
aztec account of the conquest of
mexico

aztec account of the conquest of mexico offers a unique and critical
perspective on one of the most transformative events in the history of the
Americas. This account provides invaluable insights into the indigenous
viewpoint of the Spanish conquest led by Hernán Cortés in the early 16th
century. Unlike European narratives, the Aztec record reveals the cultural,
social, and political ramifications of the conquest from the viewpoint of the
conquered. Exploring these accounts helps deepen our understanding of the
Aztec civilization’s response, resistance, and adaptation during the
invasion. This article examines the key elements of the Aztec account of the
conquest of Mexico, the sources preserving these narratives, and the broader
implications for historical interpretation. The following sections will guide
readers through the historical context, primary sources, the Aztec
perspective on Hernán Cortés and his forces, and the aftermath of the
conquest as reflected in indigenous testimonies.
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Historical Context of the Aztec Empire and
Spanish Conquest
The Aztec Empire, centered in the city of Tenochtitlán, was a dominant
Mesoamerican civilization prior to Spanish contact. By the early 16th
century, the Aztecs had established a complex social, religious, and
political system that governed much of central Mexico. The arrival of Spanish
conquistadors under Hernán Cortés in 1519 marked a pivotal moment in Aztec
history. Understanding the empire’s structure, beliefs, and the geopolitical
landscape aids in comprehending the profound impact the conquest had from the
Aztec viewpoint.



Political and Social Structure of the Aztec Empire
The Aztec society was organized into a hierarchical system with the emperor,
or Huey Tlatoani, at its apex. Nobles, priests, warriors, artisans, and
commoners each held specific roles that contributed to the empire’s
stability. Tribute systems and alliances maintained control over conquered
territories, while religious ceremonies reinforced the divine right of
rulers. This complex order was disrupted by the Spanish invasion, which the
Aztecs interpreted through their own cultural lens.

Pre-Conquest Relations with Neighboring Peoples
The Aztecs maintained both alliances and enmities with surrounding city-
states and indigenous groups. Some of these relationships played a crucial
role during the conquest, as certain groups allied with the Spanish against
Aztec dominance. The intricate network of regional politics is essential to
understanding the Aztec account of the conquest of Mexico, as it highlights
internal divisions exploited by the invaders.

Primary Sources of the Aztec Account
The Aztec perspective on the conquest has been preserved through various
indigenous sources, often recorded after the fall of Tenochtitlán. These
documents and oral traditions provide first-hand insights and counter-
narratives to European chronicles. Researchers rely on these primary sources
to reconstruct the Aztec experience and worldview during the conquest.

The Florentine Codex
Compiled by the Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún, the Florentine Codex
is one of the most comprehensive sources for Aztec culture and history. It
includes detailed testimonies from Aztec elders and survivors, describing the
arrival of the Spaniards, the battles, and the societal upheaval. This codex
is invaluable for capturing the indigenous voice and perspective on the
conquest events.

Codex Mendoza and Other Manuscripts
The Codex Mendoza, created shortly after the conquest, contains illustrations
and descriptions of Aztec life and the impact of Spanish rule. Other codices,
such as the Codex Azcatitlan, also depict the conquest from an indigenous
viewpoint, often emphasizing the suffering and resistance of the Aztec
people. These manuscripts collectively enrich the understanding of the Aztec
account of the conquest of Mexico.



The Aztec Perspective on Hernán Cortés and the
Invaders
From the Aztec standpoint, Hernán Cortés and his forces were seen through
both spiritual and political lenses. The arrival of the Spaniards was
initially interpreted as a fulfillment of prophecy, but perceptions evolved
as the true nature of the conquest became apparent. The Aztec account reveals
a complex mixture of awe, fear, confusion, and defiance toward the invaders.

