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PRIMARY SOURCE ENRICHMENT ACTIVITY

HERNÁNDO CORTÉS 

In March 1519, the Spanish explorer Hernándo Cortés reached the coast of Mexico on 
a quest for gold and power. Slowly his forces made their way towards Tenochititlán, 
the capital of the Aztec empire. By November, Cortés and his army arrived in the city. 
Montezuma II (also Muteczuma), the Aztec leader, received Cortés with great honor, 
believing him to be an Aztec god. In this letter to the Spanish king, Cortés describes 
Montezuma and his fabulous palace.

Reading focus:
What impressions does Cortés have of Montezuma?

In regard to the domestic appointments of Muteczuma, and the wonderful grandeur and state 
that he maintains, there is so much to be told, that I assure your Highness, I know not where to 
begin my relation, so as to be able to finish any part of it. For, as I have already stated, what can 
be more wonderful, than that a barbarous monarch, as he is, should have every object found 
in his dominions imitated in gold, silver, precious stones, and feathers; the gold and silver being 
wrought so naturally as not to be surpassed by any smith in the world; the stone work executed 
with such perfection that it is difficult to conceive what instruments could have been used; and the 
feather work superior to the finest productions in wax or embroidery. The extent of Muteczuma’s 
dominions has not been ascertained, since to whatever point he despatched his messengers, even 
two hundred leagues from his capital, his commands were obeyed, although some of his provinces 
were in the midst of countries with which he was at war. But as nearly as I have been able to learn, 
his territories are equal in extent to Spain itself, for he sent messengers to the inhabitants of a city 
called Cumatan (requiring them to become subjects of your Majesty), which is sixty leagues beyond 
that part of Putunchán watered by the river Grijalva, and two hundred and thirty leagues distant 
from the great city; and I sent some of our people a distance of one hundred and fifty leagues in 
the same direction. All the principal chiefs of these provinces, especially those in the vicinity of the 
capital, reside, as I have already stated, the greater part of the year in that great city, and all or 
most of them have their oldest sons in the service of Muteczuma. There are fortified places in all 
the provinces, garrisoned with his own men, where are also stationed his governors and collectors 
of the rents and tribute, rendered him by every province; and an account is kept of what each is 
obliged to pay, as they have characters and figures made on paper that are used for this purpose. 
Each province renders a tribute of its own peculiar productions, so that the sovereign receives a 
great variety of articles from different quarters. No prince was ever more feared by his subjects, 
both in his presence and absence. He possessed out of the city as well as within, numerous villas, 
each of which had its peculiar sources of amusement, and all were constructed in the best possible 
manner for the use of a great prince and lord. Within the city his palaces were so wonderful that it 
is hardly possible to describe their beauty and extent; I can only say that in Spain there is nothing 
equal to them.
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There was one palace somewhat inferior to the rest, attached to which was a beautiful garden 
with balconies extending over it, supported by marble columns, and having a floor formed of jasper 
elegantly inlaid. There were apartments in this palace sufficient to lodge two princes of the highest 
rank with their retinues. There were likewise belonging to it ten pools of water, in which were kept the 
different species of water birds found in this country, of which there is a great variety, all of which are 
domesticated; for the sea birds there were pools of salt water, and for the river birds, of fresh water. 
The water is let off at certain times to keep it pure, and is replenished by means of pipes. Each species 
of bird is supplied with the food natural to it, which it feeds upon when wild. Thus fish is given to 
birds that usually eat it; worms, maize, and the finer seeds, to such as prefer them. And I assure your 
Highness, that to the birds accustomed to eat fish there is given the enormous quantity of ten arrobas 
every day, taken in the salt lake. The emperor has three hundred men whose sole employment is to 
take care of these birds; and there are others whose only business is to attend to the birds that are in 
bad health. 

