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CHAPTER 1 

 
 

CONQUEST OF THE AZTECS 
 

 
Hernán Cortes Conquers Mexico (1519-1526) 
 
In 1519 the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés landed in Mexico and quickly conquered the Aztecs, a 
powerful people who had long dominated their neighbors in the central Mexican highlands.  In the pas-
sage below, Cortés, writing to his king in Spain, describes his first encounter with the Aztec ruler Mutec-
zuma (Montezuma), as well as his efforts to suppress the religious practices of the Aztecs, especially those 
involving human sacrifice.  What advantages did Cortés possess in his confrontation with the Aztecs?  
How did his own cultural background influence his treatment of the native people?  

 
The Second Despatch of Hernán Cortés to the 
Emperor.  Sent from Segura de la Frontera on 
the 30th of October, 1520.  

Most High Mighty and Catholic Prince, Invin-
cible Emperor, and our Sovereign Liege:  

. . . Muteczuma himself came out to meet us 
with some two hundred nobles, all barefoot and 
dressed in some kind of uniform 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 beautiful, large 
houses, both private dwellings and temples. . . . 

And while speaking to Muteczuma I took off a 
necklace of pearls and crystals which I was wear-
ing and threw it round his neck; whereupon having 
proceeded some little way up the street a servant of 
his came back to me with two necklaces 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 beauti-
fully in gold some six inches in length.  The mes-
senger 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 hand-
some house which Muteczuma 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 company 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 em-
broidered in various ways, and having made me a 
present of them he seated himself on another low 

bench which was placed next to mine, and ad-
dressed me in this manner:  

“Longtime have we been informed by the writ-
ings of our ancestors that neither myself nor any of 
those who inhabit this land are natives of it, but 
rather strangers who have come to it from foreign 
parts.  We likewise know that from those parts our 
nation was led by a certain lord (to whom all were 
subject), and who then went back to his native 
land, where he remained so long delaying his re-
turn that at his coming those whom he had left had 
married the women of the land and had many chil-
dren by them and had built themselves cities in 
which they lived, so that they would in no wise 
return to their own land nor acknowledge him as 
lord; upon which he left them.  And we have al-
ways believed that among his descendants one 
would surely come to subject this land and us as 
rightful vassals.  Now seeing the regions from 
which you say you come, which is from where the 
sun rises, and the news you tell of this great 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.  
Wherefore be certain that we will obey you and 
hold you as lord in place of that great lord of 
whom you speak, in which service there shall be 
neither slackness nor deceit:  and throughout all the 
land, that is to say all that I rule, you may com-
mand anything you desire, and it shall be obeyed 
and done, and all that we have is at your will and 
pleasure.  And since you are in your own land and 
house, rejoice and take your leisure from the fa-
tigues of your journey and the battles you have 
fought; for I am well informed of all those that you 
have been forced to engage in on your way here 
from Potonchan, as also that the natives of Cem-
poal and Tlascala have told you many evil things 
of me; but believe no more than what you see with 
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your own eyes, and especially not words from the 
lips of those who are my enemies, who were for-
merly my vassals and on your coming rebelled 
against me and said these things in order to find 
favour with you: I am aware, moreover, that they 
have told you that the walls of my houses were of 
gold as was the matting on my floors and other 
household articles, even that I was a god and 
claimed to be so, and other like matters.  As for the 
houses, you see that they are of wood, stones and 
earth.”  Upon this he lifted his clothes showing me 
his body, and said:  “and you see that I am of flesh 
and blood like yourself and everyone else, mortal 
and tangible.”  

Grasping with his hands his arms and other 
parts of his body, he continued:  “You see plainly 
how they have lied. True I have a few articles of 
gold which have remained to me from my forefa-
thers, and all that I have is yours at any time that 
you may desire it.  I am now going to my palace 
where I live.  Here you will be provided with all 
things necessary for you and your men, and let 
nothing be done amiss seeing that you are in your 
own house and land. . . .” 

