THE ENCOUNTER OF EUROPE |
AND THE NEW WORLD

s it dawned on Europeans that
Christopher Columbus's voyages
had led him not to the Fast Indies but to
a continent previously unknown to
them, the enormity of his “discovery”
shattered the certainties of the medieval
world, introducing a new era of exten-
sive exploration around the globe and
increased skepticism about received
knowledge. Both the “brave new world”
(in Shakespeare’s phrase) and its inhab-
itants produced in the Europeans a
sense that reality had been decisively
altered and could never revert to older,
familiar ways. Europe, with its traditions
rooted in the medieval and ancient eras,
seemed almost magically transformed
into the Old World by its encounter with
the New World. Columbus’s initial for-
ays into the Caribbean were soon fol-
lowed by multiple expeditions to
present-day Brazil, Central America,
Mexico, and Peru, as the European pres-
ence gradually spread over the American
continent. Portuguese, Dutch, French,
and English explorers all set sail in an
attempt to emulate the Spanish con-
quests and establish colonial outposts.
Wonder at radically different cultures
and landscapes permeates the early
Spanish and Portuguese accounts of the
New World. The Europeans idealize the
rnative peoples for their artlessness and
KJ | generosity, while keeping a sharp eye on
the commercial and extractive possibili-
ties that such innocence enables. “Of

A 1592 engraving by Theodore de Bry that
depicts the encounter between the Spanish
and native people at the Rio de San
Francisco in Brazil, 1549,
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anything they have, if it be asked for,
they never say no,” Columbus exclaims,
yet he also reveals that he has taken
some Indians “by force” to train them as
interpreters, while leaving a group of his
men behind in a well-armed fort. Colum-
bus reads his surroundings largely by
denying all evidence of culture: a cur-
sory glance tells him that the Indians
have no clothing, no religion, no guile,
even as he confesses that he can barely
communicate with them.

The contradictions in Columbus’s let-
ter to Ferdinand and Isabella regarding
his first voyage are magnified in later texts
that relate the conquest of the powerful
Aztec Empire for Spain by Hernan Cor-
tés, as wonder gives way to military cal-
culation. The conquest of Mexico forever
changed the stakes of New World explo-
ration, as other European nations were
forced to grapple with the enormous
power and riches that it granted Spain.
The immediate consequence of the fall of
Tenochtitlan (now Mexico City) was the
dismantling of the Aztec Empire, which
had stretched from the Gulf Coast to the
Pacific and from what is now the state of
San Luis Potosi in central Mexico east-
ward to just within the present boundary
of Guatemala. In due course, Tenochtit-
lin became the base from which Spain
launched further conquests, ultimately
reaching to the upper Rio Grande Valley
and deep into Central America. Cortés'’s
example inspired a generation of oppor-
tunistic intruders, notably Francisco Piz-
arro, whose conquest of the Inca Empire
of Peru was completed in 1533. Explora-
tion by other European nations, includ-
ing Britain and Portugal, had begun even
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before Cortés, and within a hundred
years of the initial contact, European out-
posts would be implanted all along the
rim of the Americas.

With Spain’s huge empire came a(.i—
ministrative and moral dilemmas. Spe.un
established vice-royalties in  Mexico
(1535) and Peru (1542) that ruled over
impossibly large territories. As Indian
labor proved insufficient for the c.olo—
nists’ needs, Spain and othe.r nations
began importing enslaved Africans into
the New World. The conquest remained
a work in progress, as Spaniards were

forced to confront native hierarchi.es
that complicated any allegiance to Spain, /ﬁfo
religious beliefs that seemed quite capa-
ble of surviving the forcible teaching .of
Christianity, and a bewildering admix-
ture of populations. All these made the

conquest a long and complex process.

While Spain’s European rivals eagerly
circulated reports of Spanish cruelty
and greed (a war of words k{lown as the
“black legend”), the Spamards. them-
selves embarked on a vigorous internal
debate about the legitimacy of the con-
quest and the status of indigenous sub-
jects. The most famous advocate for the
Indians was Bartolomé de las Casas,
who loudly denounced Spanish excesses
in an effort to reform the colonial
administration. Las Casas persuaded
the Spanish Crown to pass.lav\'/s protect-
ing the Indians, but exploitation of the
] native population in mines and other
rms of forced labor was intractable.
Devastating to native people and. per-
manently disruptive to long-established
cultures, the conquests nevertheless pre-
v pared the way for exchange. Wheat, live-
stock, horses, and firearms entered the
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so-called New World. From the Americas
came tomatoes, chocolate, chilies, avoca-
dos (the names are all from Nahuatl, the
language of the Aztecs: tomatl, xocolatl,
chilli, ahuacatl), not to mention tobacco,
corn, potatoes, and the near-legendary
gold and silver that heated the economy
of Europe through the sixteenth century.
There were intellectual exchanges as
well. In Aztec territory Spaniards, espe-
cially members of the clergy, learned
Nahuatl, while native people became
proficient in Spanish. Founded in 1536,
the Royal ®ollege of Santa Cruz in the
borough of Tatelolco (part of Mexico
‘City) taught young Aztec men to read
and write Spanish and Nahuat! and even
Latin. This Franciscan-run academy
proved to be the principal training ground
for what in retrospect would be recog-
nized as the great era of Nahuat] letters,
extending tol about 1650. During this
period Aesop's Fables, the “Life of Saint
Francis,” portions of the Bible, and writ-
ings by St. Augustine, Calderén de la
Barca, Lope de Vega, and other authors
were translated into Nahuatl and recorded
in the alphabetic script used by Europe-
ans (the Aztecs had used a pictographic
and ideographic recording system rather
than a standardized written language). At
the same time, the Spaniards published
grammars of many of the native languages
that they encountered, as part of their
efforts to convert indigenous peoples.
During these years, works o Aztec
poetry and history were. recorded for
posterity and, in some cases, translated
into Spanish. Among the most notewor-
thy is the massive Florentine Codex

ROPE AND THE NEW WORLD

(including traditional narratives, oratory,
and the history of the Spanish Con-
quest). Owing to censorship and fear of
encouraging native religion, however,
none of these works, whether in the
native language or in translation, was
published in its own time. Instead, they
were prepared in manuscript and stored
in libraries on both sides of the Atlantic.
In some cases missionary-scholars served
as the recorders, writing from the dicta-
tion of a knowledgeable elder. In other
cases native scribes wrote from live recit-
als or transcribed old pictorial books.
These often magnificent volumes were
bark-paper screen-folds that opened to
form a lengthy streamer, crowded with
illustrations typically read from right to
left. Although the pictures contained a
few phonetic features, they were essen-
tially mnemonic, intended to call fortha
text that had been learned orally.

As the Europeans solidified control
over the New World, the texts that they
encountered and in some cases helped
produce—the Popol Vuh, the Huarochiri
Manuscript, the Florentine Codex  made
it clear that this world was new only. to
Europeans and that it had its own origin
myths and revered ancients. These texts.
make the point that New World cultures
had carefully charted their own histories,
political organization, and belief systems,
however much Columbus idealized their
material and religious innocence. The
European project of  collecting. and
preserving information about the cultures
they encountered, in a kind of early eth-
nography, contrasts markedly with the
violence and rapacity of the conquest.
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CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

orn in ltaly, most likely in Genoa,

Celumbus (1450-1506) became a
sailor on the Mediterranean and the
Atlantic oceans, eventually establishing
himself also as a navigator and map-
maker. While most thinkers of his day
agreed that the Earth was spherical,
there was considerable disagreement
over its size and the habitability of its
various zones. Convinced that he was
led by Providence, Columbus persuaded
the Spanish King Ferdinand and Queen
Isabella to fund an expedition in 1492
that he hoped would find a shorter route
to the East Indies and its lucrative spice
trade by sailing west. In this sense, the
discovery of the New World was an
accident, and Columbus continued to
believe for some time that he had
reached Asia, hence the pervasive mis-
nomer “Indians” that he uses for the
peoples he encounters. In Hispaniola
(present-day Haiti and the Dominican
Republic), he found what seemed to
him an earthly paradise, filled with an
inexhaustible variety of flowers and
fruits, and gentle natives who, in his
telling, denied him nothing.  *

Columbus’s letter about his first
voyage is a public version of the more
sensitive information that he sent his
patrons, and emphasizes the potential
utility of the islands as a source of gold
and other commodities. Columbus also
envisions the island’s population as

future converts, introducing the theme
of evangelization that was to be an im-
portant justification for the conquest,
or as docile laborers. Although it ideal-
izes the islands, the letter also reveals
the difficulties that attended the en-
counter, and the threat of violence that
overshadows the idyll. Excited at the
promise of gold on the next island be-
yond the horizon, he disregards both
the actual scarcity of treasure and the
Indians’ urgent insistence that he move
on to search elsewhere.