Mythological Interpretations
Many Aztecs believed Cortés might be the returning god Quetzalcoatl, whose
departure had been foretold. This belief influenced initial interactions and
the reception of the Spaniards in Tenochtitlán. However, as the conquest
progressed, this interpretation shifted to one of betrayal and aggression,
reflected in the Aztec narratives.

Descriptions of the Spanish Forces
Aztec accounts describe the Spaniards as strange and formidable warriors,
equipped with unfamiliar weapons and animals such as horses. These
descriptions emphasize the technological and cultural shock experienced by
the Aztecs, contributing to their struggle to repel the conquest. The
narratives often highlight the violence and treachery perceived in Spanish
actions.

Key Events from the Aztec Point of View
The Aztec account of the conquest of Mexico details critical events, many of
which differ in tone and emphasis from European chronicles. These events
include initial encounters, battles, and the eventual fall of Tenochtitlán.
The indigenous viewpoint sheds light on the human cost and cultural
devastation wrought by the conquest.

Initial Contact and Diplomacy
The first meetings between Aztec leaders and Cortés were marked by cautious
diplomacy and ceremonial exchanges. The Aztecs sought to understand the
intentions of the Spaniards, while the invaders aimed to exploit political
weaknesses. These early interactions are depicted in Aztec sources as fraught
with suspicion and misunderstanding.



La Noche Triste and Its Aftermath
The Aztec account often highlights the event known as La Noche Triste, when
the Spaniards temporarily fled Tenochtitlán after suffering heavy losses.
This moment was seen as a significant victory for the Aztecs, demonstrating
resilience and hope. However, it was followed by renewed Spanish attacks and
alliances that ultimately led to the empire’s downfall.

Fall of Tenochtitlán
The siege and destruction of Tenochtitlán in 1521 are central to the Aztec
narrative of the conquest. Indigenous sources depict the suffering of the
population, the destruction of temples and cultural sites, and the collapse
of political authority. This event symbolizes the end of Aztec sovereignty
and the beginning of colonial domination.

Aftermath and Legacy in Aztec Narratives
Following the conquest, Aztec accounts reflect on the profound
transformations experienced by their society. These narratives convey themes
of loss, adaptation, and cultural survival under Spanish rule. The legacy of
the conquest remains a crucial element of indigenous identity and historical
memory.

Impact on Aztec Society and Culture
The conquest resulted in the dismantling of traditional institutions and the
imposition of Spanish colonial structures. Aztec narratives reveal the
disruption of religious practices, social hierarchies, and economic systems.
Despite this, elements of Aztec culture persisted and adapted, as documented
in post-conquest testimonies.

Preservation of Memory and Oral Traditions
Aztec descendants have maintained oral histories and cultural practices that
commemorate the conquest and its consequences. These traditions serve as a
form of resistance and remembrance, ensuring that the Aztec account of the
conquest of Mexico continues to inform contemporary understandings of this
historical episode.

List of Key Themes in the Aztec Account of the
Conquest of Mexico



Spiritual interpretation of the Spaniards’ arrival

Political intrigue and alliances within Mesoamerica

Descriptions of violence and betrayal during battles

The resilience and resistance of the Aztec people

The cultural and societal upheaval post-conquest

Endurance of Aztec identity through oral and written traditions

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Aztec account of the conquest of Mexico?
The Aztec account of the conquest of Mexico refers to the narrative and
perspective of the indigenous Mexica people regarding the Spanish conquest
led by Hernán Cortés in the early 16th century. These accounts provide
insights into how the Aztecs perceived the invasion, battles, and eventual
fall of their empire.

Which sources provide the Aztec perspective on the
conquest of Mexico?
Key sources include indigenous codices such as the Florentine Codex by
Bernardino de Sahagún, the accounts of Aztec nobles and priests recorded in
Nahuatl, and post-conquest testimonies compiled in documents like the
Relaciones Geográficas. These sources offer valuable indigenous viewpoints on
the events.

