texcala, and its people were known as Tex-
caltecas.?)

Then they guided them to the city; they brought them
there and invited them to enter. They paid them great hon-
ors, attended to their every want, joined with them as allies
and even gave them their daughters.

The Spaniards asked: “Where is the City of Mexico? Is
it far from here?”
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They said: “No, it is not far, it is only a three-day
march. And it is a great city. The Aztecs are very brave.
They are great warriors and conquerors and have defeated
their neighbors on every side.”

Intrigues Against Cholula

At this time the Tlaxcaltecas were enemies of
Cholula. They feared the Cholultecas; they envied and
cursed them; their souls burned with hatred for the peo-
ple of Cholula. This is why they brought certain rumors
to Cortes, so that he would destroy them. They said to
him: “Cholula 1s our enemy. It is an evil city. The people are
as brave as the Aztecs and they are the Aztecs friends.”

When the Spaniards heard this, they marched against
Cholula. They were guided and accompanied by the Tlax-
caltecas and the chiefs from Cempoala, and they all marched
in battle array.’

The Massacre at Cholula

When they arrived, the Tlaxcaltecas and the men of
Cholula called to each other and shouted greetings. An as-
sembly was held in the courtyard of the god, but when they
had all gathered together, the entrances were closed, so that
there was no way of escaping.

Then the sudden slaughter began: knife strokes, and
sword strokes, and death. The people of Cholula had not fore-
seen it, had not suspected it. They faced the Spaniards
without weapons, without their swords or their shields. The
cause of the slaughter was treachery. They died blindly,
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without knowing why, because of the lies of the Tlax-
caltecas.

And when this had taken place, word of it was brought
to Motecuhzoma. The messengers came and departed, jout-
neying back and forth between Tenochtitlan and Cholula.
The common people were terrified by the news; they could
do nothing but tremble with fright. It was as if the earth
trembled beneath them, or as if the world were spinning
before their eyes, as it spins during a fit of vertigo. . . .

When the massacre at Cholula was complete, the
strangers set out again toward the City of Mexico. They
came in battle array, as conquerors, and the dust rose in
whirlwinds on the roads. Their spears glinted in the sun,
and their pennons fluttered like bats. They made a loud
clamor as they marched, for their coats of mail and their
weapons clashed and rattled. Some of them were dressed in
glistening iron from head to foot; they terrified everyone
who saw them.

Their dogs came with them, running ahead of the col-
umn. They raised their muzzles high; they lifted their muz-
zles to the wind. They raced on before with saliva dripping
from their jaws.

Negotiations Before the Battle

(From the Historia de Tlaxcala by Diego Munoz
Camargo)

From this time forward, the Spaniards had no other pur-
pose than to raise soldiers against the Culhuas Mexicanos.*
They did this within a very short time, so as to give them
no opportunity to form an alliance with the Tlaxcaltecas.
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T'he Massacre at Cholula (Lienzo de Tlaxcala)
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And to avoid bad thoughts, as well as other new incidents
and proposals, Cortes saw to it that his new friends and con-
tfederates did not leave his side, using his wits as always, as an
astute leader, to take advantage of a favorable situation.

When the ranks were formed, the Spanish troops and
the Tlaxcaltecas marched out in good military order, with
enough supplies for their great undertaking and with many
important and famous captains, all skilled in warfare accord-
ing to their ancient customs and practices. These captains
were Piltecuhtli, Acxoxecatl, Tecpanecatl, Cahuecahua, Co-
comitecuhtli, Quauhtotohua, Textlipitl and many others; but
because they were so many, with such a variety of names, the
others are not set down here, only the most outstanding, who
were always loyal to Cortes until the end of his conquest.

The first invasion took place at Cholula, which was
governed and ruled by two lords, Tlaquiach and Tlalchiac
(for the lords who succeeded to that command were always
known by those names, which mean “Lord of what is above”
and “Lord of what is below”).

Once they entered the province of Cholula, the Span-
iards quickly destroyed that city because of the great provo-
cations given by its inhabitants. So many Cholultecas were
killed in this invasion that the news raced through the land
as far as the City of Mexico. There it caused the most hor-
rible fright and consternation, for it was also known that
the Tlaxcaltecas had allied themselves with the “gods” (as
the Spaniards were called in all parts of this New World,
for want of another name).

