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The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account
.of the Conquest of Mexico, c. 1540s

: This Aztec account, one of several written by native priests and wise
men of the encounter between the Spanish and the Indians of
Mexico, was written some years after the events described. Spanish
Christian monks helped a postconquest generation of Aztec Nahuat(*
speakers translate the illustrated manuscripts of the conquest period.
According to this account, how did Montezuma respond ta Cortés?
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Source: The Broken Spears: The Aztee Acconnt of the Conguest of Mexico, ed. Miguel
Leon-Portilia (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990), 64-76.
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Was Moentezuma’s attitude toward the Spanish shared by orher
Aztecs? How reliable is this account, do you think, in describing .
Monrezuma's thoughts, mortives, and behavior?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

How does the Aztec account of the conguest differ from that of the
Spanish, written by Diaz? s this difference merely a matzer of
perspective, or do the authers disagree abour what happened? To
the extent to which there are differences, how do you decide which
account to believe and accepr? :

Speeches of Motecuhzoma and Cortes

When Motecuhzoma® had given necklaces to each one, Corte
him: *Are you Motecuhzoma? Are you the king? Is it true that: Jou
the king Motecuhzoma?”
And the king said: “Yes, I am Motecohzoma.” Then he ‘stcc;d
welcome Cortes; he came forward, sowed his head low and addre
him in these words: “Our lord, you are weary. The journey has
you, but now you have arrived on the earth. You have come toy
Mexico. You have come here to sit on your throne, to sit unde
Canopy.
“The kings who have gone before, your representatives, gua

it and pfu;erud it for \(mr coming. T hf_ kings Irzcoatl, Motecuh
the Elder, Axayacatl, Tizoc, and Ahuirzol ruled for you in the't
Mexico. The people were protecred by their swords and shclrue
their shields.
“Do the kings know the destiny of those they left behind, shez
terity? If cmiy they are watching! If onl y they can see what | see!
“No, itis not a dream. [ am not \V'ill\iﬂg in my sleep. I am notse
you it my dreams. . . . I have seen you at last! I have met you
facet I was in agony for five days, for ten days, with my eyes fixed
Regt(m of the Mystery. And now you have come out of the clfiud
mists to sit on your throne agam :
“This was foretold by the kings who governed your city, an

has taken place. You have come back to us; you have come do
the sky. Rest now, and take possession of your royal houses. Welco
your land, my lords!”
When Motecuhzoma had finished, La Malinche translated:
dress into Spanish so that the Captain could understand it. Cortes
in his strange and savage tongue, speaking first to La Malinch

fMontezuma {earlier spelling). [Ed.]



i faears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico ® 623

mia-that we are his friends. There is nothin
¢ him for a long time, and now we have
ds: Tell him that we love him w

£ to fear. We have
seen his face and
ell and thar our hearrs are

aid ro Motecuhzoma: “We have
iends. There is nothing to fear”

riche translared this speech and the Spaniards grasped
a’s:hands and patted his back to show their affection

come to your house in

-:I_]j:e”Spaniards and the Native Lords

ds examined everything they saw, The
ind mounted them again, and dismou
ing'of interest.
who accompanied Motecuhzoma were: Cacama, king of
Jepanquetzaltzin, king of Tlacopan; Itzcuauhtzin the Tla-
ord of Tlarelolco; and Topantemoc, Motecuhzoma’s treasurer
hese four chiefs were standing in a file.
princes were: Atlixcarzin [chief who has taken ca prives);?
the Tlacochcalcatl; Quetzalaztarzin, the keeper of the chalk;
: é'car::upa{i!rzin; and Cuappiatzin.
orecuhzoma was imprisoned, they all went inte hiding.
0 hide and treacherously abandoned him!

y dismounted from
nted again, so as not

anmrd'{s'_ Take Possession of the City

nlards entered the Royal House, they placed Motecuhzoma
and. kept him under cheir vigilance. They also placed a
cuavhtzin, but the other lords were permitied to deparr.
paniards fired one of their cannons, and this caused great
¢ city. The people scarrered in every direction; they fled
orreason; they ran off as if they were being pursued. It
had earen the mushrooms that confuse the mind, or had
cadful apparition. They were all overcome by terror, as if
d fainted. And when nighr fell, the panic spread through
eir fears would nor ler them sleep.
ng the Spaniards rold Motecuhzoma whar they needed in
supplies: tortillas, fried chickens, hens’ eggs, pure water, fire-
arcoal. Also: farge, clean cooking pors, warer Jars, pitchers,
her porrery. Morecuhzoma ordered that ir be sent to them.