Over the pools for the birds there are corridors and galleries, to which Muteczuma resorts, and from 
which he can look out and amuse himself with the sight of them. There is an apartment in the same 
palace in which are men, women and children, whose faces, bodies, hair, eyebrows, and eyelashes are 
white from their birth. The emperor has another very beautiful palace, with a large court-yard, paved 
with handsome flags, in the style of a chess-board. There were also cages, about nine feet in height 
and six paces square, each of which was half covered with a roof of tiles, and the other half had over it 
a wooden grate, skillfully made. Every cage contained a bird of prey, of all the species found in Spain, 
from the kestrel to the eagle, and many unknown there. There was a great number of each kind; and 
in the covered part of the cages there was a perch, and another on the outside of the grating, the 
former of which the birds used in the night time, and when it rained; and the other enabled them to 
enjoy the sun and air. To all these birds fowls were daily given for food, and nothing else. There were 
in the same palace several large halls on the ground floor, filled with immense cages built of heavy 
pieces of timber, well put together, in all or most of which were kept lions, tigers, wolves, foxes, and a 
variety of animals of the cat kind, in great numbers, which were also fed on fowls. The care of these 
animals and birds was assigned to three hundred men. There was another palace that contained a 
number of men and women of monstrous size, and also dwarfs, and crooked and ill-formed persons, 
each of which had their separate apartments. These also had their respective keepers. As to the other 
remarkable things that the emperor had in his city for his amusement, I can only say that they were 
numerous and of various kinds. 

He was served in the following manner. Every day as soon as it was light, six hundred nobles and men 
of rank were in attendance at the palace, who either sat, or walked about the halls and galleries, 
and passed their time in conversation, but without entering the apartment where his person was. 
The servants and attendants of these nobles remained in the court-yards, of which there were two or 
three of great extent, and in the adjoining street, which was also very spacious. They all remained in 
attendance from morning till night; and when his meals were served, the nobles were likewise served 
with equal profusion, and their servants and secretaries also had their allowance. Daily his larder and 
wine-cellar were open to all who wished to eat and drink. The meals were served by three or four 
hundred youths, who brought on an infinite variety of dishes; indeed, whenever he dined or supped, 
the table was loaded with every kind of flesh, fish, fruits, and vegetables, that the country produced. 
As the climate is cold, they put a chafing-dish with live coals under every plate and dish, to keep 
them warm. The meals were served in a large hall, in which Muteczuma was accustomed to eat, and 
the dishes quite filled the room, which was covered with mats and kept very clean. He sat on a small 
cushion curiously wrought of leather. During the meals there were present, at a little distance from 
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him, five or six elderly caciques, to whom he presented some of the food. And there was constantly in 
attendance one of the servants, who arranged and handed the dishes, and who received from others 
whatever was wanted for the supply of the table. Both at the beginning and end of every meal, they 
furnished water for the hands; and the napkins used on these occasions were never used a second 
time; this was the case also with the plates and dishes, which were not brought again, but new ones 
in place of them; it was the same also with the chafing-dishes. He is also dressed every day in four 
different suits, entirely new, which he never wears a second time. None of the caciques who enter his 
palace have their feet covered, and when those for whom he sends enter his presence, they incline 
their heads and look down, bending their bodies; and when they address him, they do not look him 
in the face; this arises from excessive modesty and reverence. I am satisfied that it proceeds from 
respect, since certain caciques reproved the Spaniards for their boldness in addressing me, saying 
that it showed a want of becoming deference. Whenever Muteczuma appeared in public, which was 
seldom the case, all those who accompanied him, or whom he accidentally met in the streets, turned 
away without looking towards him, and others prostrated themselves until he had passed. One of the 
nobles always preceded him on these occasions, carrying three slender rods erect, which I suppose 
was to give notice of the approach of his person. And when they descended from the litters, he took 
one of them in his hand, and held it until he reached the place where he was going. So many and 
various were the ceremonies and customs observed by those in the service of Muteczuma, that more 
space than I can spare would be required for the details, as well as a better memory than I have to 
recollect them; since no sultan or other infidel lord, of whom any knowledge now exists, ever had so 
much ceremonial in their courts.

Excerpt from The Despatches of Hernando Cortes, translated and edited by George Folsom (New 
York: Wiley and Putnam, 1843), pp. 120–125.

Analysis Questions:

1     How did Montezuma’s day begin?

2    What kind of animals did Montezuma keep in his palace?
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