The Cholultecas had placed such confidence in their idol
Quetzalcoatl that they believed no human power could defeat
or harm them. They thought they would be able to vanquish us
in a very short time—first, because the Spaniards were so few,
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and second, because the Tlaxcaltecas had brought them
against Cholula by deceit. Their faith in the idol was so com-
plete that they believed it would ravage their enemies with
the fire and thunder of heaven, and drown them in a vast
flood of water.

This 1s what they believed, and they proclaimed it in
loud voices: “Let the strangers come! We will see if they are
so powerful! Our god Quetzalcoatl is here with us, and they
can never defeat him. Let them come, the weaklings: we are
waiting to see them, and we laugh at their stupid delusions.
They are fools or madmen if they trust in these sodomites
from Tlaxcala, who are nothing but their women. And let
the hirelings come, too: they have sold themselves in their
terror. Look at the scum of Tlaxcala, the cowards of Tlax-
cala, the guilty ones! They were conquered by the City of
Mexico, and now they bring strangers to defend them! How
could you change so soon? How could you put yourselves
into the hands of these foreign savages? Oh, you frightened
beggars, you have lost the immortal glory that was won by
your heroes, who sprang from the pure blood of the ancient
Teochichimecas, the founders of your nation. What will
become of you, you traitors? We are waiting, and you will
see how our god Quetzalcoatl punishes his foes!”

They shouted these and other similar insults, because
they believed that the enemy would surely be consumed by
bolts of fire which would fall from heaven, and that great
rivers of water would pour from the temples of their idols to
drown both the Tlaxcaltecas and the Spanish soldiers. This
caused the Tlaxcaltecas no little fear and concern, for they
believed that all would happen as the Cholultecas predicted,
and the priests of the temple of Quetzalcoatl proclaimed it
at the top of their voices.
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But when the Tlaxcaltecas heard the Spaniards call out
to St. James, and saw them burn the temples and hurl the
idols to the ground, profaning them with great zeal and
determination, and when they also saw that the idols were
powerless, that no flames fell and no rivers poured out—then
they understood the deception and knew it was all false-
hoods and lies.

Thus encouraged, they grew so brave that the slaugh-
ter and havoc increased beyond imagining. Our friends also
became well aware of the Spaniards’ courage; they never
again plotted any crimes, but were guided by the divine
order, which was to serve Our Lord by conquering this land
and rescuing it from the power of the devil.

Before the battle began, the city of Tlaxcala sent mes-
sengers and ambassadors to Cholula to ask for peace and to
say that they were marching not against the Cholultecas
but against the Culhuas, or Culhuacanenses Mexicanos.
(They were called Culhuas, it is said, because they had
come from the region of Culhuacan in the West; and Mexi-
canos, because the city which they founded and made su-
preme was called Mexico.) The envoys told the Cholultecas
that they were marching under the command of Cortes and
that they came desiring peace. They said that the people of
Cholula should fear no harm from the bearded strangers, for
these were a very great and noble people who only sought
their friendship. Thus they begged the Cholultecas as
friends to receive the strangers in peace, because they would
be well used by them and suffer no ill treatment, but they
also warned them not to anger the white men, for they were
a very warlike, daring and valiant people, who carried supe-
rior weapons made of white metal. They said this because
there was no iron among the natives, only copper.
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They also said that the strangers brought arms which
could shoot fire, and wild animals on leashes; that they were
dressed and shod in iron, and had powertul crossbows, and
lions and ounces so ferocious that they ate people (meaning
the fierce greyhounds and mastifts which the Spaniards had
brought with them); and that against this might the Cholulte-
cas could not prevail, or even defend themselves, if they an-
gered the “gods” and did not surrender peacefully, as they
should do to avoid greater harm. And they counseled them as
friends to act in this manner.

Death of the Envoy from Tlaxcala

But the Cholultecas paid no attention to these words,
preferring to die rather than surrender. Rejecting the good
counsel of the Tlaxcaltecas, they flayed the face of Patla-
huatzin, the ambassador, a man of great repute and valor.
They did the same to his arms, which they flayed to the el-
bows, and they cut his hands at the wrists so that they
dangled. In this cruel fashion they sent him away, saying:
“Go back, and tell the Tlaxcaltecas and those other beggars,
or gods, or whatever they are, that this is how we invite
them to come. This is the answer we send them.”