Later voyages were to prove far less
idyllic: Columbus returned to Hispan-
iola to find the fort he had left there
destroyed and his men lost, and a great
deal more hostility from the Indians
who had suffered their depredations.
In Spain, meanwhile, he faced strong
opposition to his demands for reward
and recognition, and increasing skepti-
cism as gold remained elusive in the
Caribbean. For the Tafnos, the native
inhabitants of the Caribbean islands,
the contact with Europeans proved fatal:
through a combination of war, smallpox,
and the violent exploitation of their labor
by the Spanish, their population was
decimated by the mid-sixteenth century.
Although Columbus’s early accounts
cannot envision such dire outcomes, the
tremendous destruction wrought on this
population has tainted the legacy of his
voyages over the centuries.

Letter Concerning the First Voyage'

Sir: As I know that you will have pleasure from the great victory which our Lord
hath given me in my voyage, I write you this, by which you shall know that in
thirty-three days I passed over to the Indies with the fleet which the most illustri-
ous King and Queen, our Lords, gave me; where I found very many islands peopled

1. Translated by Sir Clements R. Markham.



although some women cover a single place with the leaf of a plant, or a cotton
something which they make for that purpose. They have no iron or steel, nor any
weapons; nor are they fit thereunto; not because they be not a well-formed people /
and of fair stature, but that they are most wondrously timorous. They have no/’

with inhabitants beyond number. And, of them all, I have taken possession for
/ their Highnesses, with proclamation and the royal standard displayed; and I was
not gainsaid. To the first which I found, I gave the name Sant Salvador, in com-
memoration of His High Majesty, who marvellously hath given all this: the

Indians call it Guanaham. The second I named the Island of Santa Maria de Con-
cepcion, the third Ferrandina, the fourth, Fair Island, the fifth La Isla Juana; and
so for each one a new name. When I reached Juana, I followed its coast west-
wardly, and found it so large that I thought it might be mainland, the province of
Cathay. And as I did not thus find any towns and villages on the sea-coast, save
small hamlets with the people whereof I could not get speech, because they all
fled away forthwith, I went on further in the same direction, thinking I should not
miss of great cities or towns. And at the end of many leagues, seeing that there
was no change, and that the coast was bearing me northwards, whereunto my
desire was contrary, since the winter was already confronting us, I formed the
purpose of making from thence to the South, and as the wind also blew against
me, I determined not to wait for other weather and turned back as far as a port
agreed upon; from which I sent two men into the country to learn if there were a
king, or any great cities. They traveled for three days, and found innumerable
small villages and a numberless population, but nought of ruling authority; where-
fore they returned. I understood sufficiently from other Indians whom I had
already taken, that this land, in its continuousness, was an island; and so I fol-
lowed its coast eastwardly for a hundred and seven leagues as far as where it ter-
minated; from which headland I saw another island to the east, eighteen leagues
distant from this, to which I at once gave the name La Espaiiola. And I proceeded
thither, and followed the northern coast, as with La Juana, eastwardly for a hun-
dred and eighty-eight great leagues in a direct easterly course, as with La Juana.
The which, and all the others, are most fertile to an excessive degree, and this
extremely so. In it, there are many havens on the sea-coast, incomparable with
any others that I know in Christendom, and plenty of rivers so good and great that
it is a marvel. The lands thereof are high, and in it are very many ranges of hills,
and most lofty mountains incomparably beyond the island of Tenerife, all most
beautiful in a thousand shapes, and all accessible, and full of trees of a thousand
kinds, so lofty that they seem to reach the sky. And I-am assured that they never
lose their foliage; as may be imagined, since I saw them as green and as beautiful
as they are in Spain during May. And some of them were in flower, some in fruit,
some in another stage according to their kind. And the nightingale was singing,
and other birds of a thousand sorts, in the month of November, there where I was
going. There are palm-trees of six or eight species, wondrous to see for their beau-
tiful variety; but so are the other trees, and fruits, and plants therein. There are
wonderful pine-groves, and very large plains of verdure, and there is honey, and
many kinds of birds, and many various fruits. In the earth there are many mines
of metals; and there is a population of incalculable number. Espafiola is a marvel;
the mountains and hills, and plains, and fields, and the soil, so beautiful and rich
for planting and sowing, for breeding cattle of all sorts, for building of towns and
villages. There could be no believing, without seeing, such harbors as are here, as
well as the many and great rivers, and excellent waters, most of which contain
gold. In the trees and fruits and plants, there are great diversities from those of
Juana. In this, there are many spiceries, and great mines of gold and other metals.
The people of this island, and of all the others that I have found and seen, or not
seen, all go naked, men and women, just as their mothers bring them forth;

other weapons than the stems of reeds in their seeding state, on the end of which
they fix little sharpened stakes. Even these, they dare not use; for many times has
it happened that I sent two or three men ashore to some village to parley, and
countless numbers of them sallied forth, but as soon as they saw those approach,
they fled away in such wise that even a father would not wait for his son. And this
was not because any hurt had ever been done to any of them:—on the contrary, at
every headland where I have gone and been able to hold speech with them, I gave
them of everything which I had, as well cloth as many other_things, without
accepting aught therefore;—but Ech they are, incurably timié&ljt is true that
since they have become more assured, and are losing that terror, they are artless
and generous with what they have, to such a degree as no one would believe but
him who had seen it.[Of anything they have, if it be asked for, they never say no,
but do rather invite the person to accept it, and show as much lovingness a3
though they would give their hearts. And whether it be a thing of value, or one of
little worth, they are straightway content with whatsoever trifle of whatsoever kind
may be given them in return for it. I forbade that anything so worthless as frag-
ments of broken platters, and pieces of broken glass, and strap buckles, should be
given them,; although when they were able to get such things, they seemed to
think they had the best jewel in the world, for it was the hap of a sailor to get, in

exchange for a strap, gold to the weight of two and a half castellanos, and others

much more for other things of far less value; while for new blancas they gave
everything they had, even though it were [the worth of] two or three gold castel-
lanos, or one or two arrobas of spun -cotton\They took even pieces of broken
barrel-hoops, and gave whatever they had, like senseless bELes; {nsomuch that it
seemed to me bad. I forbade it, and I gave gratFto?s‘l}‘a thousand useful things
that [ carried, in order that they may conceive affection, and furthermore may s
become Christian%for they are inclined to the love and service of their High-
nesses and of all ‘the Castilian nation, and they strive to combine in giving us
things which they have in abundance, and of which we are in need. And they
knew no sect, nor idolatry; save that they all believe that power and goodness are
in the sky, and they believed very firmly that 1, with these ships and crews, came
from the sky; and in such opinion, they received me at every place where I landed,
after they had lost their terror. And this comes not because they are ignorant: on
the contrary, they are men of very subtle wit, who navigate all those seas, and who
give a marvelously good account of everything, but because they never saw men
wearing clothes nor the like of our ships. And as soon as I arrived in the Indies, in
the first island that I found, I took some of them by force, to the intent that they
should learn [our speech] and give me information of what there was in those
parts. And so it was, that very soon they understood [us] and we them, what by
speech or what by signs; and those [Indians] have been of much service. To this
day I carry them [with me] who are still of the opinion that I come from Heaven

[as appears] from much conversation which they have had with me. And they
were the first to proclaim it wherever I arrived; and the others went running from

house to house and to the neighboring villages, with loud cries of “Come! come to

