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OVERVIEW
In the following letter Hernán Cortés described Montezuma’s (also known as Moctezuma)
reception of him and his fellow conquistadors into the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán in 1519.
Believing Cortés to be a god who had come to reclaim his kingdom, Montezuma showered
the Spaniards with gifts and generously offered them complete access to the city, including
his own palace. Montezuma discovered too late the visitors’ true identities, as the Spaniards
quickly overpowered the king and seized control of the city and all its riches.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• How does Montezuma treat Cortés and his followers?
• What does Montezuma offer the Spaniards? Why?

C

lose to the city there is a wooden bridge ten paces wide across a breach in
the causeway to allow the water to flow, as it rises and falls. After we had
crossed this bridge, Moctezuma came to greet us and with him some two
hundred lords, all barefoot and dressed in a different costume, but also very
rich in their way and more so than the others. They came in two columns,
pressed very close to the walls of the street, which is very wide and beautiful
and so straight that you can see from one end to the other. It is two-thirds of a
league long and has on both sides very good and big houses, both dwellings
and temples.
Moctezuma came down the middle of this street with two chiefs, one on
his right hand and the other on his left. When we met I dismounted and
stepped forward to embrace him, but the other two lords who were with him
stopped me with their hands so that I should not touch him; and they likewise
all performed the ceremony of kissing the earth. When at last I came to speak
to Moctezuma himself I took off a necklace of pearls and cut glass that I was
wearing and placed it round his neck; after we had walked a little way up the
street a servant of his came with two necklaces, wrapped in a cloth, made from
red snails’ shells, which they hold in great esteem; and from each necklace
hung eight shrimps of refined gold almost a span in length. And after he had
given me these things he sat on another throne which they had placed there
next to the one on which I was sitting, and addressed me in the following way:
“For a long time we have known from the writings of our ancestors that
neither I [Moctezuma], nor any of those who dwell in this land, are natives of
it, but foreigners who came from very distant parts; and likewise we know that
a chieftain, of whom they were all vassals, brought our people to this region.
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And he who returned to his native land and after many years came again, by
which time all those who had remained were married to native women and
had built villages and raised children. And when he wished to lead them away
again they would not go nor even admit him as their chief, and so he departed.
And we have always held that those who descended from him would come and
conquer this land and take us as their vassals. So because of the place from
which you claim to come, namely, where the sun rises, and the things you tell
us of the great lord or king who sent you here, we believe and are certain that
he is our natural lord, especially as you say that he has known of us for some
time. So be assured that we shall obey you and hold you as our lord in place of
that great sovereign of whom you speak; and in this there shall be no offense
or betrayal whatsoever. I know full well of all that has happened to you from
Puntunchan to here, and I also know how those of Cempoal and Tascalteca
have told you much evil of me; believe only what you see with your eyes, for
those are my enemies, and some were my vassals, and have rebelled against me
at your coming and said those things to gain favor with you. I also know that
they have told you the walls of my houses are made of gold, and that the floor
mats in my rooms and other things in my household are likewise of gold, and
that I was, and claimed to be, a god; and many other things besides. The
houses as you see are of stone and lime and clay.”
Then he raised his clothes and showed me his body, saying, and he grasped
his arms and trunk with his hands, “See that I am of flesh and blood like you
and all other men, and I am mortal and substantial. See how they have lied to
you? It is true that I have some pieces of gold left to me by my ancestors;
anything I might have shall be given to you whenever you ask. Now I shall go
to other houses where I live, but here you shall be provided with all that you
and your people require, and you shall receive no hurt, for you are in your
own land and your own house.”
Source: Cortés, Hernán. trans. Anthony Pagden. Letters from Mexico. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986.
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