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The Spanish in Tenochtitlan: Three Perspectives

Source A
Excerpt from the memoirs of Bernal Díaz, one of Cortés’ soldiers in the conquest of Mexico. He 

wrote his memoirs over the last thirty years of his life, from about 1555-1584, decades after the Span-
ish defeated the Aztecs in Tenochtitlan.

…within twenty days all the chieftains whom Montezuma had sent to collect the tribute of gold, 
came back again. And as they arrived Montezuma sent to summon Cortés and our captains and cer-
tain soldiers whom he knew, who belonged to his guard, and said these formal words, or others of 
like meaning:–

“I wish you to know…that I am indebted to your great King, and I bear him good will both for 
being such a great Prince and for having sent to such distant lands to make inquiries about me; and 
the thought that most impresses me is that he must be the one who is to rule over us, as our ances-
tors have told us, and as even our gods have given us to understand in the answers we have received 
from them. Take this gold which has been collected;… That which I have ready for the emperor is the 
whole of the Treasure which I have received from my father….”

When Cortés and all of us heard this we stood amazed at the great goodness and liberality of the 
Great Montezuma, and with much reverence we all doffed our helmets, and returned him our thanks, 
and with words of the greatest affection, Cortés promised him that we would write to His Majesty 
of the magnificence and liberality of this gift of gold which he gave us in his own royal name. After 
some more polite conversation Montezuma at once sent his Mayordomos to hand over all the trea-
sure and gold and wealth that was in that plastered chamber, and in looking it over and taking off all 
the embroidery with which it was set, we were occupied for three days, and to assist us in undoing 
it and taking it to pieces, there came Montezuma’s goldsmiths from the town named Azcapotzalco, 
and I say that there was so much, that after it was taken to pieces there were three heaps of gold, and 
they weighted more than six hundred thousand pesos, as I shall tell further on, without the silver and 
many other rich things… We began to melt it down the with the help of the Indian goldsmiths, and 
they made broad bars of it, each bar measuring three fingers of the hand across….

Some of our soldiers had their hands so full, that many ingots of gold, marked and unmarked 
{with the royal stamp}, and jewels of a great diversity of patterns were openly in circulation. Heavy 
gaming was always going on with some playing cards…. So this was the condition we were in, but let 
us stop talking of the gold and of the bad way it was divided, and worse way in which it was spent.

As Cortés heard that many of the soldiers were discontented over their share of the gold and the 
way the heaps had been robbed {to put aside extra gold for Cortés}, he determined to make a speech to 
them all with honeyed words, and he said that all he owned was for us, and he …{wanted}… only the 

Introduction: Historians use a variety of primary sources to understand the past. Although the 
Aztecs had a written language and a library of books about Aztec history and culture when the Span-
ish arrived in Mexico, most of these books were destroyed in the Spanish conquest. Thus, historians 
have had to rely mainly on Spanish accounts and the memoirs of participants written years after 
New Spain was established. The following selections are from three of the most important primary 
sources that historians have used to piece together what happened when the Spanish arrived in cen-
tral Mexico. All three excerpts describe the same event—the Spaniards’ acquisition of gold while in 
Tenochtitlan. Like their spellings of Moctezuma’s name, which in these selections is spelled Mont-
ezuma, Moteucçoma, and Muteczuma respectively, the three authors have different interpretations of 
this event. After you read the three accounts, answer the questions that follow.
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share that came to him as Captain General, and that if any one had need of anything he would give it 
to him, and that the gold we had collected was but a breath of air, that we should observe what great 
cities there were there and rich mines, and that we should be lords of them all and very prosperous 
and rich, and he used other arguments very well expressed which  he knew well how to employ…. 

del Castillo, Bernal Díaz (translated by A.P. Maudslay). The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 
1517-1521 (New York: Da Capo Press, 1996).

Source B
Excerpt from Book Twelve of the Florentine Codex by Bernardino de Sahagún, a Spanish mission-

ary. Because many original Aztec books were destroyed, some Spaniards created created handwritten 
books, known as codices, such as this to record indigenous life prior to and during the Spanish con-
quest. It was originally written in Nahuatl, a widely spoken indigenous language, and the narrative 
was created by blending the stories of various indigenous people, mostly Aztec noblemen, who were 
interviewed by Sahagún and his students. 

…And when [the Spaniards] were well settled, right away they interrogated Moteucçoma about 
all the stored treasure of the altepetl1, the devices and shields. They greatly prodded him, they 
eagerly sought gold as a thing of esteem. And then Moteucçoma went along leading the Spaniards. 
They gathered around him, bunched around him; he went in their midst, leading the way. They went 
along, taking hold of him, grasping him. And when they reached the storehouse, the place called 
Teocalco, then all the [shining things] were brought out: the quetzal-feather head fan, the devices, the 
shields, the golden disks, the necklaces of the devils, the golden nose crescents, the golden leg bands, 
the golden arm bands, the golden sheets for the forehead.

Thereupon the gold on the shields and on all the devices was taken off. And when all the gold 
had been detached, right away they set on fire, set fire to, ignited all the different precious things; 
they all burned. And the Spaniards made the gold into bricks. And they took as much of the green-
stone as pleased them; as to the rest of the green-stone, the Tlaxcalans2 just snatched it up. And [the 
Spaniards] went everywhere, scratching about in the hiding places, storehouses, places of storage all 
around. They took everything they saw that pleased them.