There are three large halls in the great mosque 
where the principal idols are to be found, all of 
immense size and height and richly decorated with 
sculptured figures both in wood and stone, and 
within these halls are other smaller temples branch-
ing off from them and entered by doors so small 
that no daylight 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 have said there are also many out- side.  The 
greatest of these idols and those in which they 
placed most faith and trust I ordered to be dragged 
from their 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 
who had been sacrificed, and placed in them the 
image of Our Lady and other saints, all of which 
made no small impression upon Muteczuma and 
the inhabitants.  They at first remonstrated with 
me, for should it be known, they said, by the peo-
ple of the country they would rise against me, be-
lieving as they did that to these idols were due all 
temporal goods, and that should they allow them to 
be ill used they would be wroth against them and 
would give them nothing, denying them the fruits 
of the earth, and thus the people would die of star-

vation.  I 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 sky, the earth and all 
things, Who made both them and ourselves, Who 
was without beginning and immortal, Whom alone 
they had to adore and to believe in, and not in any 
created thing whatsoever:  I told them moreover all 
things else that I knew of touching this matter in 
order to lead them from their idolatry and bring 
them to the knowledge of Our Lord: and all, espe-
cially Muteczuma, 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 prepared to believe that they had 
erred somewhat from the true faith during the long 
time since they had left their native land, and 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 I declared to 
be best.  Upon this Muteczuma and many of the 
chief men of the city went with me to remove the 
idols, cleanse the chapels, and place images of the 
saints therein, and all with cheerful faces.  I for-
bade them moreover to make human sacrifice to 
the idols as was their wont, because besides being 
an abomination in the sight of God it is prohibited 
by your Majesty’s laws which declare that he who 
kills shall be killed.  From this time henceforth 
they departed from it, and during the whole time 
that I was in the city not a single living soul was 
known to be killed and sacrificed.  

The images of the idols in which these people 
believed are many times greater than the body of a 
large man.  They are made from pulp of all the ce-
reals and greenstuffs which they eat, mixed and 
pounded together.  This mass they moisten with 
blood from the hearts of human beings which they 
tear from their breasts while still alive, and thus 
make sufficient quantity of the pulp to mould into 
their huge statues: and after the idols have been set 
up still they offer them more living hearts which 
they sacrifice in like manner and anoint their faces 
with the blood.  Each department of human affairs 
has its particular idol after the manner of the an-
cients who thus honoured their gods:  so that there 
is one idol from whom they beg success in war, 
another for crops, and so on for all their needs. . . .  

 
Aztec Chroniclers Describe the Spanish Conquest of Mexico (1519) 
 
The Spanish Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún arrived in Mexico in 1529, swiftly mastered the 
indigenous language Nahuatl, and proceeded to gather from his Aztec informants a history of their civili-
zation.  In the selection that follows, one of Sahagún’s witnesses describes the encounter between Monte-
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zuma and Cortés from the Aztec perspective.  How does this account differ either factually or interpre-
tively, from Cortés’s description? 
 

. . . The Spaniards arrived in Xoloco, near the 
entrance to Tenochtitlan.  That was the end of the 
march, for they had reached their goal.  

Motecuhzoma now arrayed himself in his fin-
ery, preparing to go out to meet them.  The other 
great princes also adorned their persons, as did the 
nobles and their chieftains and knights.  They all 
went out together to meet the strangers.  

They brought trays heaped with the finest 
flowers—the flower that resembles a shield; the 
flower shaped like a heart; in the center, the flower 
with the sweetest aroma; and the fragrant yellow 
flower, the most precious of all.  They also brought 
garlands of flowers, and ornaments for the breast, 
and necklaces of gold, necklaces hung with rich 
stones, necklaces fashioned in the petatillo style.  

Thus Motecuhzoma went out to meet them, 
there in Huitzillan.  He presented many gifts to the 
Captain and his commanders, those who had come 
to make war.  He showered gifts upon them and 
hung flowers around their necks; he gave them 
necklaces of flowers and bands of flowers to adorn 
their breasts; he set garlands of flowers upon their 
heads.  Then he hung the gold necklaces around 
their necks and gave them presents of every sort as 
gifts of welcome.  

 
When Motecuhzoma had given necklaces to 

each one, Cortés asked him: “Are you Mote-
cuhzoma?  Are you the king?  Is it true that you are 
the king Motecuhzoma?”  