see the people from Heaven!” Then, as soon as their minds were reassured about

us, every one came, men as well as women, so that there remained none behind,
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big or little; and they all brought something to eat and drink, which they gave with
wondrous lovingness. They have in all the islands very many canoas, after the
manner of rowing-galleys, some larger, some smaller; and a good many are larger
than a galley of eighteen benches. They are not so wide, because they are made of a
single log of timber, but a galley could not keep up with them in rowing, for their
motion is a thing beyond belief. And with these, they navigate through all those
islands, which are numberless, and ply their traffic. I have seen some of those caroas
with seventy and eighty men in them, each one with his oar. In all those islands, 1
saw not much diversity in the looks of the people, nor in their manners and lan-
guage; but they all understand each other, which is a thing of singular advantage
for what I hope their Highnesses will decide upon for converting them to our holy
?\ faith, unto which they are well disposed. I have already told how I had gone a
hundred and seven leagues, in a straight line from West to East, along the sea-
coast of the Island of Juana; according to which itinerary, I can declare that that
island is larger than England and Scotland combined; as, over and above those
hundred and seven leagues, there remain for me, on the western side, two prov-
inces whereto I did not go—one of which they call Avan, where the people are
born with tails—which provinces cannot be less in length than fifty or sixty
leagties, according to what may be understood from the Indians with me, who
know all the islands. This other, Espafiola, has a greater circumference than the
whole of Spain from Collibre in Catallunya, by the sea-coast, as far as Fuente
Ravia in Biscay; since, along one of its four sides, I went for a hundred and eighty-
eight great leagues in a straight line from west to east. This is [a land] to be
desired,—and once seen, never to be relinquished—in which (although, indeed, I
have taken possession of them all for their Highnesses, and all are more richly
¥ endowed than I have skill and power to say, and I hold them all in the name of
their Highnesses who can dispose thereof as much and as completely as of the
kingdoms of Castile) in this Espaiiola, in the place most suitable and best for its
proximity to the gold mines, and for traffic with the mainland both on this side
and with that over there belonging to the Great Can, where there will be great
commerce and profit, I took possession of a large town which I named the city of
Navidad. And I have made fortification there, and a fort (which by this time will
have been completely finished) and I have left therein men enough for such a
purpose, with arms and artillery, and provisions for more than a year, and a boat,
and a [man who is] master of all seacraft for making others; and great friendship
with the king of that land, to such a degree that he prided himself on calling and
holding me as his brother. And even though his mind might change towards
attacking those men, neither he nor his people know what arms are, and go
naked. As [ have already said, they are the most timorous creatures there are in
the world, so that the men who remain there are alone sufficient to destroy all
that land, anc@he island is without personal danger for them if they know how to
# | behave themse ve:s> It seems to me that in all those islands, the men are all con-
tent with a single Wife; and to their chief or king they give as many as twenty. The
women, it appears to me, do more work than the men. Nor have I been able to
learn whether they held personal property, for it seemed to me that whatever onc
had, they all took share of, especially of eatable things. Down to the present, I
have not found in those islands any monstrous men, as many expected, but on the
contrary all the people are very comely; nor are they black like those in Guinea,
but have flowing hair; and they are not begotten where there is an excessive
violence of the rays of the sun. It is true that the sun is there very strong, although
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it is twenty-six degrees distant from the equinoctial line. In those islands, where
there are lofty mountains, the cold was very keen there, this winter; but they
endure it by being accustomed thereto, and by the help of the meats which they
eat with many and inordinately hot spices. Thus I have not found, nor had any
information of monsters, except of an island which is here the second in the
approach to the Indies, which is inhabited by a people whom, in all the islands,
they regard as very [erocious, who eat human (lesh. These have many canoes with
which they run through all the islands of India, and plunder and take as much as
they can. They are no more ill-shapen than the others, but have the custom of
wearing their hair long, like women; and they use bows and arrows of the same
reed stems, with a point of wood at the top, {or lack of iron which they have not.
Among those other tribes who are excessively cowardly, these are ferocious; but 1
hold them as nothing more than the others. These are they who have to do with
the women of Matinino—which is the first island that is encountered in the pas-
sage from Spain to the Indies—in which there are no men. Those women practise
no female usages, but have bows and arrows of reed such as above mentioned;
and they arm and cover themselves with plates of copper of which they have
much. [n another island, which they assure me is larger than Espafiola, the people
have no hair. In this there is incalculable gold; and concerning these and the rest
I bring Indians with me as witnesses. And in conclusion, to speak only of what has
been done in this voyage, which has been so hastily performed, their Highnesscs
may see that [ shall give them as much gold as they may need, with very little aid
which their Highnesses will give me; spices and cotton at once, as much as their
Highnesses will order to be shipped, and as much as they shall order to be shipped
of mastic,—which till now has never been found except in Greece, in the island of
Xio, and the Seignory sellg it for what it likes: and aloc-wood as much as they shall
order to be shipped; and(slaves as many as they shall order to be shipped,—and
these shall be [rom idolalo'rg And I believe that [ have discovered rhubarb and
cinnamon, and | shall find that the men whom 1 am leaving there will have discov-
ered a thousand other things of value; as 1 made no delay at any point, so long as
the wind gave me an opportunity of sailing, except only in the town of Navidad till
I had left things safely arranged and well established. And in truth T should have
done much more if the ships had served me as well as might reasonably have been
expected. This is enough; and [thanks to] Eternal God our Lord who gives to all
those who walk His way, victory over things which scem impossible; and this was
signally one such, for although men have talked or written of those lands, it was
all by conjecture, without confirmation from cyesight, amounting only to this
much that the hearers for the most part listened and judged that there was more
fable in it than anything actual, however trifling. Since thus our Redeemer has
given to our most illustrious King and Queen, and to their Famous kingdoms, this
victory in so high a matter, Christendom should have rejoicing therein and make
great festivals, and give solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity for the great exaltation
they shall have by the conversion of so many peoples to our holy faith; and nest
for the temporal benefit which will bring hither refreshment and profit, not only
to Spain, but to all Christians. This bricfly, in accordance with the facts. Dated,
on the caravel, off the Canary Islands, the 15 February of the year 1493,

At your command,
I'ne ADMIRAL.
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HERNAN

| he heroism and brutality of con-
¥ quest are the main themes in the
life of Hernén Cortés (1485—1547). As
he encountered in the Aztec Empire
the untold 'riches ‘that had eluded
Christopher Columbus in the Carib-
bean, Cortés was forced to negotiate a
formidable 'and sophisticated enemy
that ‘he barely understood. Yet he
proved remarkably astute at harnessing
local discontent with Aztec rule, estab-
lishing alliances with native peoples
who also served as interpreters and
spies. Despite the evasiveness of the
Aztec ruler Moctezuma, Cortés and his
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CORTES

transgressions. Cortés foregrounds his
heroic role as wise military leader, con-
veying the magnificence of the de-
feated empire while carefully justifying
his own violent acts. “The manner of
living among the people is very similar
to that in Spain,” he states, recognizing
the sophistication of Aztec civilization
even as he destroys it. Religion plays an
important role in Cortés's effort to jus-
tify his military actions and the authority
he had already claimed for himself in
Mexico. Emphasizing his own efforts to
convert the Aztecs to Christianity, he

men took him prisoner, and he died %|\Charles V that the Aztecs met their

while in their custody. After many set-
backs and the destruction of Tenoch-
titlan, chief city of the Aztecs, Cortés
succeeded in his conquest—an aston-
ishing achievement given the slender
resources with which he faced the mas-
sive and well-organized Aztec Empire.
Cortés had disobeyed his superiors’
explicit orders in pressing on to the land
he would name New Spain. His letters
to the Spanish ruler Charles V must
therefore make the case that his spec-
tacular achievements far outweighed his

\suggests to both Moctezuma and to

downfall because they refused to give up
their devotion to their local gods. In
Cortés's account, certain religious and
sexual practices (human sacrifice and
sodomy) of the Aztecs become mandates
for the conquest. Finally, the Aztecs'
belief that the Spanish conquerors were
ancestral gods returning to claim their
vassals is ably harnessed by Cortés:
although he neither accepts nor denies
the identification, it serves him as proof
of Aztec idolatry and as sanction for the
Spanish conquest of Mexico.

From The Second Letter!

On the following day I set out again and after half a mile entered upon a cause-

way which crosses the middle of the lake arriving finally at the great city of
Tenochtitlan® which is situated at its center. This causeway was as broad as
two lances and very stoutly made such that eight horsemen could ride along it
abreast, and in these two leagues either on the one hand or the other we met
with three cities all containing very fine buildings and' towers, especially the
houses of the chief men and the mosques and little temples in which they keep