LN to a warrior who had arprured four enemics,
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The chiefs who received this order were angry with the king and
ger revered or respected him. Bur they furnished the Spaniards:
the provisions they needed—-food, beverages, and water, and fodde;
the horses.

The Spaniards Reveal Their Greed

Wher: the Spaniards were installed in the palace, they asked Motec
about the city’s resources and reserves and about the warriors® ¢
and shields. They questioned him closely and then demanded go
Motecuhzoma guided them o it. They surrounded him and &
close with their weapons. He walked in the center, while they fors
circle around him. :
When they arrived at the treasure house called Teucalco, the
of gold and feathers were brought out to them: ornaments made of
zal feathers, richly worked shields, disks of gold, the necklaces
idols, gold nose plugs, gold greaves,? and bracelets and crowns,
The Spaniards immediately stripped the fearhers from'th
shields and ensigns. They gathered all the gold into a great mours
set fire to everything else, regardless of its value. Then they melted
the gold into ingots. As for the precious green stones, they took o ,
best of them; the rest were snarched up by the Tlaxcaltecas. The
iards searched through the whole treasure house, questioning an
reling, and seized every object they thought was beautiful. :

The Seizure of Motecuhzoma’s Treasures

Next they went to Motecubzoma’s storchouse, in the place
Totocaleo [Place of the Palace of the Birds],* where his persona
sures were kepr. The Spaniards grinned like little beasts and patte
other with delight. =
When they entered the hall of treasures, it was as if they had
in Paradise. They searched everywhere and coveted everything
were slaves to their own greed. All of Motecuhzoma’s possessio
brought out: fine bracelets, necklaces with large stones, anklerin
lirtle gold bells, the royal crowns, and all the royal finery—ever
that belonged to the king and was reserved to him only. The:
these treasures as if they were their own, as if this plunder we
a stroke of good luck. And when they had taken all the gold, the
up everything else in the middle of the patio. '

Fleg armour {Fd.]
*The zoclogical garden avached to the roval pataces.
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‘he called the nobles together. She climbed up ro the palace
“Mexicanos, come forward! The Spaniards need vour
m food and pure water. They are tired and hungry; they
ainting from exhaustion! Why do you not come forward?
with them?”
cans were too frightened ro approach. They were crushed
wouold not risk coming forward. They shied away as if the
e wild beasts, as if the hour were midnight on the blackest
r. Yet they did not abandon the Spaniards to hunger and
rought them whatever they needed, but shook with fear as

ey delivered the supplies to the Spaniards with trembling
ned and hurried away.

eparations for the Fiesta

begged permission of their king to hold the fiesta of
tli.?. The Spaniards wanted to see this fiesta to learn how it
A delegation of the celebrants came to the palace where
ras a prisoner, and when thejr spokesman asked his
‘granted it ro them.
s the delegation returned, the women began to grind seeds
alote.* These women had fasted for a whole vear. They ground
patio of the temple.
ards came our of the palace togerher, dressed in armor and
weapons with them. They stalked among the women and
one by one; they stared into the faces of the women who
eeds. After this cold mspection, they went back into the
sald that they planned o kill the celebrants if the men en-

e of Huitzilopochtli

g before the Resta of Toxeatl, the cefebrants began 1o
of Huiwzilopochtli. They gave it such a human appear-
‘med the body of a hiving man. Yer they made the statue
£ but'a paste made of the ground seeds of the chicalore,
ped over an armature of sticks.