The ambassador returned in great agony, victim of an
outrage that caused much horror and grief in the republic,
because he was one of the worthiest and most handsome
men of this land. He died in the service of his homeland
and republic, where his fame is eternal among his people,
who keep his memory alive in their songs and sayings.

The Tlaxcaltecas were enraged at this inhuman treat-
ment of Patlahuatzin. They took such unthinkable cruelty
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as a great affront, since all ambassadors were traditionally
respected and honored by foreign kings and lords, to whom
they reported the treaties, wars and other events that took
place in these provinces and kingdoms. Therefore they said
to Cortes: “Most valiant lord, we wish to accompany you, in
order to seek vengeance against Cholula for its insolent
wickedness, and to conquer and destroy that city and its
province. A people so obstinate and vicious, so evil and tyr-
annous, should not remain alive. And if there were no other
cause than this, they would deserve eternal punishment, for
they have not thanked us for our good counsel, but have
scorned and despised us because of our love for you.”

The valiant Cortes answered them with a stern face:
“Have no fear. I promise you revenge.” And he kept this
promise, waging a cruel war in which vast multitudes were
slaughtered, as is recorded in the chronicles.

The Cholultecas said that their foes would all be
drowned by their idol Quetzalcoatl. This was the most ven-
erated idol among the many that were worshipped in this
land, and its temple at Cholula was considered a shrine of
the gods. They said that when the crust was scraped from a
portion of the limed surface of the temple, water gushed out.
To save themselves from drowning, they sacrificed children
of two or three years of age and mixed their blood with lime
to make a kind of cement with which to stop up the springs
and founts. They said that if they were ever in danger dur-
ing a war with the white gods and the Tlaxcaltecas, they
would break open all the mortared surfaces, from which a
flood of water would pour forth to drown their enemies.
And when they saw how hard pressed they were, they set to
work.
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The Destruction of Cholula

But none of their expectations was fulfilled, and they
lost all hope. Of those who died in the battle of Cholula,
the greater number hurled themselves from the temple pyr-
amid in their despair and they also hurled the idol of Quet-
zalcoatl headfirst from the pyramid, for this form of suicide
had always been a custom among them. They were as rebel-
lious and contemptuous as any stiff-necked, ungovernable
people, and it was their custom to die in a manner contrary
to that of other nations—that is, to die headlong. In the end,
the greater part of them died in despair, by killing them-
selves.

When the battle of Cholula was finished, the Cholulte-
cas understood and believed that the God of the white men,
who were His most powerful sons, was more potent than
their own. Our friends the Tlaxcaltecas, seeing themselves
in the very thick of that battle and massacre, called upon
St. James the Apostle, shouting his name in loud voices:
“Santiago!” And trom that day to this, when they are in
some difficulty or danger, the Tlaxcaltecas invoke the saint.

They made use of a very good counsel given them by
Cortes, so that they could be distinguished and would not
die among the enemy by mistake. Since their weapons and
emblems and those of the enemy were almost the same,
with only the slightest differences, and since there was such
a great multitude of people on both sides, some means of
identification was a necessity. Otherwise, in the press of
battle, they would have killed their own warriors without
knowing it. Therefore they wore plaited garlands of feather-
grass on their heads, in order to recognize each other; and
the counsel proved to be of considerable value.
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When Cholula had been stormed and destroyed, and a
great host of people killed and plundered, our armies
marched forward again, causing terror wherever they went,
until the news of the destruction spread through the whole
land. The people were astonished to hear such strange re-
ports, and to learn how the Cholultecas were defeated and
slain 1n so short a time, and how their idol Quetzalcoatl had
not served them in any way.

! One of the tribes that had settled in the Valley of Mexico (and elsewhere) long
before the arrival of the Aztecs.

2 Texcala: “Where there are many rocks.” The Aztecs explained the origin of the
word Tlaxcala in this way, but to the Tlaxcaltecas it means “where there are corn
tortillas.”