1. Translated by J. Bayard Morris.
2. The capital of the Aztec Empire, site of present-day Mexico City.
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their idols. In these towns there is quite a brisk trade in salt which they make
from the water of the lake and what is cast up on the land that borders it; this
they cook in a certain manner and make the salt into cakes which they sell 10
the inhabitants and neighboring tribes. 1 accordingly proceeded along this
causeway and half a league from the city of Tenochtitldn itself, at the point
where another causeway from the mainland joins it, I came upon an extremely
powerful fort with two towers, surrounded by a six foot wall with a battlement
running round the whole of the side abutting on the two causeways, and having
two gates and no more for going in and out. Here nearly a thousand of the
chief citizens came out to greet me, all dressed alike and, as their custom is,
very richly; on coming to speak with me each performed a ceremony very com-
mon among them, to wit, placing his hand on the ground and then kissing it, so
that for nearly an hour I stood while they performed this ceremony. Now quite
close to the city there is a wooden bridge some ten paces broad, which cuts the
causeway and under which the water can flow freely, for its level in the two
parts of the lake is constantly changing: moreover it serves as a fortification to
the city, for they can remove certain very long and heavy beams which form the
bridge whenever they so desire; and there are many such bridges throughout
the city as your Majesty will see from that which I shall presently relate.
When we had passed this bridge Moctezuma himself came out to meet us
with some two hundred nobles, all barefoot and dressed in some kind of uni-
form also very rich, in fact more so than the others. They came forward in two
long lines keeping close to the walls of the street, which is very broad and fine
and so straight that one can see from one end of it to the other, though it is
some two-thirds of a league in length and lined on both sides with very beauti-
ful, large houses, both private dwellings and temples. Moctezuma himself was
borne along in the middle of the strect with two lords one on his right hand
and one on his left. * * * All three were dressed in similar fashion except that
Moctezuma wore shoes whereas the others were barefoot. The two lords bore
him along each by an arm, and as he drew near I dismounted and advanced
alone to embrace, but the two lords prevented me from touching him, and they
themselves made me the same obeisance as did their comrades, kissing the
earth. * * * After he had spoken to me all the other lords who were in the two
long lines came up likewise in order one after the other, and then re-formed in
line again. And while speaking to Moctezuma I took off a necklace of pearls
which I was wearing and threw it round his neck; whereupon having procceded
some little way up the street a servant of his came back to me with two neck-
laces wrapped up in a napkin, made from the shells of sea snails, which are
much prized by them; and from each necklace hung eight prawns fashioned
very beautifully in gold some six inches in length. The messenger who brought
them put them round my neck and we then continued up the street in the
manner described until we came to a large and very handsome house which
Moctezuma had prepared for our lodging. There he took me by the hand and
led me to a large room opposite the patio by which we had entered, and seating
me on a dais very richly worked, for it was intended for royal use, he bade me
await him there, and took his departure. After a short time, when all my com-
pany had found lodging, he returned with many various ornaments of gold,
silver and featherwork, and some five or six thousand cotton clothes, richly
dyed and embroidered in various ways, and having made me a present of them
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he seated himself on another low bench which was placed next to mine, and hundred and fifty men (o finish the fortress which I had already begun: like-
addressed me in this manner: wise how that I had left many neighboring towns and strongholds under the
“Long time have we been informed by the writings of our ancestors that nei- dominion of your royal Majesty, and the natives very peaceably disposed and
ther myself nor any of those who inhabit this land are natives of it, but rather loyal subjects of your Majesty. Being in the city of Cholula I received letters
strangers who have come to it from foreign parts. We likewise know that from from the officer whom I left in Vera Cruz, by which I learnt that Qualpopoca,
those parts our nation was led by a certain lord (to whom all were subject), and the native ruler of Almerfa, had sent in messengers to say that he desired to
who then went back to his native land, where he remained so long delaying his become a vassal of your Majesty, the reason for his delay being that encmy
return that at his coming those whom he had left had married the women of country lay between him and Vera Cruz and he had been chary of passing
the land and had many children by them and had built themselves cities in through it, but that if four Spaniards would return to his land, the enemies
which they lived, so that they would in no wise return to their own land nor through whose country they would have to pass would refrain from molesting
acknowledge him as lord; upon which he left them. And we have always them and he would come forthwith to make his submission. The officer, think-
:ﬁ// believed that among his descendants one would surely come to subject this ing the message to have been sent in good faith, for many others had donc the
' || land and us as rightful vassals. Now seeing the regions from which you say you same, sent four Spaniards as requested. But Qualpopoca having once received
come, which is from where the sun rises, and the news you tell of this great them into his house ordered them to be killed . . . and two of them thus died. /fk
king and ruler who sent you hither, we believe and hold it certain that he is our . !
natural lord: especially in that you say he has long had knowledge of us. ST
Wherefore be certain that we will obey you and hold you as lord in place of that Having passed six days, then, in the great city of Tenochtitlan, invincible
great lord of whom you speak, in which service there shall be neither slackness Prince, and having seen something of its marvels, though little in comparison
nor deceit: and throughout all the land, that is to say all that I rule, you may with what there was to be seen and examined, 1 considered it essential both \\
command anything you desire, and it shall be obeyed and done, and ali that we from my observation of the city and the rest of the land that its ruler should be |
have is at your will and pleasure. And since you are in your own land and in my power and no longer entirely free; to the end that he might in nowise
house, rejoice and take your leisure from the fatigues of your journey and the change his will and intent to serve your Majesty, more especially as we Span-
battles you have fought; for I am well informed of all those that you have been iards are somewhat intolerant and stiff-necked, and should he get across with
forced to engage in on your way here from Potonchan, as also that the natives us he would be powerful enough to do us great damage, even to blot out all
of Cempoal and Tlascala have told you many evil things of me; but believe no memory of us in the land; and in the second place, could I once get him in my
more than what you see with your own eyes, and especially not words from the power all the other provinces subject to him would come more promptly to the
lips of those who are my enemies, who were formerly my vassals and on your knowledge and service of your Majesty, as indeed afterward happened. |
coming rebelled against me and said these things in order to find favor with ; decided to capture him and place him in the lodging where 1 was, which was
you: I am aware, moreover, that they have told you that the walls of my houses extremely strong.
were of gold as was the matting on my floors and other household articles, even §
that [ was a god and claimed to be so, and other like matters. As for the houses, * R
you see that they are of wood, stones and earth.” Upon this he lifted his clothes But before beginning to relate the wonders of this city and people, their rights
showing me his body, and said: “and you see that I am of flesh and blood like and government, | should perhaps for a better understanding say something of
yourself and everyone else, mortal and tangible.” the state of Mexico itself which contains this city and the others of which 1
Grasping with his hands his arms and other parts of his body, he continued: have spoken, and is the principal seat of Moctczuma. The province is roughly
“You see plainly how they have lied. True I have a few articles of gold which circular in shape and entirely surrounded by very lofty and rocky mountains,
have remained to me from my forefathers, and all that 1 have is yours at any the level part in the middle being some seventy leagues® in circumference and
time that you may desire it. I am now going to my palace where I live. Here you containing two lakes which occupy it almost entirely, for canoes travel over fifty
will be provided with all things necessary for you and your men, and let noth- leagues in making a circuit of them. One of the lakes is of fresh water, the other
ing be done amiss seeing that you are in your own house and land.” and larger one of salt. A narrow but very lofty range of mountains cuts across
I replied to all that he said, satisfying him in those things which seemed the valley and divides the lakes almost completely save for the western end
expedient, especially in having him believe that your Majesty was he whom where they are joined by a narrow strait no wider than a sling’s throw which
they had long expected, and with that he bade farewell. On his departure we runs between the mountains. Commerce is carried on between the two lakes
were very well regaled with great store of chickens, bread, fruit, and other and the cities on their banks by means of canoes, so that land traffic is avoided.
necessities, particularly household ones. And in this wise I continued six days Moreover, since the salt lake rises and falls with the tide sea water pours from
very well provided with all that was necessary and visited by many of the prin- it at high tide into the fresh water lake with the rapidity of a mountain torrent,
cipal men of the city. and likewise at low tide flows back from the fresh to the salt.

[ have already related, most catholic Lord, how at the time when I departed
from the town of Vera Cruz in search of this ruler Moctezuma, I left in it a 3. Cortés's estimations ol distance are approximate; a Spanish league is about three to four miles.
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\zf% The great city of Tenochtitldn is built in the midst of this salt lake, and it is
t

wo leagues from the heart of the city to any point on the mainland. Four
causeways lead to it, all made by hand and some twelve feet wide. The city
itself is as large as Seville or Cérdova. The principal streets are very broad and
straight, the majority of them being of beaten earth, but a few and at least half
the smaller thoroughfares are waterways along which they pass in their canoes.
Moreover, even the principal streets have openings at regular distances so that
the water can freely pass from one to another, and these openings which are
very broad are spanned by great bridges of huge beams, very stoutly put
together, so firm indeed that over many of them ten horsemen can ride at once.
Seeing that if the natives intended any treachery against us they would have
every opportunity from the way in which the city is built, for by removing the
bridges from the entrances and exits they could leave us to die of hunger with
no possibility of getting to the mainland, I immediately set to work as soon as
we entered the city on the building of four brigs, and in a short space of time
had them finished, so that we could ship three hundred men and the horses to
the mainland whenever we so desired.