And the king said:  “Yes, I am Motecuhzoma.”  
Then he stood up to welcome Cortés; he came for-
ward, bowed his head low and addressed him in 
these words:  “Our lord, you are weary.  The jour-
ney has tired you, but now you have arrived on the 
earth.  You have come to your city, Mexico.  You 
have come here to sit on your throne, to sit under 
its canopy.  

“The kings who have gone before, your repre-
sentatives guarded it and preserved it for your 
coming. The kings Itzcoatl, Motecuhzoma the 
Elder, Axayacatl, Tizoc and Ahuitzol ruled for you 
in the City of Mexico.  The people were protected 
by their swords and sheltered by their shields.  

“Do the kings know the destiny of those they 
left behind, their posterity?  If only they are watch-
ing!  If only they can see what I see!  

“No, it is not a dream.  I am not walking in my 
sleep.  I am not seeing you in my dreams.     . . . I 
have seen you at last!  I have met you face to face!  
I was in agony for five days, for ten days, with my 
eyes fixed on the Region of the Mystery.  And now 

you have come out of the clouds and mists to sit on 
your throne again.  

“This was foretold by the kings who governed 
your city, and now it has taken place.  You have 
come back to us; you have come down from the 
sky.  Rest now, and take possession of your royal 
houses.  Welcome to your land, my lords!”  

When Motecuhzoma had finished, La Ma-
linche translated his address into Spanish so that 
the Captain could understand it.  Cortés replied in 
his strange and savage tongue, speaking first to La 
Malinche:  “Tell Motecuhzoma that we are his 
friends. There is nothing to fear. We have wanted 
to see him for a long time, and now we have seen 
his face and heard his words.  Tell him that we 
love him well and that our hearts are contented.”  

Then he said to Motecuhzoma:  “We have 
come to your house in Mexico as friends.  There is 
nothing to fear.”  

La Malinche translated this speech and the 
Spaniards grasped Motecuhzoma’s hands and pat-
ted his back to show their affection for him.   . . .  

 
The Spaniards examined everything they saw.  

They dismounted from their horses, and mounted 
them again, and dismounted again, so as not to 
miss anything of interest. . . .  

 
When the Spaniards entered the Royal House, 

they placed Motecuhzoma under guard and kept 
him under their vigilance.  They also placed a 
guard over Itzcuauhtzin, but the other lords were 
permitted to depart.  

Then the Spaniards fired one of their cannons, 
and this caused great confusion in the city.  The 
people scattered in every direction; they fled with-
out rhyme or reason; they ran off as if they were 
being pursued.  It was as if they had eaten the 
mushrooms that confuse the mind, or had seen 
some dreadful apparition.  They were all overcome 
by terror, as if their hearts had fainted. And when 
night fell, the panic spread through the city and 
their fears would not let them sleep.  

In the morning the Spaniards told Mote-
cuhzoma what they needed in the way of supplies: 
tortillas, fried chickens, hens’ eggs, pure water, 
firewood and charcoal. Also:  large, clean cooking 
pots, water jars, pitchers, dishes and other pottery. 
Motecuhzoma ordered that it be sent to them.  The 
chiefs who received this order were angry with the 
king and no longer revered or respected him.  But 
they furnished the Spaniards with all the provisions 
they needed—food, beverages and water, and fod-
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der for the horses.   . . .  
 
The Aztecs begged permission of their king to 

hold the fiesta of Huitzilopochtli.  The Spaniards 
wanted to see this fiesta to learn how it was cele-
brated.  A delegation of the celebrants called to the 
palace where Motecuhzoma was a prisoner, and 
when their spokesman asked his permission, he 
granted it to them. . . .  

 
On the evening before the fiesta of Toxcatl, the 

celebrants began to model a statue of 
Huitzilopochtli.  They gave it such a human ap-
pearance that it seemed the body of a living man.  
Yet they made the statue with nothing but a paste 
made of the ground seeds of the chicalote, which 
they shaped over an armature of sticks.  

When the statue was finished, they dressed it 
in rich feathers, and they painted crossbars over 
and under its eyes.  They also clipped on its ear-
rings of turquoise mosaic; these were in the shape 
of serpents, with gold rings hanging from them.  Its 
nose plug, in the shape of an arrow, was made of 
gold and was inlaid with fine stones.  