Eighteenth chapter, where it is said how the Spaniards went into Moteucçoma’s personal home 
and what happened there.

Thereupon they went to the place where Moteucçoma stored his own things, where all his 
special property was kept, called Totocalco. It seemed that they <all bunched together>, were struck 
[with hope], patted one another on the back of the neck, their hearts brightening. And when they 
got there and went into the storage place, they seemed to disperse in all directions, quickly going in 
everywhere, as though covetous and greedy. Thereupon [Moteucçoma’s] own personal property was 
brought out, belonging to him alone, his own portion, all precious things…. They took all of it; they 
appropriated it, assigned and apportioned it to themselves….

And when the collection of all the gold was completed, thereupon Marina summoned to her, had 
summoned, all the noblemen. She stood on a flat roof, on a roof parapet, and said, “Mexica3, come 
here, for the Spaniards are suffering greatly. Bring food, fresh water, and all that is needed, for they 
are suffering travail, are tired, fatigued, weary, and exhausted. Why is you do not want to come? It is a 
sign that you are angry.”

But the Mexica no longer at all dared to go there. They were greatly afraid; they were limp with 

      1 alpetl = a city or town
      2 Tlaxcalans = indigenous group allied with the Spanish
      3 Mexica = another name for the Aztec people
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fear; they were taken aback. Fear greatly prevailed; it spread about. No one dared come out. It was 
as though a wild beast were loose, as though it were the deep of the night. Yet there was not for that 
reason halt or hesitation in delivering everything [the Spaniards] needed, but they delivered it fear-
fully, they went in fear, they ran in fear as they went to deliver it. And when they had spilled it on the 
ground, everyone came running back in a flash, panting and trembling.

Lockhard, James (editor and translator), We People Here: Nahuatl Accounts of the Conquest of 
Mexico (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993).

Source C
Excerpt from one of many letters that Cortés wrote to the King of Spain during the conquest. It 

was written and sent in 1520.

…When I discovered that Muteczuma was fully devoted to the service of your Highness, I 
requested him that, in order to enable me to render a complete account to your Majesty of the produc-
tions of the country, he would point out to me the mines from which gold was obtained; to which he 
consented with the greatest readiness, saying that it would give him pleasure to do so. 

…I one day spoke to Muteczuma and said that your Highness needed gold for certain works that 
he had ordered to be completed, and I wished him to send some of his people, and I would send 
some of mine, to the lands and abodes of those lords who had submitted themselves on that occasion, 
to ask them to supply your Majesty with some part of what they possessed; since besides the neces-
sity your Majesty had for the gold, it would serve as a beginning of their fealty4, and your Highness 
would form a better opinion of their disposition to render him service by such a demonstration; and I 
also requested that he himself would give me what gold he had, as well as other things, in order that 
I might transmit them to your Majesty. He immediately requested that I would designate the Span-
iards whom I wished to send on this business, and he distributed them two by two, and five by five, 
among many provinces and cities, the names of which I do not recollect,…and with them he sent 
some of his own people, and directed them to go to the governors of provinces and cities, and say 
that I commanded each one of them to give a certain proportion of gold, which he prescribed. Ac-
cordingly all those caciques5 to whom he sent contributed freely what he demanded of them, as well 
jewels as plates and leaves of gold and silver, and whatever else they possessed; and melting down 
all that admitted it, we found that the fifth part belonging to your Majesty amounted to 32,400 pesos 
of gold and upwards, without reckoning the jewels of gold and silver, the feather-work, and precious 
stones, together with many other valuable articles that I set apart for your sacred Majesty, worth more 
than 100,000 ducats. These besides their monied value, were of so costly and curious workmanship, 
that considering their novelty and wonderful beauty, no price could be set on them; nor is it probable 
that any one of all the princes of the world to whose knowledge they might come, could produce any 
articles of equal splendor. It may seem to your Majesty like a fabulous story, but it is true, that all the 
natural objects, both on sea and land, of which Muteczuma has any knowledge, are imitated in gold 
and silver, as well as in precious stones and feathers, in such perfection that they appear almost the 
same. He gave me numerous specimens of many of these for your Highness,…and many other ar-
ticles, so numerous and ingenious, that I am unable to describe them to your Majesty.

Cortés, Hernán. The Dispatches of Hernándo Cortés, The Conqueror of Mexico, addressed to the 
Emperor Charles V, written during the conquest, and containing a narrative of its events (New York: 
Wiley and Putnam, 1843).

Name:______________________________________________

      4 fealty = loyalty to the King Spain
      5 caciques = political leaders
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1. Who is the author of the selection? 

 Source A:  Source C: 

 Source B:  

2. What events are described in the selection? 

 Source A:  Source C: 

 Source B:   

3. For what audience was the selection written? Why do you think each author wrote his document?

 Source A:  Source C:

 Source B:

4. What similarities and differences are there among the three sources?  

5. Can you determine whether the sources are accurate? Why or why not?

6. What type of information in each of these sources would be useful to an historian? 

 Source A:  Source C: 

 Source B:

The Spanish in Tenochtitlan: Three Perspectives
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