atue was finished, they dressed it in rich feathers, and
crossbars over and under its eves. They also clipped on its

edSee Introduction to selections. {Ed.]
also used in medicines. {Ed.]
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carrings of turquoise mosaic; these were in the shape of serpents
gold rings hanging from them. Irs nose plug, in the shape of an 4,
was made of gold and was inlaid with fine stones, '
They placed the magic headdress of hummingbird feather
head. Theyv also adorned ir with an anecuyotl, which was a beltm
feathers, with a cone art the back. Then they hung around irs e,
ornament of yellow parrot feathers, fringed like the locks of a
boy. Over this they pur its nettle-Jeaf cape, which was painted hlad
decorated with five clusters of eagle feathers.
Next they wrapped it in its cloak, which was painted with sky
bones, and over this they fastened its vest, The vest was painte
dismembered human parts; skulls, ears, hearts, intestines, torsos,
hands, and feet. They also put on its maxtlatl, or loincloth, whi
decorared with images of dissevered limbs and fri nged with amate
This maxtlat! was painted with vertical stripes of bright blue,
They fastened a red paper flag at its shoulder and placed on irs
what looked like a sacrificial flint knife. This too was made of red
it seemed ro have been steeped in blood. i
The statue carried a tehuelnelli, 2 bamboo shield decorare
four clusters of fine eagle feathers. The pendant of this shield was.
red, like the knife and the shoulder flag. The starue also carriei
Arrows.
Finally, they put the wristbands on its arms. These bands, n;
coyote skin, were fringed with paper cut into lirtle strips. '

The Beginning of the Fiesta

Early the next morning, the starue’s face was uncovered by thos
had been chosen for thar ceremony. They gathered in fronr of the 1
single file and offered ir gifts of food, such as round seedeakes orp
human flesh. Bur they did not carry it up to its temple on top
pyramid, F
All the young warriors were eager for the fiesta to begin. The
sworn to dance and sing with all their hearts, so that the Sp
would marvel at the beauty of the riruals,
The procession began, and the celebrants filed into the templ
to dance the Dance of the Serpent. When they were all together
patio, the songs and the dance began. Those who had fasred for.
days and those who had fasted for & year were in command of
ers; they kepe the dancers in file with their pine wands. {If anyon:
to urinate, he did not stop dancing, but simply opened his clothin
hips and separated his clusters of heron feathers.) e
If anyone disobeyed the leaders or was not in his proper ple
struck him on the hips and shoulders. Then they drove him o




Péars: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico

" 527

im and shoving him from behind. They pushed him so
prawled 1o the ground, and they dragged him outside by
e dared to say a word about this punishment, for those
ted during the vear were feared and venerated; they had
exclusive title “Brothers of Huitzilopochil;.
capeains, the bravesr warriors, danced ar the head of the
e others. The youths followed g¢ a slight distance. Some
vore their hair gathered inco large locks, a sign thar they
n any captives. Others carried their headdresses op their
ad taken caprives, byt only with help.
the recruits, who were called “the young warriors.” They
ured an enemy or two. The others called 1o them: “Come,
w s how brave you are! Dance with alf vour hears!”

irds Attack the Celebrants

ment in the fiesta, when the dapce was loveliest and when
d'to song, the Spaniards were seized with an urpe to kil

s They all ran forward, armied as if for bartle. They closed
and passageways, all the gates of the patio: the Fagle Gare
ser palace, the Gate of the Canestalk and the Gage of the Serpent
They posted guards so that no one could escape, and then

the Sacred Patio o slaughter the celebrants, The
eir swords and their wooden or metal shields

n among the dancers, forcing their way to the place where
tre played. They attacked the man who was drumming and
ns: Then they cut off his head, and it rolled acrogs the floor,
ttacked all the celebrants, stabbing them, spearing them,
with their swords. They artacked some of them from be-
se. fel] instantly o the ground with their enrrailg hanging
¥ beheaded: they cur off their heads, or split their heads

Y came on

ck others in the shoulders, and their arms were torn from
hey wounded some in the thigh and some in rhe calf,
ashed others in the abdomen, and their encraiis all spilled to
nie__-attempted to run away, but their inrestines dragged as
seemed to tangle their feer in their own entrails. No matter
d to save themselves, they could find no escape,
tempred 1o force their Way out, bur the Spaniards murdered
gates. Others climbed the walls, but they could not save
hose who ran into the communal houses were safe there
‘were those who lay down among the victims and pre-
dead. Bue if they stood up again, the Spaniards saw themy
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The blood of the warriors flowed like water and gathered ingg
The pools widened, and the stench of blood and entrails filled
The Spaniards ran into the communal houses to kill those wh,
hiding. They ran everywhere and searched evervwhere; they i
every room, hunting and killing. :

Source: Bartolomé de Las Casas, The Bevastation of the Indies: 4 Brief Account
Herma Briffault (Balimore Johns Hopkins University Press, 19933, 3333, 4641