They placed the magic headdress of humming-
bird feathers on its head. They also adorned it with 
an anecuyotl, which was a belt made of feathers, 
with a cone at the back.  Then they hung around its 
neck an ornament of yellow parrot feathers, fringed 
like the locks of a young boy.  Over this they put 
its nettle-leaf cape, which was painted black and 
decorated with five clusters of eagle feathers.  

Next they wrapped it in its cloak, which was 
painted with skulls and bones, and over this they 
fastened its vest.  The vest was painted with dis-
membered human parts:  skulls, ears, hearts, intes-
tines, torsos, breasts, hands and feet.  They also put 
on its maxtlatl, or loincloth, which was decorated 
with images of dissevered limbs and fringed with 
amate paper.  This maxtlatl was painted with verti-
cal stripes of bright blue.  

They fastened a red paper flag at its shoulder 
and placed on its head what looked like a sacrifi-
cial flint knife.  This too was made of red paper; it 
seemed to have been steeped in blood.  

The statue carried a tehuehuelli, a bamboo 
shield decorated with four clusters of fine eagle 
feathers.  The pendant of this shield was blood-red, 
like the knife and the shoulder flag.  The statue 
also carried four arrows.  

Finally, they put the wristbands on its arms.  
These bands, made of coyote skin, were fringed 
with paper cut into little strips.  

Early the next morning, the statue’s face was 
uncovered by those who had been chosen for that 
ceremony.  They gathered in front of the idol in 

single file and offered it gifts of food, such as 
round seedcakes or perhaps human flesh.  But they 
did not carry it up to its temple on top of the pyra-
mid.  

All the young warriors were eager for the fi-
esta to begin.  They had sworn to dance and sing 
with all their hearts, so that the Spaniards would 
marvel at the beauty of the rituals.  

The procession began, and the celebrants filed 
into the temple patio to dance the Dance of the Ser-
pent.  When they were all together in the patio, the 
songs and the dance began.  Those who had fasted 
for twenty days and those who had fasted for a 
year were in command of the others; they kept the 
dancers in file with their pine wands.  (If anyone 
wished to urinate, he did not stop dancing, but 
simply opened his clothing at the hips and sepa-
rated his clusters of heron feathers.)  

If anyone disobeyed the leaders or was not in 
his proper place they struck him on the hips and 
shoulders.  Then they drove him out of the patio, 
beating him and shoving him from behind.  They 
pushed him so hard that he sprawled to the ground, 
and they dragged him outside by the ears.  No one 
dared to say a word about this punishment, for 
those who had fasted during the year were feared 
and venerated; they had earned the exclusive title 
“Brothers of Huitzilopochtli.”  

The great captains, the bravest warriors, 
danced at the head of the files to guide the others.  
The youths followed at a slight distance.  Some of 
the youths wore their hair gathered into large 
locks, a sign that they had never taken any cap-
tives.  Others carried their headdresses on their 
shoulders; they had taken captives, but only with 
help.  

Then came the recruits, who were called “the 
young warriors.”  They had each captured an en-
emy or two.  The others called to them:  “Come, 
comrades, show us how brave you are!  Dance 
with all your hearts!”  

 
At this moment in the fiesta, when the dance 

was loveliest and when song was linked to song, 
the Spaniards were seized with an urge to kill the 
celebrants.  They all ran forward, armed as if for 
battle.  They closed the entrances and passage-
ways, all the gates of the patio:  the Eagle Gate in 
the lesser palace, the Gate of the Canestalk and the 
Gate of the Serpent of Mirrors.  They posted 
guards so that no one could escape, and then 
rushed into the Sacred Patio to slaughter the cele-
brants.  They came on foot, carrying their swords 
and their wooden or metal shields.  

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

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

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

could find no escape.  
Some attempted to force their way out, but the 

Spaniards murdered them at the gates.  Others 
climbed the walls, but they could not save them-
selves.  Those who ran into the communal houses 
were safe there for a while; so were those who lay 
down among the victims and pretended to be dead.  
But if they stood up again, the Spaniards saw them 
and killed them.  

The blood of the warriors flowed like water 
and gathered into pools.  The pools widened, and 
the stench of blood and entrails filled the air.  The 
Spaniards ran into the communal houses to kill 
those who were hiding.  They ran everywhere and 
searched everywhere; they invaded every room, 
hunting and killing. . . .  

 