The city has many open squares in which markets are continuously held and
the general business of buying and selling proceeds. One square in particular
is twice as big as that of Salamanca and completely surrounded by arcades
where there are daily more than sixty thousand folk buying and selling. Every
kind of merchandise such as may be met with in every land is for sale there,
whether of food and victuals, or ornaments of gold and silver, or lead, brass,
copper, tin, precious stones, bones, shells, snails and feathers; limestone for
building is likewise sold there, stone both rough and polished, bricks burnt and
unburnt, wood of all kinds and in all stages of preparation. There is a street of
game where they sell all manner of birds that are to be found in their country,
including hens, partridges, quails, wild duck, fly-catchers, widgeon, turtle doves,
pigeons, little birds in round nests made of grass, parrots, owls, eagles, vulcans,
sparrow-hawks and kestrels; and of some of these birds of prey they sell the
skins complete with feathers, head, bill and claws. They also sell rabbits, hares,
deer and small dogs which they breed especially for eating. There is a street of
herb-sellers where there are all manner of roots and medicinal plants that are
found in the land. There are houses as it were of apothecaries where they sell
medicines made from these herbs, both for drinking and for use as ointments
and salves. There are barbers’ shops where you may have your hair washed and
cut. There are other shops where you may obtain food and drink. There are
street porters such as we have in Spain to carry packages. There is a great
quantity of wood, charcoal, braziers made of clay and mats of all sorts, some
for beds and others more finely woven for seats, still others for furnishing halls
and private apartments. All kinds of vegetables may be found there, in particu-
lar onions, leeks, garlic, cresses, watercress, borage, sorrel, artichokes, and
golden thistles. There are many different sorts of fruits including cherries and
plums very similar to those found in Spain. They sell honey obtained from
bees, as also the honeycomb and that obtained from maize plants which are as
sweet as sugar canes; they also obtain honey from plants which are known both
here and in other parts as maguey,* which is preferable to grape juice; from

4. Mexican aloe.
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maguey in addition they make both sugar and a kind of wine, which are sold in
their markets. All kinds of cotton thread in various colors may be bought in
skeins, very much in the same way as in the great silk exchange of Granada,
except that the quantities are far less. They have colors for painting of as gnod
quality as any in Spain, and of as pure shades as may be found anywhere.
There arc leathers of deer both skinned and in their natural state, and cither
bleached or dyed in various colors. A great deal of chinaware is sold of very
good quality and including earthen jars of all sizes for holding liquids, pitchers,
pots, tiles and an infinite variety of earthenware all made of very special clay
and almost all decorated and painted in some way. Maize is sold both as grain
and in the form of bread and is vastly superior both in the size of the ear and in
taste to that of all the other islands or the mainland. Pasties made from game
and fish pies may be seen on sale, and there are large quantities of fresh and
salt water fish both in their natural state and cooked ready for eating. Eggs
from fowls, geese and all the other birds I have described may be had, and like-
wise omelettes ready made. There is nothing to be found in all the land which
is not sold in these markets, for over and above what I have mentioned there
are so many and such various other things that on account of their very number
and the fact that I do not know their names, | cannot now detail them. Each
kind of merchandise is sold in its own particular street and no other kind may
be sold there: this rule is very well enforced. All is sold by number and mea-
sure, but up till now no weighing by balance has been observed. A very fine
building in the great square serves as a kind of audience chamber where ten or
a dozen persons are always seated, as judges, who deliberate on all cases arising
in the market and pass sentence on evildoers. In the square itself there are
officials who continually walk among the people inspecting goods exposed for
sale and the measures by which they are sold, and on certain occasions I have
seen them destroy measures which were false.

There are a very large number of mosques or dwelling places for their idols
throughout the various districts of this great city, all fine buildings, in the chiel
of which their priests live continuously, so that in addition to the actual tem-
ples containing idols there are sumptuous lodgings. These pagan priests are all
dressed in black and go habitually with their hair uncut; they do not even comb
it from the day they enter the order to that on which they leave. Chief men’s
sons, both nobles and distinguished citizens, enter these orders at the age of six
or seven and only leave when they are of an age to marry, and this occurs more
frequently to the first-born who will inherit their Fathers’ estates than to others.
They are denied all access to women, and no woman is ever allowed to enter
one of the religious houses. Certain foods they abstain from and more so at
certain periods of the year than at others. Among these temples there is one
chief one in particular whose size and magnificence no human tongue could
describe. For it is so big that within the lofty wall which entirely circles it one
could set a town of fifteen thousand inhabitants.

Immediately inside this wall and throughout its entire length are some admir-
able buildings containing large halls and corridors where the priests who live in
this temple are housed. There are forty towers at the least, all of stout construc-
tion and very lofty, the largest of which has fifty steps leading up to its base: this
chief one is indeed higher than the great church of Seville. The workmanship
both in wood and stone could not be bettered anywhere, for all the stonework
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within the actual temples where they keep their idols is cut into ornamental
borders of flowers, birds, fishes and the like, or trelliswork, and thz.e woodwprk
is likewise all in relief highly decorated with monsters of very various device.
The towers all serve as burying places for their nobles, and the little temple's
which they contain are all dedicated to a different idol to whom they pay their
devotions. L
There are three large halls in the great mosque where the prmc1pa! idols are
to be found, all of immense size and height and richly decorated with sculp-
tured figures both in wood and stone, and within these halls are other smaller
temples branching off from them and entered by doors so small that no day-
light ever reaches them. Certain of the priests but not all are permitted to
enter, and within are the great heads and figures of idols, although as I hE']Ve
said there are also many outside. The greatest of these idols and th.ose in which
they placed most faith and trust | ordered to be dragged h'om.thelr places and
flung down the stairs, which done I had the temples which they occupy
cleansed for they were full of the blood of human victims whq had been sacri-
ficed, and placed in them Ehe image'_of‘gu,rd%ad)l and f)ther .salnts, 1l of Wl]lC-h
made no small impression upon Moctezuma And the inhabitantsTThey at first
remonstrated with me, for should it be known, they said, by the people of the
country they would rise against me, believing as they did that to thes.e 1do]csl
were due all temporal goods, and that should they allow them to be ill use
they would be wroth against them and would give them .nothmg, deT\ylng
them the fruits of the earth, and thus the people would die .of star.vatlon..l
instructed them by my interpreters how mistaken they were in putting their
trust in idols made by their own hands from unclean things, and that they must
know that there was but one God, Lord of all, Who created the s'ky, the eax:th
and all things, Who made both them and ourselves, Who was w'lthoul begu'1—
ning and immortal, Whom alone they had to adore and to l.)eheve in, and not in
any created thing whatsoeverqtold them moreover all tll}ngs else that 1 kn.ew
of touching this matter in order to lead them from. their idolatry and brl'ng
them to the knowledge of Our Lord: and all, especially Moct‘ezuma, replied
that they had already told me that they were not natives of this land but had
come to it long time since, and that therefore they were 'well preparec! to
believe that they had erred somewhat from the true faith during the long time
since they had left their native land, land I as more lately come would know
more surely the things that it was right for them to hold and believe than they
themselves: and that hence if I would instruct them they would.do whatever |
declared to be best. Upon this Moctezuma and many of the chief men of the
city went with me to remove the idols, cleanse the chapels, and plaf:e images of
the saints therein, and all with cheerful faces. I forbade them.moreo'ver to
make human sacrifice to the idols as was their wont, becaust? besyldes bemg'an
abomination in the sight of God it is prohibited by your Majesty’s la‘ws which
declare that he who kills shall be killed. From this time hgncelorth .they
departed from it, and during the whole time that 1 was in the city not a single
living soul was known to be killed and sacrificed.

PR

Finally, to avoid prolixity in telling all the wonders of this city, 1 V\fill simPly say
that the manner of living among the people is very similar to that in Spain, and
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considering that this is a barbarous nation shut off from a knowledge of the
true God or communication with enlightened nations, one may well marvel at
the orderliness and good government which is everywhere maintained.

* * o2

On the day of Saint John after having heard mass | entered the city about mid-
day, seeing few people about, and certain doors at the crossroads and turnings
taken down, which appeared to be a bad sign, although I considered that it was
done out of fright for what had already occurred and that my entrance would
serve to calm them. I went straight to the fortress and the great temple next to
it in which my men had taken up their quarters, and where they received us
with such joy as if we had given them back their lives which they counted
already lost: and so we remained there very much at ease throughout the rest
of that day and night, thinking that all disturbance had settled down. Next day
after hearing mass 1 despatched a messenger to Vera Cruz giving them the
good news that I had entered the city to find the Christians alive and the city
now quiet. But in half an hour he returned all covered with bruises and
wounds, crying that the whole populace of the city was advancing in war dress
and all the bridges were raised. And immediately behind him came a multitude
of people from all parts so that the streets and house-roofs were black with
natives; all of whom came on with the most frightful yells and shouts it is pos-
sible to imagine.