How do Aztec accounts differ from Spanish accounts
of the conquest?
Aztec accounts often emphasize the betrayal, the impact of disease, and the
supernatural interpretations of the conquest, portraying the Spanish as
invaders disrupting their world. In contrast, Spanish accounts tend to
highlight military prowess, divine mission, and exploration. The differences
reflect contrasting cultural perspectives and motivations.

What role did indigenous allies play according to
Aztec accounts of the conquest?
Aztec accounts acknowledge that many indigenous groups allied with the
Spanish played a crucial role in the conquest. These allies were often rivals



of the Aztecs who saw the Spanish as a means to overthrow Aztec dominance.
This internal division is seen as a significant factor contributing to the
fall of Tenochtitlan.

Why is it important to study Aztec accounts of the
conquest of Mexico?
Studying Aztec accounts is important to gain a balanced and comprehensive
understanding of the conquest, beyond the Spanish narrative. It helps
recognize indigenous agency, perspectives, and cultural context, contributing
to a more nuanced historical record and fostering respect for indigenous
heritage.

Additional Resources
1. The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico
This book, translated and compiled by Miguel León-Portilla, presents the
conquest of Mexico from the perspective of the Aztecs themselves. It draws
from indigenous accounts, including Nahuatl testimonies, to offer a poignant
and detailed narrative of the events that unfolded during the Spanish
invasion. The work challenges the Eurocentric view by giving voice to the
conquered peoples and their experiences.

2. Aztec Thought and Culture: A Study of the Ancient Nahuatl Mind
Also by Miguel León-Portilla, this book explores the worldview and
intellectual traditions of the Aztecs, providing essential context for
understanding their responses to the conquest. While not solely focused on
the conquest, it illuminates the cultural and philosophical framework that
shaped Aztec society during this tumultuous period.

3. Moctezuma's Mexico: Visions of the Aztec World
This illustrated volume offers an in-depth look at the Aztec empire under
Moctezuma II, the emperor during the arrival of the Spanish. It includes
descriptions of Aztec society, religion, and politics, as well as the impact
of the conquest on the civilization's structure and legacy.

4. Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés, and the Fall of Old Mexico
By Hugh Thomas, this comprehensive narrative provides a detailed account of
the conquest of the Aztec empire. It examines the complexities of the
encounter between Spanish conquistadors and the indigenous peoples, shedding
light on the political, military, and cultural factors that led to the fall
of Mexico-Tenochtitlan.

5. The Aztecs Under Spanish Rule: A History of the Indians of the Valley of
Mexico, 1519-1810
Charles Gibson's seminal work investigates the long-term effects of Spanish
conquest and colonization on the Aztec people. The book covers the transition
from empire to colonial society, exploring how indigenous communities adapted
and resisted Spanish domination over nearly three centuries.



6. The Conquest of New Spain
Written by Bernal Díaz del Castillo, a Spanish conquistador who participated
in the expedition, this firsthand chronicle provides a detailed and vivid
account of the conquest. While from the Spanish perspective, it is invaluable
for understanding the events and includes descriptions of interactions with
the Aztecs.

7. Aztec Empire: The Toltec Resurgence
This book examines the Aztec empire’s rise to power, its cultural
achievements, and the context leading up to the Spanish conquest. It provides
insights into the political and religious dimensions of Aztec society,
helping to frame the significance of their eventual defeat.

8. The Eagle and the Serpent: Mexico and the Aztecs
A richly illustrated exploration of Aztec civilization and its downfall, this
book combines archaeological findings with historical narratives. It
highlights the clash of two worlds during the conquest and the enduring
legacy of Aztec culture in modern Mexico.

9. Voices from the Conquest: Nahuatl Accounts of the Fall of Tenochtitlan
This collection compiles various indigenous testimonies recorded shortly
after the conquest, translated from Nahuatl sources. It provides a poignant
and personal perspective on the tragic events experienced by the Aztec people
during the Spanish invasion and the collapse of their empire.
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