3 This was customary and therefore roused no suspicion among the Cholultecas.

4 The Aztecs. (The term is explained later in the text.)
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Chapter Six

The Gifts of Gold:
The God Tezcatlipoca Appears

Introduction

After the destruction of Cholula, the Spaniards continued
to march toward the Valley of Mexico, accompanied by their al-
lies from Tlaxcala. The texts by Sahagun’s informants, from
which the passages in this chapter are taken, describe two inci-
dents of particular interest.

When the army was among the volcanoes, in what the Indians
called the Eagle Pass, it was met by new envoys from Motecuhzoma,
headed by Tzihuacpopocatzin. The envoys presented many ob-
jects of gold to the strangers, and then observed their reactions
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to the gifts: “The Spaniards burst into smiles. . . . They hungered
like pigs for that gold. . . ”

Second, the texts report the deceit of Tzihuacpopocatzin,
who attempted—apparently on Motecuhzoma’s orders—to pass
himself off as Motecuhzoma. This effort failed, and another se-
ries of envoys was sent out—magicians again—in the hope of stop-
ping the conquistadors. But the wizards retired before the
mysterious presence of a pretended drunkard, who foretold the
ruin of Mexico and showed them portents. They thought the god
Tezcatlipoca had appeared to them, and they hurried back to
Tenochtitlan to tell Motecuhzoma. The great Aztec tlatoan: was
even more depressed than before and waited fatalistically for
what was to come.

The Spaniards See the Objects of Gold

Then Motecuhzoma dispatched various chiefs. Tzi-
huacpopocatzin was at their head, and he took with him a
great many of his representatives. They went out to meet
the Spaniards in the vicinity of Popocatepetl and Iztacte-
petl, there in the Eagle Pass.

They gave the “gods” ensigns of gold, and ensigns of
quetzal feathers, and golden necklaces. And when they were
given these presents, the Spaniards burst into smiles; their
eyes shone with pleasure; they were delighted by them.
They picked up the gold and fingered it like monkeys; they
seemed to be transported by joy, as if their hearts were il-
lumined and made new.

The truth is that they longed and lusted for gold. Their
bodies swelled with greed, and their hunger was ravenous;
they hungered like pigs for that gold. They snatched at the
golden ensigns, waved them from side to side and examined

Jifty-one



every inch of them. They were like one who speaks a bar-
barous tongue: everything they said was in a barbarous
tongue.

Tzihuacpopocatzin Pretends
to Be Motecubzoma

When they saw Tzihuacpopocatzin, they asked: “Is
this Motecuhzoma, by any chance?” They asked this of
their allies, the bars from Tlaxcala and Cempoala, their
shrewd and deceitful confederates.

They replied: “He is not Motecuhzoma, our lords. He
is his envoy Tzihuacpopocatzin.”

The Spaniards asked him: “Are you Motecuhzoma, by
any chance?”

“Yes,” he said, “I am your servant. I am Motecuhzoma.”

But the allies said: “You fool! Why try to deceive us?
Who do you think we are?” And they said:

“You cannot deceive us; you cannot make fools of us.
You cannot frighten us; you cannot blind our eyes.

You cannot stare us down; we will not look away.

You cannot bewitch our eyes or turn them aside.

You cannot dim our eyes or make them swoon.

You cannot fill them with dust or shut them with slime.

“You are not Motecuhzoma: he is there in his city.

He cannot hide from us. Where can he go?

Can he fly away like a bird? Can he tunnel the earth?
Can he burrow into a mountain, to hide inside it?
We are coming to see him, to meet him face to face.
We are coming to hear his words from his own lips.”
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They taunted and threatened the envoys in this fashion, and
the gifts of welcome and the greetings were another failure.
Therefore the envoys hastened back to the city.

The Apparition of Tezcatlipoca

But then there was another series of envoys: magicians,
wizards and priests. They also left the city and went out to
meet the strangers, but they were completely helpless: they
could not blind their eyes or overcome them in any way.

They even failed to meet and speak with the “gods,”
because a certain drunkard blundered across their path. He
used the gestures that are used by the people of Chalco, and
he was dressed like a Chalca, with eight cords of couch-
grass across his breast. He seemed to be very drunk; he
feigned drunkenness; he pretended to be a drunkard.

He came up to them while they were about to meet
the Spaniards. He rushed up to the Mexicanos and cried:
“Why have you come here? For what purpose? What is it
you want? What is Motecuhzoma trying to do? Has he
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