The stones from their slings came down on us within the fortress as if they
were raining from the sky; the arrows and darts fell so thickly that the walls
and courtyards were full of them and one could hardly move without treading
on them. 1 made sallies in onc or two parts and they fought against us with
tremendous fury; one of my officers led two hundred men out by another door
and before he could retire they had killed four of them and wounded both him
and many others. I myself and many of my men were also wounded. We killed
but few of them for they were waiting for us on the other side of the bridges,
and did us much damage from the flat housetops with stones: some of these
flat roofs we gained possession of and burnt the houses. But there were so
many and so strongly fortified, being held by such numbers of natives and all
so well provided with stones and other missiles, that we were not numerous
enough to take all of them nor to hold what we had taken, for they could attack
us at their pleasure.

The fight went on so fiercely in the fortress itself that they succeeded in set-
ting fire to it in many parts, and actually burnt a large portion, without our
being able to stop the flames until at last we broke down a stretch of wall and
thus prevented it from spreading further. Indeed, had it not been for the strong
guard I placed there of musketeers, crosshowmen and guns they would have
entered under our eyes without our being able to stop them. We continued
thus fighting all day until night was well come, though even then the yelling
and commotion did not cease. During the night | ordered the doorways which
had suffered by the fire to be repaired and all other places of the fortress which
scemed to me weak. I decided upon the squads that were to defend the various
parts of the fortress on the morrow and also the one that was to sally out with
me to attack the Indians outside: I also ordered the wounded to be looked to,
who numbered more than cighty.
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As soon as- it was day the enemy began to attack us with greater furlz' :.lven
than the day before: they came on'in such numbers that the gunners af tlljlo
need to take aim but simply poured their shot into the mass;Ye.t in spite o : e
damage done by the guns, for there were three arqu.ebuses mt!‘louftfcoun 11}5
muskets and crossbows, they made so little i'mpressmn that their effect cott_lhe
hardly be perceived, for wherever a shot carried away ten or a ﬂo(zle{: mer:ly .
gap closed up 'with others so that it seemed as if no damage ha I ec? don t
Upon this, leaving such suitable guard as I could in the fortress s(zll Ee d9u
and got possession of a few houses, killing many of those who were .lel en 1tn%
them: but their numbers were so great that although we had done }S]tld grea e_
damage it would have had but slight effect. Moreover, whereas we ad to cortl
tinue fighting all the day they could fight for several hon.!rs and theg give way a(:
others, for their forces were amply sufficient. They again woufld?1 as :inany :
fifty to seventy Spaniards that day, althqugh no one was k;lle , and so w
fought on till nightfall when we had to retire worn out to the oti:ressl.] 4
Seeing then the great damage that our enemies did us, and t atft ley co.uht
wound and kill us almost unhurt themselves, we spent the whol‘e o t1altdmg t
and next day in making three wooden engines, each one of which woud pl":)h
tect twenty men when they had got inside itf the engines were covlireh wi !
boards to protect the men from the stones which were thrown from t e ot:}slzr
tops; and those chosen to go inside were crossboyvmen and musketeers tc()lge "
with others provided with pickaxes, hoes and iron bars to b}lrrow under Aﬁ
houses and tear down the barricades which they had erfected' in the streetsf.
the while these wooden affairs were being made fighting 6dld not (i:aasfe or a
moment, in such wise that as we prepared to make a sally® out of t eldoiltrefz
they attempted to force an entrance, and it was as much as w}(: }?)u ) o
resist them. Moctezuma, who was still a prisoner toget.her with his son atnCI
many other nobles who had been taken on our first entering the city, reﬁues;1
to be taken out on to the flat roof of the fortre§s, where he wo'uld s%eab to hi
leaders of the people and make them stop fighting, | ordered hm:_l toh ef rotug
forth and as he mounted a breast-work that .extended beyon tf e for res;%
wishing to speak to the people who were fighting there, a StO‘I;le rc()im 01l‘1eter
their slings struck him on the head so severely th'at he 'dled three kays z:his.
when this happened I ordered two of the other Indian prisoners tg take ou s
dead body on their shields to the people, and 1 know not what de.cax.net: o i
save only this that the fighting did not cease but rather increased in intensity
e";rﬁ’edg;’y that Moctezuma was wounded they called out to me from' the P]}acg
where he had been struck down saying that some of the. native c.aptalr'lshmﬁ he
to speakto me; and thither [ went and spent much time talking V\gt t! em(i
begging them to cease fighting against me, for they had no reason to 1'0 dsci,hartl :
should consider that 1/had always treated them very wc:all. Thgy rtlap ie ; aht_
should depart and abandon their land when they woulq 1mmed1aie y stop fig
ing; but otherwise they were of 'a mind to kill us, or die themse ve; tofa tmar;.
This they said, as it appeared, in order to persuade me to leaye the for rv.;sfE
when they would fall upon us at their pleasure between the bridges as we le

6. A rush made by the defense on an attack-
ing army.

5. A heavy but portable gun of the 15th
century.
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the city. I replied that they were not to think that 1 besought them for peacc
because I feared them in any way, but because I was grieved at the damage 1
was doing them and should have to do them, and in order not to destroy so fine

a city: to which they still replied that they would not cease fighting until 1
should leave the city.

* ¥ %

They forced their way almost to the inner towers and succeeded in taking the
temple, the chief tower of which was quickly filled with as many as five hun-
dred Indians, all seemingly of high rank. Forthwith they proceeded to carry up
large stores of bread, water and other food, together with plentiful supplies of
stones. Most of them, moreover, were armed with long lances with heads of
flint broader but no whit less sharp than our own; and from their position they
did great damage to my men within the fortress for they were very close. The
Spaniards two or three times attacked this tower and attempted to mount it,
but as it was very tall and steep, having more than a hundred steps, and those
above were well provided with stones and arms and moreover protected to a
certain extent since we had been unable to take the neighboring roofs, they
were forced to descend every time they attempted, and suffered many casual-
ties; whereupon the natives in other parts of the city were so encouraged as to
rush on the fortress without any signs of fear. Seeing that if our enemies were
allowed to hold the tower they would not only do us much damage but would
encourage the rest, I sallied out from the fortress, though disabled in the left
hand from a wound received in the first day’s fighting. Tying my shield on to
my arm, however; I made for the tower followed by certain others and we sur-
rounded it entirely at its base; this was done with no great difficulty, although
not without danger, since my men had to deal with the enemy who were rush-
ing up on all sides to support their comrades. I myself with a few behind me
began to mount the staircase of the tower. And although they defended them-
selves very furiously, so much so that three or four Spaniards were knocked
spinning downstairs, nevertheless with the help of God and our Gracious
Mother, to whose honor the building had been dedicated and crowned with
her statue, we finally got up the tower, and fought with them on top so fiercely
that they were forced to leap down on to certain flat roofs, between which and
the tower there was a gap of about a yard. There were about three or four of
these all about eighteen feet below the top of the tower. Some fell right to the
ground and were either broken by the fall or dispatched by the Spaniards who
were below. Those who escaped on to the flat roofs continued to fight with
extreme bravery so that it was more than three hours before we finished with
them, and then there was not a man left alive. And your Majesty may well
believe that had not God broken their ranks twenty of them might have stopped
a thousand men from mounting the tower. Nevertheless those who died fought
very valiantly. When it was all over [ set fire to this tower and the other towers
of the temple, having already abandoned them and removed all the images of
the saints which we had placed there.

They lost somewhat of their pride on our taking this stronghold from them;
so much so that on all sides their attack slackened, on which I returned to the
housetop and spoke to the captains with whom I had already held speech and
who were somewhat dismayed by what they had seen. On their approach I

ol



dl

1936 |

bade them note that they could not hel
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em great hurt and kil] many of them; already we were burning and

THE FLORENTINE CODEX

{....ompiled over three decades (1547—

“—79), the encyclopedic, Florentine
Codex represents the joint effort of
the Franciscan missionary-ethnogra-
pher Bernardino de Sahagiin and the
knowledgeable Aztec elders and scribes
who labored with him to produce a
permanent record of Aztec culture,
There had never been a document
quite like this, and there have been few
since. In view of its linguistic Precision,
its scope, and its objectivity, it ‘can be
considered the first work of modern
anthropology. ' The name Florentine
Codex 'is“merely 'a latter-day * scholar’s
designation for the most finished ' ver-
sion of a'corpus properly 'known ' as
General History of the Things of New

Spain. Several versions of the History
have survived. But the manuscript now
at the Laurentian Library in Florence,
although it lacks some texts preserved
in the so-called Madrid codices, is the
copy that best deserves to be called
complete.

Written in paired columns, with Na-
huatl on' the left and a Spanish para-
phrase on the right the Codex's twelve
books begin with descriptions of the pre-
conquest gods and ceremonies, followed
by detailed ‘expositions of native astron-
omy, botany, zoology, commerce, indus-
try, medicine, time counting, prophecy,
and other topics. The final book is de-
voted to' 2 native history of the Spanish
Conquest.

The excerpt reproduced here relates
the initial Aztec encounter with the
Spaniards: messengers relay the news of
the strangers’ extraordinary appearance
and weapons to Moctezuma, as terror
takes hold of the land. It shows Cortés
taking advantage of native alliances and
enmities, while the Indians also argu-
ably take advantage of him, as when the
Tlaxcallans use the Spaniards to destroy
their enemies, the Cholulans, in an infa-
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mous massacre in a temple courtyard.
The eventual meeting between Mocte-
zuma and Cortés is described in all its
magnificence, with the emperor receiv-

ing the conqueror as the embodiment of

the prophecy that gods would return
from the east. The text recognizes the
important role played by the female
interpreter Malintzin (known as Dofa
Marina or La Malinche to the Span-
iards), who advised and guided Cortés.

From The Florentine Codex'

BOOK 12, THE CONQUEST OF MEXICO

What the nessengers who had gone to see the boats 1old Moctezuma.

And when this was done, they thereupon reported to Moctezum
him how they had gone marveling, and they showed him what

food was like.

And when he had so heard what the messengers reported, he was terrified,

he was astounded. And much did he marvel at their food.

Especially did it cause him to faint away when he heard how
Spaniards'] command, discharged [the shot]; how it resound
dered when it went off. It indeed bereft one of strength; it sh
And when it discharged, something like
within. Fire went showering forth; sparks
smelled very foul; it had a fetid odor which verily wounded the head. And when
[the shot] struck a mountain, it was as il it were destroyed, dissolved. And a

tree was pulverized; it was as if it vanished; it was as if someone blew it away.

All iron was their war array. In iron they clothed themselves. With iron they
covered their heads. Iron were their swords. [ron were their crossbows. Iron

were their shields. Iron were their lances.

And those which bore them upon their backs, their deer,

terraces.

And their bodies were everywhere covered; onl
were very white; they had chalky faces; they had yellow hair, though the hair of
some was black. Long were their beards; they also were yellow. They were

yellow-bearded. [The Negroes' hair] was kinky, it was curly.

And their food was like fasting food—very large, white; not heavy like [tortil-
las]; like maize stalks, good-tasting as if of maize

little honeyed. It was honeyed to eat; it was sweet to eat.

And their dogs were very large. They had ears folded over;
jowls. They had fiery eyes—blazing eyes; they

1. Translated by Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles E. Dibble.

a; so they told
[the Spaniards’]

the gun, at [the
ed as if it thun-
ut off one’s ears.
a round pebble came forth from
went blazing forth. And its smoke

were as tall as roof

y their faces appeared. They

stalk flour; a little sweet, a

great dragging
had yellow eyes—fiery yellow
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eyes. They had thin flanks—Ffanks with ribs showing. They had gaunt stom-
achs. They were very tall. They were nervous; they went about panting, with
tongues hanging. They were spotted like ocelots; they were varicolored.

And when Moctezuma so heard, he was much terrified. It was as if he fainted
away. His heart saddened; his heart failed him.

* * *

How Moctezuma wept, and [how] the Mexicans wept, when they
knew that the Spaniards were very powerful.

And Moctezuma loudly expressed his distress. He felt distress, he was terrified,
he was astounded; he expressed his distress because of the city.

And indeed everyone was greatly terrified. There were terror, astonishment,
expressions of distress, feelings of distress. There were consultations. There
were formations of groups; there were assemblies of people. There was weeping—
there was much weeping, there was weeping for others. There was only the
hanging of heads, there was dejection. There were tearful greetings, there were
tearful greetings given others. There was the encouragement of others; there
was mutual encouragement. There was the smoothing of the hair; the hair of
small boys was smoothed. Their fathers said: “Alas, O my beloved sons! How
can what is about to come to pass have befallen you?” And their mothers said:
“My beloved sons, how will you marvel at what is about to befall you?”

And it was told, declared, shown, announced, made known to Moctezuma, it
was fixed in his heart, that a woman from among us people here brought them

here; she interpreted for them. Her name was Marina.? Her home was Tet%

icpac. There on the coast they had first come to take her.

And then at that time [this] began—that no more was there the placing of
themselves at {the Spaniards’] feet. The emissaries, those who had interceded
for them for everything, everywhere, that they might need, just went, turning
their backs.

And at just this same time [the Spaniards] came enquiring about Mocte-
zuma: “What sort [of man is he]? Is he perchance a youth? Is he perchance
mature? Is he perchance already old? Is he perchance already advanced in
years? Is he perchance an able old man? Is he perchance already an aged man?
Is he perchance already white-headed?” And they answered the gods, the Span-
iards: “He is a mature man, not fat but rather slender; thin—rather thin.”

And when Moctezuma had thus heard that he was much enquired about,
that he was much sought, [that] the gods wished to look upon his face, it was
as if his heart was afflicted; he was afflicted. He would flee; he wished to flee;
he needed to flee; he would take himself hence. He would hide himself; he
needed to hide himself; he would hide himself—he wished to take refuge from
the gods. And he was determining for himself in secret, he determined for him-
self in secret; he was imagining to himself, he imagined to himself; he was
inventing, he invented; he thus was consulting within his heart, he consulted
within his heart; he was saying to himself, he secretly said to himself that he
would somewhere enter a cave. And of those whom he much unburdened him-
self to, confided in, held especially easy conversation with, some told what they
knew; they said: “[Some] know where Mictlan is, and Tonatiuh ichan, and

2. The Spanish name for Malintzin.
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Tlalocan, and Cincalco,? that one may be benefited. [Determine] in what place
indeed is thy need.” ’

And indeed he wished, he desired [to go] there to Cincalco. So was it well
known; it was so rumored.

But this he could not do. He could not hide. He could not take refuge. No
longer had he strength; no longer was there any use; no longer had he energy.
No longer were verified, no longer could be accomplished the words of the
soothsayers by which they had changed his mind, had misled him, had. trou-
bled him. Thus they were taking vengeance upon him when they were feigning
to be wise in knowing [the way] there [to places] named.

[Moctezuma) only awaited [the Spaniards]; he made himself resolute; I?e put
forth great effort; he quieted, he controlled his heart; he submitted himself
entirely to whatsoever he was to see, at which he was to marvel.

¥ »
How the Spaniards arrived in Tlaxcalla.

[The Tlaxcallans] went guiding them. They accompanied them theref they
guided them there in order to go to leave them, to quarter them, in thelr'pal—
aces. They made very much of them. They gave them whatsoever they required;
they attended to them. And then they gave them their maidens.

Then [the Spaniards] asked them: “Where is Mexico? What manner of place
is it? Is it yet distant?” '

[The Tlaxcallans] answered them: “It is by no means distant now; it may be
reached in perhaps but three days. It is a very good place. And [the l\'/'lexu:ans]
are very strong, very brave. They are conquerors; they go everywhere.

And the Tlaxcallans had formerly been at enmity with the Cholulans. There
was regarding with rage, there was regarding with hatred; there was detesting.
They were disgusted; they could have nothing to do with them. Wherefore they
incited {the Spaniards] against them, so that they might h‘arm them. '

They said to them: “They are very wicked. They are our foes. The Cholulan is
as strong as the Mexican. He is the Mexican’s friend.”

When the Spaniards had so heard, they then went to Cholula. The Tlaxcal-
lans and the Cempoallans accompanied them. They went arrayed for war.
When they went arriving, thereupon there was calling out, there was s'houtmg
[that] all the noblemen, the lords, those who led one, the brave warriors and
the commoners should come. There was crowding into the temple courtyard.
And when all had come together, then [the Spaniards and their allies] closed
off each of the entrances—as many places as there was entrance.

There was thereupon the stabbing, the slaying, the beating of the people.
The Cholulan had suspected nothing; neither with arrows nor with shields h.ad
he contended against the Spaniards. Just so were they chacherously. sl.am,
deceitfully slain, unknowingly slain. For in truth the Tlaxcallans had incited
{the Spaniards] against them.*

And of all which had come to pass, they gave, told, related all the account to
Moctezuma. And all the messengers who arrived here all departed; they just

3. Lands to the north, east, south, and west,  with the Spaniards against the All.CCS, and
respectively. used them in their own rivalries with other
4. The Tlaxcallans, like the neighboring Cem- groups, in this case the Cholulans.

poallans, were indigenous groups that allied
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went fleeing. No longer did there remain listening anyone to hear the news
which was to be heard. And indeed everyone among the commoners went about
overwrought; often they rose in revolt. It was just as if the earth moved; just as
if the earth rebelled; just as if all revolved before one’s eyes. There was terror.

And when there had been death in Cholula,’ then [the Spaniards] started
forth in order already to come to Mexico. They came grouped, they came
assembled, they came raising dust. Their iron lances, their halberds seemed to
glisten, and their iron swords were wavy, like a water [course]. Their cuirasses,
their helmets seemed to resound. And some came all in iron; they came turned
into iron; they came gleaming. Hence they went causing great astonishment;
hence they went causing great fear; hence they were regarded with fear; hence
they were dreaded.

And their dogs came leading; they came preceding them. They kept coming
at their head; they remained coming at their head. They came panting; their
foam came dripping [from their mouths].

* % %
How Moctezuma sent emissaries to the Spaniards.

And Moctezuma thereupon sent [and] charged the noblemen, whom Tziuac-
popocatzin led, and many others besides of his officials, to go to meet [Cortés])
between Popocatepet! and Iztac tepetl, there in Quauhtechcac.® They gave
them golden banners, precious feather streamers, and golden necklaces.

And when they had given them these, they appeared to smile; they were
greatly contented, gladdened. As if they were monkeys they seized upon the
gold. It was as if there their hearts were satisfied, brightened, calmed. For in
truth they thirsted mightily for gold; they stuffed themselves with it; they
starved for it; they lusted for it like pigs.

And they went about lifting on high the golden banners; they went moving
them back and forth; they went taking them to themselves. It was as if they

babbled. What they said was gibberish.

* ¥ %
How Moctezuma went peacefully to meet the Spaniards.

And when this had happened, when [the Spaniards] had come to reach Xoloco,”
when already matters were at this conclusion, had come to this point, there-
upon Moctezuma arrayed himself, attired himself, in order to meet them, and
also a number of great lords [and] princes, his ruling men, his noblemen
[arrayed themselves). Thereupon they went to meet them. In gourd supports
they set out precious flowers—helianthus, talauma,® in the midst of which
went standing popcorn flowers, yellow tobacco flowers, cacao blossoms, wreaths
for the head, garlands of flowers. And they bore golden necklaces, necklaces
with pendants, plaited neck bands.

5. The massacre at Cholula was one of the
key events in the conquest of Mexico, and one
of the most violent.

6. A nearby town. “Popocatepet] and Iztac
tepetl”: two peaks southeast of Tenochtitlsn.

7. A locality on the outskirts of Tenochtitldn,
to the south.
8. Mexican magnolia, a flower reserved for
the nobility.
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And already Moctezuma met them there in Uitzillan.” Thereupon he gave
gifts to the commandant, the commander of soldiers; he gave him flowers, he
bejeweled him with necklaces, he hung garlands about him, he covered him
with flowers, he wreathed his head with flowers. Thereupon he had the golden
necklaces laid before him—all the kinds of gifts of greeting, with which the
meeting was concluded. On some he hung necklaces.

Then [Cortés] said to Moctezuma: “Is this not thou? Art thou not he? Art
thou Moctezuma?”

Moctezuma replied: “Indeed yes; [ am he.”

Thereupon he arose; he arose to meet him face to face. He inclined his body
deeply. He drew him close. He arose firmly.

Thus he besought him: he said to him: “O our lord, thou hast suffered fatigue,
thou hast endured weariness. Thou hast come to arrive on earth. Thou hast
come to govern thy city of Mexico; thou hast come to descend upon thy mat,
upon thy seat, which for a moment | have watched for thee, which 1 have
guarded for thee. For thy governors are departed—the rulers Itzcoatl, Mocte-
zuma the Elder, Axayacatl, Tizoc, Auitzotl, who yet a very short time ago had
come to stand guard for thee, who had come to govern the city of Mexico. Under
their protection thy common folk came. Do they yet perchance know it in their
absence? O that one of them might witness, might marvel at what to me now
hath befallen, at what I see quite in the absence of our lords. I by no means
merely dream, I do not merely see in a dream, I do not see in my sleep; I do
not merely dream that | see thee, that I look into thy face. I have been afflicted
for some time..T have gazed at the unknown place whence thou hast come—Ffrom
among the clouds, from among the mists. And so this. The rulers departed main-
taining that thou wouldst come to visit thy city, that thou wouldst come to
descend upon thy mat, upon thy seat. And now it hath been fulfilled; thou hast
come; thou hast endured fatigue, thou hast endured weariness. Peace be with
thee. Rest thyself. Visit thy palace. Rest thy body. May peace be with our lords.”

And when Moctezuma's address which he directed to the Marquis was
ended, Marina then interpreted it, she translated it to him. And when the Mar-
quis had heard Moctezuma's words, he spoke to Marina; he spoke to them in a
barbarous tongue; he said in his barbarous tongue:

“Let Moctezuma put his heart at ease; let him not be frightened. We love
him much. Now our hearts are indeed satisfied, for we know him, we hear him.
For a long time we have wished to see him, to look upon his face. And this we
have seen. Already we have come to his home in Mexico. At his leisure he will
hear our words.”

Thereupon [the Spaniards] grasped [Moctezuma] by the hand. Already they
went leading him by it. They caressed him with their hands to make their love
known to him.

And the Spaniards looked at him; they each looked at him thoroughly. They
were continually active on their feet; they continually mounted, they continu-
ally dismounted in order to look at him.

And the rulers who had gone with him were, first, Cacamatzin, ruler of
Texcoco; second, Tetlepanquetzatzin, ruler of Tlacopan; third, the tlacochcal-
catl' Itzquauhtzin, ruler of Tlatilulco; fourth, Topantemoctzin, Moctezuma's

9. Cortés describes this as a large and beauti-

ful building.

I. tigh general.
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storekeeper in Tlatilulco. These went. And still other noblemen of Tenochti-
tlan were Atlixcatzin, the tlacateccatl, Tepeuatzin, the tlacochcalcatl, Quet-
zalaztatzin, the ticociauacatl;? Totomotzin, Ecatenpatiltzin, Quappiatzin. When
Moctezuma was made captive, they not only hid themselves, took refuge, [but]
they abandoned him in anger.

How the Spaniards took Moctezuma with them when they went
to enter the great palace, and what there happened.

And when they had gone to arrive in the palace, when they had gone to enter
it, at once they firmly seized Moctezuma. They continually kept him closely
under observation; they never let him from their sight. With him was Itz-
quauhtzin. But the others just came forth [unimpeded].

And when this had come to pass, then each of the guns shot off. As if in con-
fusion there was going off to one side, there was scattering from one’s sight, a
jumping in all directions. It was as if one had lost one’s breath; it was as if for
the time there was stupefaction, as if one were affected by mushrooms, as if
something unknown were shown one. Fear prevailed. It was as if everyone had
swallowed his heart. Even before it had grown dark, there was terror, there was
astonishment, there was apprehension, there was a stunning of the people.

And when it dawned, thereupon were proclaimed all the things which [the
Spaniards] required: white tortillas, roasted turkey hens, eggs, fresh water,
wood, firewood, charcoal, earthen bowls, polished vessels, water jars, large
water pitchers, cooking vessels, all manner of clay articles. This had Mocte-
zuma indeed commanded.

But when he summoned forth the noblemen, no longer did they obey him.
They only grew angry. No longer did they come to him, no longer did they go to
him. No longer was he heeded. But nevertheless he was not therefore ne-
glected; he was given all that he required—food, drink, and water [and] fodder
for the deer.

And when [the Spaniards] were well settled, they thereupon inquired of Mocte-
zuma as to all the city's treasure—the devices, the shields. Much did they impor-
tune him; with great zeal they sought gold. And Moctezuma thereupon went
leading the Spaniards. They went surrounding him, scattered about him; he went
among them, he went in their lead; they went each holding him, each grasping
him. And when they reached the storehouse, a place called Teocalco, thereupon
were brought forth all the brilliant things; the quetzal feather head fan, the
devices, the shields, the golden discs, the devils' necklaces, the golden nose cres-
cents, the golden leg bands, the golden arm bands, the golden forehead bands.

Thereupon was detached the gold which was on the shields and which was
on all the devices. And as all the gold was detached, at once they ignited, set
fire to, applied fire to all the various precious things [which remained]. They all
burned. And the gold the Spaniards formed into separate bars. And the green
stone, as much as they saw to be good they took. But the rest of the green stone
the Tlaxcallans just stole. And the Spaniards walked everywhere; they went
everywhere taking to pieces the hiding places, storehouses, storage places.
They took all, all that they saw which they saw to be good.

2. A great lord. “Tlacateccatl”: general.
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